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1

Introduction

Spies and secret agents have been hard at work for centuries, risking their

lives, and sometimes changing the course of history. More than four hundred

years ago England’s royal spymaster, Sir Francis Walsingham, discovered

a plot to remove Elizabeth I from the throne, and in the American War of

Independence in the eighteenth century one of the most brilliant agents was

an African American slave called James Armistead Lafayette.

Most countries today have spies working undercover, although very few

admit it. The work they do can be exciting and often highly dangerous, but

rarely as glamorous as it appears on television and in films.
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However, it is in wartime that spies and their secret organisations have become

most notorious, playing an important part in discovering battle plans and

disrupting an enemy’s ability to fight. Knowing about an attack in advance, or the

details of a deadly new weapon, can completely alter the outcome of a battle. A

single spy can save thousands of lives in this way, although if a secret gets into the

wrong hands the outcome can be disastrous, resulting in death and destruction.

People become spies for various reasons.

Some do it for money or are tricked into it without realising. It might be for love

of their own country, or out of fear and hatred of another one. Others do it in

an effort to save innocent lives, although many courageous men and women

have died this way, often in horrific circumstances.

Because of this, it can be hard to judge whether a spy is good or bad (it

depends which side you’re on), but when their stories include so much

courage, ingenuity and determination it is impossible not to be impressed by

their actions and daring.

Spying goes on all the time, but some of the most astonishing spy stories

relate to wartime, in particular the Second World War, when so many men

and women risked their lives this way. Their work was so secret that some of

the details have not yet been revealed, but their adventures still sound mind-

boggling after all these years.





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]

5

Giliana Gerson

Making Friends in All the Right Places

When France was invaded by Nazi Germany during the Second World War,

thousands of courageous men and women known as freedom fighters or

partisans joined the French Resistance. This was a secret army which spent

the next four years attacking factories and other buildings that were being

used by the enemy as prisons and for storing weapons. As well as sabotaging

airfields, bridges and railways across France, its members stole top-secret

plans and kidnapped collaborators, which is what they called those French

people who helped the Germans.

This work was vitally important, but extremely dangerous for everyone





[image: image]

6

involved. The activities of the Resistance infuriated the Germans, and many

members of the organisation were hunted down and imprisoned. Some were

tortured and even killed for refusing to betray their comrades or to give away

details of any missions they were planning.

These men and women were mostly volunteers, not professional soldiers.

Even schoolchildren sometimes became involved. For example, two French

schoolgirls secretly drained the oil from several enemy vehicles one night, and

replaced it with contaminated oil which wrecked the engines.

Because

this sort of work was so important

,

the British created their own secret organisation to help France and other

occupied countries in their struggle against the enemy. This was called the

Special Operations Executive or SOE. The prime minister, Winston Churchill,

said he wanted to ‘set Europe ablaze’ by making life as hard as possible for the

invading Germans. He ordered the SOE to send secret agents, guns, money

and explosives to partisans fighting in all the different countries which had

been overrun by the German army.

The SOE’s first agent to cross to France was Georges Bégué, a French

engineer who lived in England, had an English wife, and spoke both English

and French very well. Under cover of darkness he was parachuted into

France with a powerful radio transmitter hidden in his suitcase. He used this





[image: image]

7

to communicate with the SOE’s London headquarters while he helped the

partisans organise themselves into a more effective fighting force.

Women had several advantages

over men when

it came to spying, although it took a while for Churchill to understand what

these were. It took him even longer to agree to send female spies overseas, but

eventually more than 3,200 women joined the SOE.

Some were young girls who had just finished school. Others were older,

ranging from working-class women to aristocrats. Incredibly, they were the

only women in any British or American organisation to be issued with weapons

during the whole of the Second World War (1939–45).

As spies, they had to be brave, quick-thinking and exceptionally calm under

pressure: twenty-year-old Anne-Marie Walters, for example, carried on with

her mission despite being injured in a plane crash when she first took off for

France.

Because so many men were away fighting in the war, female spies were able

to blend in more easily in towns and cities where women and children made

up most of the population. They had another important advantage too: at

least to begin with, it hadn’t even occurred to the German authorities to start

looking for female spies. Soldiers, sailors and pilots were nearly all men, so
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very few people guessed that an ordinary-looking young woman could be

working as a spy.

Georges Bégué didn’t know it but Britain’s

first female spy

was already in France. Giliana Gerson had been born in Chile and lived in

Paris, where she worked as an actress. Her South American passport meant

she could travel around the country quite easily, which British people couldn’t

do. She used her training as an actress to make it look as though she wasn’t

an agent at all but just a tourist.

Gerson spent around a month pretending she was enjoying her French

holiday, but really she was making friends with many of the people she met

in bars and cafes. She spoke several languages fluently and was trying to

find out which people she could trust and who were traitors working for the

Germans. It was very risky. No one would admit to a complete stranger that

he or she was a partisan, and if Gerson had told the wrong person what she

was doing she would have been arrested immediately.

Gerson wanted to set up a network of trustworthy French individuals who

might be useful to the SOE. This meant identifying people in the Resistance

who could be counted on to help spies arriving from London. They could also

assist Royal Air Force (RAF) pilots who had been shot down over France and

needed to get back to Britain.
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By 1941 more and more secret agents were being sent from Britain to France.

They usually arrived at night by aeroplane or submarine. Both were hazardous

ways to travel in wartime. Aircraft flying across the English Channel were

frequently shot down, and many agents were injured after making a jump in

the dark. Others were arrested the moment they landed because the enemy

heard the aircraft coming. Submarines were also risky because the German

navy had so many more of them than the British had.

Once landed, the

agents needed a lot of support

to survive in France. The same was true for RAF pilots who had been shot

down. Even if they survived the crash, or a parachute jump made in total

darkness, it was impossible to last very long behind enemy lines without food

and shelter. They could only get this from people living in the local towns and

villages.

Similarly, if a pilot was injured in a crash, he couldn’t visit a hospital or see

a doctor without the Germans finding out. Gerson worked hard to identify

people she could trust to look after them and treat their injuries. Fortunately,

this was something she was very good at.

As long as the Germans were in control, even ordinary French citizens had

to carry identity papers showing who they were and where they lived, and

giving them permission to travel around. The enemy had military and police
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checkpoints all over France to trap spies and saboteurs, and Gerson knew

that anyone who didn’t have the necessary documents would be arrested and

possibly even shot.

To prevent this happening to any SOE agents, she spent much of her

imaginary holiday stealing or borrowing as many official identity documents

as she could carry. She smuggled dozens of these back to Britain so they could

be copied by the SOE’s special forgery department. This was based at a large

country house near Harlow in Essex and had the code name ‘Station XIV’.

Hidden in its cellars, a small team of expert forgers worked to produce more

than 275,000 fake passports, ration cards and foreign banknotes for agents

to take with them on their missions.

Gerson had another skill too

an incredible memory

for

faces and tiny details. During her stay in France she memorised an amazing

amount of information that she thought might be useful to the SOE. This

included train and bus timetables, which agents needed to learn to avoid

detection, and details about the dangers they might face in particular areas.

She even worked out a secret route spies could use to get from one part of

France to another without being stopped and questioned.

Like the forged documents based on those she smuggled back, this

information was crucial for the agents who followed Giliana Gerson into
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France. We don’t know exactly how many agents she helped in this way, but it

is known that many spies avoided capture by following her advice. Similarly,

hundreds of RAF pilots were able to get back home using the sort of escape

routes that Gerson helped to plan and organise. Thanks to Giliana Gerson

they could rejoin their squadrons and continue fighting the enemy.
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Roald Dahl

From Spy to Storyteller

Long before he began writing stories about witches, Twits and magical

chocolate factories, Roald Dahl was a Royal Air Force pilot and then a spy.

Dahl’s flying career had got off to a bad start when he crashed his first

aeroplane in the Libyan desert in 1940. He later boasted about how the

Gloster Gladiator biplane had been shot down by the enemy, but in fact it

simply ran out of fuel after the young, inexperienced pilot lost his way. His

attempt to land the aircraft as gently as possible also went wrong when one

of the wheels hit a rock and the spinning propeller ploughed violently into the

ground.
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The impact fractured Dahl’s skull and broke his nose, and he was knocked

unconscious for several seconds. Luckily, when he came to, he managed

to climb out of the cockpit before the burning Gladiator exploded. Dahl

was dazed, but dragged himself away from the wreckage as quickly as he

could. Moments later the ground around him was showered with razor-sharp

metal shards and hundreds of rounds of deadly ammunition which had been

unleashed by the heat.

Dahl was temporarily blinded

in the accident and

his recovery was so slow that it took more than six months before he was given

the go-ahead to fly again. Unfortunately, a few weeks after his first genuine

combat mission (over Greece) he admitted he was still suffering from blinding

headaches and blackouts. He was immediately banned from flying military

aircraft and sent back to Britain.

Dahl had loved being a pilot, but his next assignment was what he

considered an unimportant desk job. He was employed at the British Embassy

in Washington, although he was also asked to give a series of talks to American

audiences about his time in the RAF. The US hadn’t yet joined the war and

Britain was desperate to ensure that it came in on the right side. It was hoped

that if American politicians heard about the experiences of a young, wounded

pilot they might be persuaded to send troops to fight alongside Britain.
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The British had been exploring different ways of convincing the US to join the

war for some time. Although the American president, Franklin D. Roosevelt,

was fiercely opposed to Germany’s Nazi government and its Japanese allies,

any efforts at persuasion had to be carried out in complete secrecy. This was

because millions of Americans didn’t agree with their president. They didn’t

want to risk soldiers’ lives in a war that was being fought thousands of miles

away in countries most of them had never even visited.

As part of

this secret campaign

,

Dahl was asked to join

an organisation called British Security Coordination (BSC). This had been set

up by Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (known as MI6) as a way to supply

pro-British and anti-German stories to American newspapers and television

stations. Hundreds of agents were employed spreading propaganda in this

way. They were also ordered to spy on Americans to find out whether they

were more likely to support Britain or her enemies, and to commit small,

hostile acts against any who were thought to be pro-German. These included

putting dead rats in the water tanks of their homes and letting the air out of

their car tyres.

Most of the agents concentrated on ordinary Americans, but Dahl was

brought in to spy on the country’s most senior politicians and some of its

richest businessmen. After being invited to spend a weekend in New York with
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the president himself, he wrote a ten-page report for the British prime minister

to read. His report warned Winston Churchill that both Roosevelt and his vice

president wished Britain to win the war, but that they hated the British Empire

and wanted every country in it to free itself of British rule after the war. Dahl

also reported that the president had a secret girlfriend, a Norwegian princess,

although this turned out not to be true.

Another of his important contacts was a rich newspaper owner who allowed

Dahl to see confidential documents belonging to the vice president. These

contained secret details about American aircraft manufacturers and their

plans for the future, which Dahl, as a former pilot, found fascinating. He could

see that they would be useful to the RAF and, without his contact realising it,

arranged for a colleague to come and copy the documents. The information

was then sent back to London.

Dahl was also involved in

an elaborate scheme

to persuade

Americans that Hitler planned to take over South America. This involved

a stolen map which showed different regions of the continent each under

the control of a

Gauleiter

or German official. The map was almost certainly
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