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‘Rankin has done a tremendous amount of research. As Churchill’s Wizards, his previous book on camouflage and deception, showed, he has a vast knowledge of covert operations, scientific innovation and the history of the second world war, which he combines to produce a convincing and entertaining account of a hitherto shadowy but influential commando unit.’ Andrew Lycett, Sunday Times




 





‘A good read for war buff s and a fascinating background to the Bond stories.’ Douglas Osler, Scotsman




 





‘Nicholas Rankin’s fascinating book is an account of 30AU’s progress through the war. From time to time it reads like a Boy’s Own story, so flamboyant are the characters and so vivid Rankin’s account of the deadly scrapes and firefights the commandos found themselves involved in. The research is prodigious and lucid – now I finally understand how an Enigma machine works – and one gains a real sense of how these maverick units functioned, very much akin to the Long Range Desert Group and the fledgling SAS.’ William Boyd, Guardian




 





‘Incredibly entertaining and genuinely interesting.’ ***** Army Rumour Service (ARRSE)




 





‘Chock-a-block full of wonderful stories and odd characters, awash in wonderful arcane knowledge of the seamy and secret side of World War Two, in addition to being a combination of three separate books, suavely blended, like one of Bond’s Martinis: first a brilliant portrait of Ian Fleming, then a history of British secret intelligence in WWII and the part he played in it, and finally a kind of war diary of his brainchild, the ubiquitous 30 Assault Unit. A compellingly readable book; Nicholas Rankin is terrific.’ Michael Korda, Daily Beast




 





‘A near perfect book about military intelligence and special operations set during WWII. With one fist grasping keen-eyed academic-style research and the other crafting rousing action befitting adventure fiction, author Nicholas Rankin constructs a superb book.’ www.dieselpunks.org
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1 30 Assault Unit’s area of operations in north-west France. First blooded at Dieppe in August 1942, they took part in the Operation NEPTUNE landings in Normandy on D-Day, 6 June 1944, where their targets included naval bases, midget submarines, radar stations and rocket-launching sites. 30AU was at the spearhead in Brittany and helped to liberate Paris from Nazi occupation.
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2 30AU in Nazi Germany. As Hitler’s Third Reich collapsed under assault from Allied forces, small, mobile parties of 30AU men were able to seize key targets: industrial factories, oft en using slave-labour from concentration camps, major naval bases and experimental workshops developing new weapons of war. In one brilliant coup, 30AU also captured the entire archive of the German navy at Tambach Castle.
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Prologue





On 20 September 2010 the Pentagon ordered the entire first print-run of a book written by a US military intelligence officer about spycraft in Afghanistan to be destroyed, because it revealed secret classified information. One of the 200-odd deletions from the second edition of Lieutenant Colonel Anthony Shaffer’s Operation Dark Heart was the term TAREX, defined in the first edition’s glossary as ‘TARget EXploitation. Small-unit, up-close, intelligence-gathering operatives. Usually two-to-three man units.’


The gathering of intelligence by small units at the military front may be a secret to Americans; it is not new to the British. Th is book describes how Ian Fleming, the author of the James Bond books – Lieutenant Commander I. L. Fleming RNVR (Special Branch), as he then was – introduced the idea to Britain’s Naval Intelligence Division during the Second World War. Ian Fleming’s Commandos tells the true story of the commando unit that Fleming founded, known at various times as 30 Commando or 30 Assault Unit, who won their spurs seizing Axis enemy intelligence in North Africa, Italy and France and finally achieved two great intelligence coups in the collapsing Third Reich in 1945. 


Fleming’s fictional secret agent James Bond is now as well known as Sherlock Holmes. The books (a dozen novels, two volumes of short stories) have sold millions and the films have made billions. Anthony Burgess considered James Bond ‘likely to end up as one of the great twentieth-century myths’, adding that he is ‘a model neo-Elizabethan, a hero we need’. Simon Winder’s The Man Who Saved Britain argued that Fleming’s quixotic hero masked and solaced the UK’s drastic post-war decline.


Much of Ian Fleming’s Commandos is about the secret side of warfare, the codebreaking, the deals and double-dealings, and above all the drive to acquire new, war-winning technologies – things that Fleming learned about in his six extraordinary years working in wartime Naval Intelligence. There he liaised with spies, agents and special forces, and founded his commando unit dedicated to seizing enemy documents, weapons and equipment from the front line. Th is is the backstory of James Bond, who, like his creator, ‘thought nostalgically and unreasonably of the excitement and turmoil of the hot war, compared with his own underground skirmishings since the war had turned cold’.


In a new century, after a gap of six decades, Ian Fleming’s ground breaking idea of a Royal Navy intelligence assault unit dedicated to ‘target exploitation’ has been revived in the UK. With just a few of its original veterans from the Second World War still alive, 30AU has risen like a phoenix from the ashes.  


The inaugural parade of 30 Commando Information Exploitation Group Royal Marines took place on a very cold, bright morning, 13 December 2010, at Stonehouse Barracks in Plymouth. The name 30 Commando was chosen in tribute to the forgotten men of Fleming’s 30 Commando/30 Assault Unit, and the secretary of the 30AU old comrades’ association, Mrs Dianne Fisher, represented them at the ceremonial blessing of their yellow and blue standard.  


The revived 30 Commando is part of 3 Commando Brigade, a core component of the UK’s Joint Rapid Reaction Force. Under the motto Attain by Surprise, but using twenty-first-century technology, the successors to Ian Fleming’s intelligence commandos continue as the overt/covert ‘information regiment’.
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Day Trip to Dieppe, 1942





The thud of a big gun woke Ian Fleming from his doze. He found himself in a black leather armchair, still wearing the canvas Mae West life jacket that everyone put on to cross the German minefield at midnight. No longer just a ‘chocolate sailor’ stuck behind an Admiralty desk, thirty-four-year-old Lieutenant Commander Ian Fleming RNVR was going into battle on board a Royal Navy destroyer, swashing over the English Channel towards the Seine-Maritime coast of occupied France.


It was past 3 a.m. on Wednesday 19 August 1942 and the crowded wardroom that ran thirty feet athwart HMS Fernie was blue with tobacco smoke. Over the electric fireplace, on a small wooden shield, hung a fox’s brush, the tally-ho emblem of a Hunt class destroyer. A white-jacketed steward deftly slipped his tray of drinks between the officers and the mess table. The crop-headed Texan Brigadier General Lucian Truscott hand-rolled another cigarette and boasted that One Skunk, the full-blood American Indian among his fifty US Rangers, would be using his commando knife to slit, rip and lift the first Nazi scalp.


Three years into the Second World War, Operation jubilee was the largest cross-Channel foray so far. This Anglo-Canadian ‘reconnaissance in force’ aimed to seize Dieppe in German-occupied Europe, to destroy targets, take prisoners and to re-embark, all in a few hours. Ian Fleming had friends at the HQ of Combined Operations and knew a lot about the plan. JUBILEE had evolved into an eight-pronged amphibious assault, carried in thirteen naval groups across the Channel, designed to sweep in on the early morning tide and jab into six colour-coded beaches along a dozen miles of the German-defended French coast. In the sky above, 700 aeroplanes from sixty squadrons of the Royal Air Force (including the three Eagle squadrons made up of US volunteer pilots) were expecting to give the Luftwaffe their biggest thrashing since the Battle of Britain in 1940.


The Dieppe operation was not intended to be the opening up of the long-demanded ‘second front’ nor, as leaflets in French explained, the hoped-for libération. To save the lives (and homes) of French civilians, there was to be no prior bombardment by battleships or heavy bombing from the air, only some shelling by seven destroyers and strafing by aircraft. On the two outer wings, advancing from Orange and Yellow Beaches, British commandos were to knock out the two big coastal gun batteries that threatened the fleet of ships at sea. On the inner flanks, landing on Green and Blue Beaches, Canadian forces would assault the field batteries and the radar station, then seize the high ground commanding the town and spread out beyond to block enemy reinforcements.


Thirty minutes later, according to the JUBILEE plan, withtheir flanks now covered, the main assault force, more Canadian infantry with Canadian tanks, was to hit the White and Red Beaches directly in front of Dieppe’s broad promenade, go over the sea wall and through the wire, and then advance through the town towards the port. At the same time another group of commandos, together with naval demolition parties, would be entering Dieppe harbour by sea in order to assault the docks and cut out the German invasion barges moored there. This second group of commandos was of particular interest to Ian Fleming.




*





The British Commandos (one of Winston Churchill’s pet ideas) were first formed in June 1940, straight after Dunkirk, as a vigorous tonic for defeat and depression. They were an aggressive force of ‘Striking Companies’ intended to mount ‘butcher-and-bolt’ or ‘hit-and-run’ raids against the German forces along Europe’s coastline. The original commandos were hand-picked volunteers for hazardous ‘Special Service’ who could come from any regiment in the British army and kept their own cap-badges. Class or status didn’t matter, only their competence as irregular front-line warriors. If they weren’t the right stuff, or could not make the grade, they were RTU’d: Returned To Unit. ‘Remember that you represent the flower of the British Army,’ said one of their lieutenant colonels, a slender Scottish aristocrat, the 24th Chief of Clan Fraser of Lovat, the night before Dieppe. ‘I know you’ll come back in a blaze of glory.’


The idea of an elite spearhead spread to other services, including the Royal Navy, whose corps of Royal Marines also contributed a commando to the Dieppe raid. The Royal Marines were already one of Britain’s oldest military formations, founded in 1664 as the amphibious infantry of the Royal Navy, serving under the motto: per mare per terram, by sea and by land. They had won their laurels all over the globe, seeing action in every continent during the rise of the British Empire. The first Royal Marine Commando was formed in February 1942. They were known as ‘A Commando’, and they too had a role in Operation JUBILEE.


On board the gunboat HMS Locust, not far away among the nearly 300 vessels, was the particular platoon of Royal Marine commandos tasked by Ian Fleming with a new experiment for the Naval Intelligence Division (NID). Their job was to enter the Dieppe quayside hotel housing the local HQ of the German navy, the Kriegsmarine, and to seize all German navy cipher machines, code books and secret documents. Although Fleming originated the idea of what he first called an ‘advance intelligence unit’, then an ‘intelligence assault unit’, he himself was forbidden to go in with them on their first mission because his wartime job in Naval Intelligence made him privy to many secrets – especially one great one, as we shall see – that could never be allowed to fall into enemy hands. At this time the Nazis were believed to have a truth serum that could make anyone talk. (Another squad of Canadian soldiers who landed on Green Beach at Dieppe, charged with protecting a British radar expert with their own lives, had melodramatic secret orders to kill him if the only alternative was capture.)


In his dark navy pea-jacket Fleming went up the iron ladder and out on deck to see what had woken him. HMS Fernie’s grey bulk was so festooned with new aerials she could barely traverse her guns. As the reserve headquarters ship to HMS Calpe, the escort destroyer was carrying a duplicate Combined Operations staff, sundry observers and the extra signals equipment to coordinate the primitive communications between the army, navy and air force elements who were all meant to be working together in Operation JUBILEE.


The moonless August night felt warm and still. The stars gleamed and you could smell the fresh-cut hay of French meadows. Miles away to port, Fleming saw white star shells, red and green tracer, yellow and violet flashes lighting up the northern horizon. Was the thud a four-inch gun? Something was happening there whose significance he did not yet understand; events were eroding the schedule. But the Allied fleet pressed on into the darkness, carrying 10,000 men towards Dieppe.




*





One of the lads assigned to work for Ian Fleming in the unit dedicated to seizing intelligence was a forceful Royal Marine called Paul McGrath. Aged nineteen, nearly six feet tall and eleven and half stone in weight, he had the invincible self-confidence of the young, healthy and handsome. Quick with his fists and skilled with his weapons, ‘Mac’ McGrath was one of the cheerful bootnecks of 10 Platoon, X Company, in the Royal Marines A Commando. They had been practising for this Naval Intelligence mission in Portsmouth harbour. They had to come alongside fast, jump off the motor gun boat and then pound across the wharves past surprised dockies to enter designated buildings to clear rooms and look for papers. Now, very early on a fine summer’s morning, they were approaching the real thing. No one had told them where they were, but it certainly wasn’t much like the rehearsals in Portsmouth. They had already seen waves of blue-green Hurricanes roaring in low to shoot up the shore defences with stuttering cannons.


Clutching his Lee-Enfield in his right hand, heavy pack on back, lying flat on his belly on the steel top-deck of HMS Locust, pressing down against bandoliers chunky with a hundred rounds of .303 ammunition, several spare Bren-gun magazines and an anti-tank ‘sticky bomb’, McGrath was not able to see much of what was going on overhead. Now there were whining, buzzing dogfights with the creamy silver-coloured Focke-Wulfs of the Luftwaffe, all accompanied by the bang and boom of guns and bombs.


HMS Locust was pounding at fifteen knots towards the enemy. Built in Glasgow just before the war as a flat-bottomed gunboat for the River Yangtze in China, and already a shrapnel-scarred veteran of the Dunkirk debacle, she was now captained by Commander Robert Ryder VC. Ryder had won Britain’s highest gallantry award just five months earlier, leading the daring Operation CHARIOT that rammed an old American destroyer packed with twenty-four depth-charges into the gates of the graving dock at St-Nazaire, to prevent the huge German battleship Tirpitz from berthing there. Now Ryder was hurtling into mortal danger again.


Straight ahead, the mole protecting the narrow entrance to the harbour of Dieppe was overhung with a pall of black smoke, stitched with lines of red tracer. To the right a high cliff like Dover’s overlooked the seafront promenade. To the left lower escarpments dominated the harbour. And from both sides German guns were firing at them. A shell struck the Locust on the starboard side, twenty feet from Paul McGrath.




The noise of the explosion was gigantic. The shock of it blew all the fuses in my nervous system. I was petrified with such a terror it stunned my mind. I lay on the deck with a sort of premature rigor mortis, immobilized by the awful thought of an immediate and terrible death.





Decades later, in old age, McGrath still remembered it as the greatest feeling of fear in his entire life. A black hole of paralysis.


In the ringing silence the air stank of burnt explosive. There were groaning wounded among the shocked platoon on the deck. Beside him lay their sergeant, twenty-one-year-old John Kruthoffer from Liverpool, also covered in dirt and debris. As the three-striper stirred from stupor, he cursed effusively. McGrath never knew anyone who swore quite as much as ‘Krut’ Kruthoffer.


Mac then noticed ‘Ginger’ Northern, a red-haired lad who was due to be married in a fortnight’s time, slumped against the bulkhead with a ‘sick-bay tiffy’ or naval medical orderly kneeling beside him going through his pockets.


‘What are you doing?’


‘He’s dead. I’m taking his personal stuff to be sent back home.’


‘Oh.’


‘Orders to throw the dead overboard. Here, give me a hand.’


So Mac had a future, and Ginger was all past. HMS Locust was now veering away from its suicidal ‘bow-and-arrow run’. Facing a blizzard of shellfire Ryder had aborted the landing mission, but ordered all his guns to engage the enemy on the cliffs. Two 4-inch quick-firing guns, a 3.5-inch howitzer, a pom-pom and a pair of four-barrel .50 heavy machine-guns can crack out a hell of a din. The marines crouched on the deck with their hands pressed to their ears.




*





Ian Fleming was keenly trying to watch Locust’s activities from Fernie. Amid the aggravating clatter of the Oerlikon anti-aircraft gun swatting off enemy planes, it was hard to work out the bigger picture of events because of the smoke. On this clear day with a blue sky above a calm sea, there was a drifting white bank of artificial fog hanging off shore, and only through the gaps in it could you glimpse flashes. Destroyers dashed back and forth dragging behind them billowing curtains of smoke to hide the ships from the guns on land, and the smaller naval craft were also dropping smoke pots that bobbed on the water like little belching fumaroles.


Others were also trying to make out what was happening and whether it was going well. The chief of Combined Operations, Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, who had overall responsibility for the plan, was following what happened by radio from RAF Uxbridge back home. Never shy of publicity and alert to the power of propaganda, Mountbatten had made sure that twenty, mainly North American, newspaper correspondents and photographers accompanied the Dieppe raid. Quentin Reynolds, the influential reporter for Collier’s magazine, was the only journalist assigned to the HQ ship, HMS Calpe, where he met all the senior commanders. A press officer on board also showed Reynolds close-up aerial photos, detailed maps of Dieppe with their intelligence overlays and let him in on the elaborate timetable of the plan. Reynolds later wrote:




Reading it was like reading the script of an exciting play. Reading it, you know it’s going to be a hit; the action is terrific, the dialogue marvelous. It’s so good you can’t wait to see it played … This script was foolproof: it couldn’t miss. And what a show it would be!





Dieppe seemed a beautiful plan: great in theory, good-looking on paper. But too many cooks were in fact combining to spoil it. ‘No battle plan survives contact with the enemy,’ observed the German Generalfeldmarschall Helmuth von Moltke. The complex JUBILEE plan that had been evolved, so dependent on surprise, clockwork timing and the cumulative achievements of its sixteen objectives, soon degenerated into chaos.


In his 2005 book The Dieppe Raid, the late Robin Neillands suggested that the mainly naval people at Combined Operations Headquarters had not made a proper military ‘appreciation of the situation’ at Dieppe. Nor did they pay due attention to the geography of the target. Dieppe lay in the notch that the river Arques had cut between cliffs and, if the chalky headlands either side of the town were not secured by troops or battered into submission by bombardment, then the main infantry landing in the middle – a frontal attack on an open beach – was going to be enfiladed from every angle. The original plan, Operation RUTTER, made by Bernard Montgomery before he went off to head the Eighth Army in Africa, called for battleship big guns to blast the way for the attack, but the Royal Navy would not risk losing capital ships to the Luftwaffe. The frontal attack stayed in the plan, but without the suppressive firepower.


The geology of that beach was crucial to an amphibious operation, too. No one in history had ever before tried to unload armoured scout cars and five dozen infantry tanks on to an open beach under enemy fire. It was a daring innovation that foundered on a basic error. The 14th Canadian Army Tank Regiment from Calgary had rehearsed their tank landings on the flat sand and shingle of Bridport in Lyme Bay, on Dorset’s Jurassic coast. But the geology of Dieppe was different: it was chalky, like Hampshire, Sussex and Kent. Chalk is a limestone made from the skeletons of ancient sea-creatures forming sedimentary strata of calcium carbonate sometimes hundreds of metres thick. The scouring sea can wash away this soft, white, earthy material, leaving behind the harder bands of silica layered within it. (This why the seashore below white cliffs is mostly rounded stones, grinding each other smooth in the rolling action of the waves.) The beach at Dieppe was formed of chert, whose big potato-sized pebbles lay heaped in deeper, steeper banks that made vehicle traction more difficult. As the 38-ton Churchill tanks dug down, slithered and foundered on the great sliding piles of stones, hard round pebbles of a singular infrangibility were able to roll in between the drive sprockets and the tank tracks and so break the track-link pins. Of the twenty-nine Churchill tanks that left the ships at Dieppe, two drowned, but twelve never got off the beach.
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From the ship’s rail of Fernie, Ian Fleming looked down into the landing craft alongside, bringing back another group of commandos, the British army’s No. 4 Commando from Operation cauldron, the most successful part of the whole Dieppe raid. ‘In and out – smash and grab’ was how their commanding officer, Lord Lovat, described the brutal aggression of this swift Commando attack that eliminated a gun battery at a cost of sixteen British dead and twenty wounded.


Fleming watched the walking injured and the ‘cot-cases’ from No. 4 Commando being loaded aboard the destroyer from the landing craft. Among them, stretchered back from the battle on a broken door, was Major Pat Porteous, twice shot and later awarded the VC for his courage and leadership. Wet and filthy, with their faces under knitted comforter caps streaked with black and poisonous green camouflage paint, the elite warriors were exultant and exhausted after their battle, wild with delight to be alive, but dog-tired as the adrenalin receded. The 250 men of No. 4 Commando – who fought without helmets, armour or heavy kit, some of them in gym shoes for extra speed – had just managed to destroy the German coastal battery of six guns at Varengeville-sur-Mer, covering the western approaches to Dieppe. Fleming was taken with the enthusiasm of the commandos in the aftermath of battle. One of them showed him letters he had taken from a dead German. The commandos had gone in hard, killed many and taken some prisoners from the battery. But a written British order, captured by the Germans at Dieppe, saying that German prisoners should be shackled, plus a Commando attack on Sark in early October where German prisoners were tied up and shot, led to Hitler’s infamous order of 18 October 1942 that ‘all enemies on so-called Commando missions in Europe or Africa … whether armed or unarmed, in battle or in flight, are to be slaughtered to the last man’.




*





The Canadian Army Overseas was having a desperate day. Although they had been the very first British Empire troops to come over to defend ‘the mother country’ in December 1939, the Canadians felt the frustration of being the last to fight. By the summer of 1942 soldiers from Australia, New Zealand, India, East, West and South Africa, and even tiny island colonies and far-flung protectorates had all seen hostile action and won combat medals before any men from the Dominion of Canada. When the Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King visited his compatriots serving in the UK in September 1941, Winston Churchill said: ‘We have felt very much for them that they have not yet had a chance of coming to close quarters with the enemy.’ So it was politically important that the untried young men got the opportunity to prove their courage in what Churchill called ‘a hard, savage clash’ at Dieppe on Wednesday, 19 August 1942.


But the intelligence for the raid was flawed. It was over-reliant on daytime photoreconnaissance, which missed both the caves and tunnels the Germans had camouflaged in the cliffs and the 3.7-cm PaK anti-tank cannons and heavy machine-guns they held there on rails, ready to run out. It was inaccurate about the calibre of the German Fifteenth Army – which was both efficient and effective – and overconfident about the enemy’s power of resistance. Forewarned and ready, the infantry defending Dieppe had rehearsed just such an enemy invasion the day before: a Canadian colonel found the German mortar teams’ ranging stakes still hammered in at precise, paced-out distances along the beach where his men lay dying from their expertise.


On the bit of shore below the cliffs and gully at Puys, the Royal Regiment of Canada was almost completely destroyed. The Canadian reporter Ross Munro, who went in (late, in daylight) to Blue Beach with the second wave of men from Winnipeg, described how he crouched, horrified, at the back of the landing craft among blood and bodies as accurate firing from machine-guns, snipers, mortars and artillery turned the attack into a shambles. On the next beach along, Red Beach, his friends in the Essex Scottish were decimated: they lost not one in ten but an incredible 90 per cent of their men killed, wounded or captured. Padre Foote, Chaplain to the Royal Hamilton Light Infantry, won the VC for tending casualties of the abattoir carnage on White Beach.


Command cannot control a battle without communications. These were not good at Dieppe in 1942. Wet sets that failed, garbled signals, different systems, messages that were not passed on in time or to the right person, all thickened the fog of war. Major General ‘Ham’ Roberts, the divisional commander on the HQ ship HMS Calpe, was passed a true message that Canadian soldiers were now inside the Dieppe Casino and clearing rooms, but deduced from a small heroic action that the whole attack on Red and White Beaches had succeeded. So he ordered in his floating reserves to consolidate. Th at meant the Canadian Fusiliers Mont-Royal and the British Royal Marines, including Ian Fleming’s group, who were to land on Red Beach and then head left towards the port, their original objective, a mile away.




*





As the news filtered down to Fleming’s men on HMS Locust that they were going in, one young marine turned to his platoon commander.


‘For Christ’s sake, sir, where the fucking hell are we?’


‘I suppose I can tell you now. That is Dieppe. And I want to see you in my office tomorrow morning for using improper language.’


The officer was twenty-three-year-old Lieutenant Huntington-Whiteley, who had been christened Herbert Oliver, but his family and friends called him Peter (and behind his back the men nicknamed him ‘Red’, for his red hair).* Tall and languid-looking, Huntington-Whiteley came from the establishment. His father’s father was a Conservative MP who got a baronetcy in 1918 and his mother’s father was the former Conservative Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin. He was educated at Eton, which may explain why Ian Fleming – another Old Etonian – asked him to use his 10 Platoon to raid the Kriegsmarine HQ.


Locust disgorged its Royal Marine commandos into landing craft. 10 Platoon, helmeted and heavily burdened with kit, clambered down rope scrambling nets into a tank landing craft with the Commando HQ party. The mechanised landing craft (LCM) was a flat-bottomed vessel designed to land two lorries or a single tank and was about forty feet long and twelve feet wide with a ramp at the front that dropped down on the beach like the old horse boats. It was made of bullet-proof steel, and a flange at the top of the four-foot-high side gave some protection from shrapnel to men crouching below it. There were two Ford V8 diesel engines and a small wheelhouse at the back with a crew of three to run it, two ratings and a Royal Navy sub lieutenant in a dirty white roll-neck pullover, blue trousers and white plimsolls.


Other companies trans-shipped from minesweepers provided by the Free French into smaller assault landing craft (LCA) which could hold a fully armed platoon, organised in three rifle sections of either ten or twelve men. Some of these vessels had already made at least one landing already. A few of the boisterous bootnecks noticed how quiet and grim their crews were. 11 Platoon, commanded by twenty-one-year-old Lieutenant Derrick Over, joined the same tank landing craft as 10 Platoon. Now there were about seventy men on board. Paul McGrath cheerily greeted his mate ‘Lofty’ Whyman, a tall nut-brown fellow with flashing white teeth. McGrath was at the starboard rear, next to the adjutant, Captain Alan Comyn, and A Commando’s commanding officer, the lean and wiry Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Picton Phillips RM, who was nicknamed ‘Tiger’ for his aggressiveness. He used to prowl round the barracks at Deal in the early hours trying to catch sentries off guard. One surprised man who instinctively struck back (thus giving his commanding officer a great bruise on the collarbone) was summoned the next morning. He expected to face a charge but was instead promoted to lance corporal ‘for being fully alert whilst doing his duty’. Jock Farmer of X Company called Picton Phillips ‘as daft as a halfpenny watch’, but revered his memory.


McGrath could see two of his platoon’s Bren gunners, ‘Brad’ Bradshaw and ‘Alex’ Alexander, where they were of most use, up at the front of the landing craft, but the rifleman ‘Jock’ Finlayson was also with them, now holding a Bren gun with its distinctive curved box magazine and conical muzzle. The stunning shell that hit Locust earlier had taken the left leg off ‘Pusser’ Hill, the third Bren-gunner, as well as blowing Finlayson’s rifle over the side, so he had borrowed Hill’s light machine-gun.


Shells were falling. ‘Cast off!’ said the skipper. The flotilla of landing craft formed up 2,000 yards from Dieppe’s main beach, revving their engines for the haphazard charge through choppy water towards an opposed landing. It was about 8.30 a.m. The Free French minesweepers were on the flanks to give close up fire-support with their Hotchkiss heavy machine-guns, and the marine gun crews on Locust and two destroyers were ready for counter-battery work, firing at the flash of German big guns. The flotilla also had with them some vessels that were in use for the first time: Landing Craft, Flak (LCF), which were gun platforms with four 20-mm Oerlikon cannons that hammered out bullets the size of half a fat finger and eight 40-mm ‘pom-pom’ guns that quick-fired 2-pounder shells.


The flotilla of landing craft disappeared into the smokescreen. When they came out on the other side the men could see Dieppe’s promenade and sea wall and its steeply sloping beach 200 yards before them. The shore was now a weird rock garden of busted tanks and landing craft, with orchids of fire sputtering from bromeliads of twisted metal and the khaki dead lying about like bits of wood on the pebbles.


A storm of shot and shell greeted the first landing craft as its marines led by Major Robert Houghton dashed out for cover behind a stuck tank. Bullets were hitting men below him as Picton Phillips scanned the apocalyptic scene ahead. He had been misinformed: the Canadians held neither beach, the assault was smashed, the enemy strong. To go on was to take his men to their deaths. Don’t reinforce failure.


Pulling on white string gloves to make him more visible, the commanding officer scrambled on top of ammunition boxes by the wheelhouse and gestured boldly, palms out, pushing both hands away, signalling to his Marines in the other landing craft: Go back, go back, go back! Six craft obeyed; a few carried on.


Marine James Spencer of 11 Platoon remembered Picton Phillips giving the order to ‘make smoke’. Smoke pots were set on fire and tossed overboard to produce billows of smoke that drifted landward. But a German cannon had found the range. With a hideous screech and crash, the landing craft was hit. Comyn the adjutant fell forward. A splinter had removed his helmet and the back of his head. The injured colonel glared about belligerently. The landing craft was holed aft, going down at the stern. Shrapnel had also pierced the diesel tank and an iridescence spread over the rising seawater. Someone set off a smoke pot too soon and the gasoline ignited, engulfing the wounded in flames. According to Spencer, Picton Phillips clutched his belly in agony as a burst of machine-gun bullets dropped him to his knees. Flames singed away his hair and eyebrows. Men surged forward to help but he waved them away. ‘Leave me. I’m done for. Look out for yourselves.’ In Spencer’s book, The Awkward Marine, Picton Phillips lay back quietly in the lap of fire, resigned, ‘dying with his boots on: dying terribly: dying without any show of fear, without any fuss: dying like the brave man he was’.


McGrath remembered no such romantic death scene. In his account Picton Phillips was swiftly cut down soon after he made the signal to go back and Comyn was killed on taking command. The landing craft hit an underwater obstacle that slewed the vessel to port, broadside on. The RNVR skipper was striding along the portside flange in his tennis shoes to try and free his craft when he was shot and fell in the sea. ‘Get the Bren guns working!’ ordered the sergeant major. Bradshaw and Alexander leapt up among the whooshing shells and whizzing bullets to return fire up at the cliffs. Bradshaw was to win the Military Medal; Alexander was shot through the head and killed. Young Ken Finlayson on the starboard side fired gamely from the hip.


Sergeant Kruthoffer of 10 Platoon remembered isolated jigsaw pieces of the flip from discipline to chaos:




A group at the front trying to kick the ramp down. The C.O., the crewman and others hit and falling about, and a scrum at the back end trying to dodge small arms fire coming down amongst them. Those looking over the shore side or trying to climb out getting it in the head or chest and crashing back onto those behind them. Some Bren gunners at work – one immortal bawling for new magazines – another enthusiast firing from a sitting position and threatening to decapitate anyone moving sideways.





All accounts agree that a shell hit the craft and that the diesel caught fire.


‘Christ Almighty, Nutty, what the hell do we do now?’


‘It’s no use, we’ll all be killed, we’ll all be killed!’


Lieutenants Over and Huntington-Whiteley were the only officers left. One shouted, ‘Every man do the best he can! Off kit and swim for it!’ Kruthoffer made sure everybody alive got off the burning ship. McGrath tore off his webbing, pouches and boots, and puffed up the canvas-covered Mae West life jacket strapped to his chest. The scabbard of his fighting knife jammed him briefly, terrifyingly, as he rolled over the metal lip of the hull. It was safer crowded in the cold water behind the body of the craft because grenades were cooking up in the flames and going off.


‘Let’s go for the beach!’ The shore was only thirty yards away.


‘Come on. Let’s make for the ships!’ They were on the horizon.


Men chose, and moved. Lofty Whyman was a strong swimmer; he and Kruthoffer were the first to head out to sea. Bradshaw, Finlayson, McGrath and ‘Spike’ Watson were among the Royal Marine commandos of 10 Platoon who followed them.


So Ian Fleming’s little band, far from triumphantly seizing secrets from the Kriegsmarine headquarters, ended their first mission with their hands full of water, paddling and splashing away from a burning landing craft and Dieppe’s standing columns of smoke. Sporadic bullets zipped after them; twenty-one-year-old Over was hit in the head and sank quietly. The others swam on, the sun mounting hotter in the sky. Shrapnel dust, falling from air bursts, pattered sharp and stinging on the glistening water.


Kruthoffer reckoned he crawled and breast-stroked two and half miles before being picked up. A flak craft that had downed nine German planes and one Spitfire rescued Huntington-Whiteley and others who were so cold they didn’t notice the burns on their legs. McGrath had managed to kick off his trousers but was slowly drowning and choking, his life jacket deflated, when a small boat laying smoke picked him up and dragged him over the gunwale. This craft headed straight back in to Red Beach. While McGrath lay vomiting half-naked, more wounded and bleeding Canadians piled on top of him.


Nor were they out of danger on board Calpe. The redoubled fury of the German air force pursued them as the HQ ship, still shelling German positions, lingered to try and help the last men off the beaches. The air battle was going badly too. Dieppe’s distance from England meant that the RAF fighter-bombers had only about ten minutes flying time over the town, while the Luft waffe, taking off from closer airfields, had more scope and range. The German air force shot down twice as many Allied planes (106 for 47 losses), and bombed and sank the destroyer Berkeley. When a Focke-Wulf 190 bombed the Calpe, the men either side of Quentin Reynolds were killed, and his escorting press officer, who had eagerly showed him the plan in advance, received shrapnel wounds in the head and neck as his twenty-first birthday present. More German fighters dived through antiaircraft fire and Spitfires to strafe the destroyer, and injured men lying on the decks smoking Sweet Caporals and hoping they were out of it were hit again as bullets ricocheted off steel. McGrath was in a cabin full of wounded when they brought in a shot-up boy moaning with pain and laid him on the table.


‘Oh God, don’t let me die. Oh God, I’m only nineteen, please don’t let me die. Please God, don’t let me die.’


His voice trailed away and soon he was taken out of the cabin.




*





Nearly 5,000 Canadian soldiers set off on the round trip to Dieppe and most of them did not return that day. Over a quarter of the 2,200 Canadians who did make it back on 19 August 1942 were wounded. Survivors were packed in the destroyer HMS Garth, where the doctors could barely cope with the traumatic injuries for lack of transfusion equipment. The Combined Operations staff officer Goronwy Rees listened to ‘the oaths and blasphemies, the cursings and revilings, with which men speak of leaders by whom they feel they have been betrayed and deceived’.


More than 900 Canadians never returned to their homes. Of these, 807 men were killed on 19 August and a hundred more died of their wounds or as prisoners of war later. Over 1,800 Canadians were captured, nearly a third of them wounded, and they did not get back till the end of the war in 1945, after suffering all the depressions and privations of dreary PoW camps.


One can write of Dieppe as though it were one of the stupid frontal attacks of the previous world war, a pointless, futile, suicidal squandering of men’s lives. One can call it a disaster, a debacle, a tragedy, and point the finger of blame. But at the time, three years into the Second World War, when thousands of civilians had been killed in the Blitz, when hundreds of men were dying every day, and many more hundreds of thousands were being buried by the German juggernaut in Russia, that was not how it was reported and perceived. Keep Calm and Carry On was the sort of slogan the Ministry of Information wanted. British propaganda suppressed the casualties of the raid and boosted the positive.


In time the Canadian view came to be that the lessons learned from Dieppe gave the appalling blood-sacrifice its value and meaning; those men laid down their lives and limbs so that others would not be killed and maimed. But only the eventual victory could justify it. Ross Munro, who witnessed the utter massacre on Blue Beach, was once again with the Canadian 2nd Division on the day in 1944 when they liberated Dieppe, without firing a shot, two years and thirteen days after the raid. Munro went back to the very place at Puys, picking his way through landmines, and said it felt like walking into a tomb. But he wrote in chapter XIII of his 1945 book Gauntlet to Overlord: the story of the Canadian Army:




Without condoning any of the mistakes made at Dieppe, I’m convinced that if the raid had not been carried out as a prelude to the North African landings, the combined operations in the Mediterranean and the Normandy invasion, these might have been so badly bungled that the war there could have been prolonged for years.





‘The Duke of Wellington said Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton. I say that D-Day was won on the beaches of Dieppe.’ Mountbatten’s mantra became his post-war justification. But others shared the thought nearer the time. Two years after Dieppe, when Winston Churchill and the chiefs of staff first visited the Normandy bridgehead on 12 June 1944, six days after the greatest amphibious invasion in human history, they sent a cable to Mountbatten at South East Asia Command in Ceylon, signed with all their names – ARNOLD, BROOKE, CHURCHILL, KING, MARSHALL, SMUTS:




Today we visited the British and American armies on the soil of France. We sailed through vast fleets of ships, with landing-craft of many types pouring more men, vehicles and stores ashore … We wish to tell you at this moment in your arduous campaign that we realise that much of this remarkable technique, and therefore the success of the venture, has its origin in developments effected by you and your staff of Combined Operations.







*





19 August 1942 was a long and nerve-racking day for Ian Fleming. ‘It was difficult to add up the pros and cons of a bloody gallant affair,’ he wrote for the NID’s Weekly Report, adding, rather less frankly, that ‘one thing was clear: intelligence, planning and execution had been faultless. The machinery for producing further raids is thus tried and found good. But the fortunes of war (vide that damnable mischance on our left flank) must be with us next time.’


‘The fortunes of war …’ Ian Fleming associated war with the gaming table: ‘The grass-green baize battle-ground would soak up the blood of its victims and refresh itself,’ he would write in his first novel after the war. Whether he is near the real casino at Dieppe or in the fictional Casino Royale, the serious player must not brood on loss. ‘[Bond] set his mind to sweeping away all traces of the sense of complete defeat which had swamped him a few moments before.’ In Goldfinger, too, the hero cannot afford to dwell on his mistakes. ‘Bond never worried too long about his bad or stupid shots. He put them behind him and thought of the next.’ He had to be cool about the business of killing, too: ‘If it happened, it happened. Regret was unprofessional – worse, it was death-watch beetle in the soul.’


Ian Fleming rocked no boats after Dieppe. He needed to keep in with Combined Operations if he wanted to develop his idea for an intelligence assault unit further. But he had already managed to convince the single most important person of its merits. This was his boss, the extraordinary Director of Naval Intelligence (DNI) Admiral John Godfrey, who in time would become the fictional James Bond’s boss, M, also an admiral, with the ‘keen sailor’s face’ and ‘the clear, sharp sailor’s eyes’, – the older man with the ‘tranquil, lined sailor’s face that he loved, honoured and obeyed’.






* He is also the great-great-uncle of the model Rosie Huntington-Whiteley. 
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The Godfather





Three years earlier, in January 1939, John Godfrey, former captain of HMS Repulse and promoted to rear admiral for his new job, had assumed command as DNI. War had not yet broken out, but vigilance was certainly needed on the bridge. Great Britain may have been leading the world in the peaceful manufacture and export of bicycles, but Nazi Germany was making more gun barrels and blast bombs. Walking to Whitehall, you could still see evidence of the ‘precautionary measures’ left over from the Munich war scare at the end of September 1938: scars of trenches in the leafless parks, sandbags beside sentry boxes. People had given up carrying gas masks in cardboard boxes, but officialdom remained jumpy and the country dithered between hope and fear.


The initial ‘thrill of relief’ when Premier Neville Chamberlain flew back from Munich with his piece of paper from Hitler promising ‘peace for our time’ had been replaced by what the First World War Prime Minister Lloyd George called ‘a sense of shame’. At the end of October 1938 he had mused aloud about appeasement: ‘China, Abyssinia, Spain, Czechoslovakia – we have descended during these years a ladder of dishonour rung by rung. Are we going, can we go, any lower?’ That autumn, Germany started expelling Polish Jews, dispossessing between ten and twenty thousand people and dumping them on the border, and on 9 November 1938 Kristallnacht, a Nazi-sanctioned orgy of violence and destruction, was unleashed against Jewish people, property and synagogues across all Germany.


Meanwhile the involvement of Hitler and Mussolini in Spain and the Mediterranean, where General Franco’s Nationalists were winning the Spanish Civil War, was worrying the Royal Navy. The Mediterranean was foremost in Godfrey’s mind when he arrived at the Admiralty as DNI.




*





What exactly was ‘Naval Intelligence’? At its most basic, it was any information that gave advantage to His Majesty’s Royal Navy in its operational security and effectiveness. ‘Operational’ is the key word. The Admiralty – located in the heart of Whitehall, founded in the reign of Henry VIII and encrusted with four centuries of tradition – was the operational headquarters of the Royal Navy and in direct control of the fleet. (This differentiated it from the War Office, which was merely the administrative headquarters of the British army.) In the summer of 1939 the Royal Navy had 129,000 officers and men, 73,000 reservists, and 317 warships dotted around the world. A Navy List volume from 1939 gives a sense of the hierarchy. Below the Board of Admiralty and its secretariat, the Naval Intelligence Division appears as the very first among the divisions of the Naval Staff. The NID was not enormous: the Director (DNI), Deputy Director (DDNI) and Assistant Director of Naval Intelligence (ADNI) are among only twenty-five Naval and Royal Marine officers, supported by some forty-two civil staff, including clerks and draughtsmen.


The NID was originally formed in the 1880s to gather data on foreign navies: ‘to collect, classify and record with a complete index all information which bears a naval character …’ In peacetime this easily declined into passive librarianship. Geographically organised sections had neither incentive nor budget to share information. The single ‘Movements Officer’, who wrote ships’ names by hand into large dusty ledgers, did not even subscribe to the essential shipping information of Lloyd’s List. Officers were not encouraged to think strategically or to evaluate emerging threats.


This had begun to change in August 1937 after General Franco asked Benito Mussolini to help stop ships in the Mediterranean supplying his opponents, the democratically elected Republican government. Fascist Italy then had the largest fleet of submarines in the world – eighty-three as compared to Britain’s thirty-eight – and Mussolini covertly unleashed two dozen submarines which torpedoed merchant shipping without warning in violation of the submarine warfare protocol that Italy had signed. The Royal Navy knew perfectly well who was carrying out these attacks because they were picking up Italian naval messages through naval wireless interception in the Mediterranean, which had been started by Lord Louis Mountbatten on Malta. What if the fighting in Spain escalated into a world war? British Empire shipping would have to be protected, as would the strategic naval base of Gibraltar. Admiral Sir William James asked Naval Intelligence to give him a better picture of the disposition of potentially hostile forces, and in early June 1937, Lieutenant Commander Norman Denning was appointed to this vital task.


‘Ned’ Denning, who came from a clear-minded family – his eldest brother Reginald became a general who planned the details of D-Day and his elder brother Tom ended up as a famous Law Lord – started setting up, within the NID, the elements of the Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC), the brilliant organisation that would later help win the battle of the Atlantic. Through his interviews with First World War intelligence veterans, Denning realised that his embryonic OIC had to evolve a new corporate brain for the Royal Navy, capable not only of taking in the right kind of information but also pushing it out in good time to the right people. There was a flood of incoming data to handle, sort and organise. Some of it was signals intelligence: the Royal Navy maintained fixed wireless interception stations (Y stations) listening to enemy radio signals near Scarborough and Winchester, sending on any coded signals to the Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS) for decryption and analysis, whence it came back to the OIC. Come the war, Denning’s OIC would process a vast range of intelligence – sightings of ships and aircraft by friendly observers and coast watchers (rewarded from 1940 onwards by payments ranging from £1 to £1,000), secret reports by Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) agents arriving from the Foreign Office in red-bordered files known as ‘Scarlet Pimpernels’, information from prisoners of war, censored letters and captured documents, merchant marine data from the Baltic Exchange or Lloyds of London, and reports from the BBC and the Foreign Office, who perused all enemy press and propaganda. All through the war, in the reinforced concrete citadel of the Admiralty, the OIC would be putting all this information together so they could track submarines and battleships on giant maps, share the latest information with Operations and swiftly transmit it onward to the Royal Navy fleet.




*





Despite Denning’s new initiatives, the NID was still something of a backwater. Bill Cordeaux, who joined the geographical section covering Italy and the eastern Mediterranean in March 1938, remembered ‘shocking inefficiency’. Admiral John Godfrey arrived early in 1939 with the right temperament and experience to transform the NID. Vigorous, balding, rubicund and clean-shaven, with a cleft chin and pale blue-grey eyes, he was disciplined and exacting. He drove hard for excellence and used his volcanic temper to frighten people, but he also had liberal and forward-looking ideas. His wife, Margaret, a cousin of Neville Chamberlain’s, was a very intelligent woman who had left Newnham College, Cambridge, early to marry; she later worked at Bletchley Park and then helped run the Inter-Services Topographical Department (ISTD). Godfrey himself subscribed to the New Statesman, kept books and pictures and music in his cabin and had no interest in public school games. Like many great English admirals, he was the product of a grammar school – the famous King Edward’s School, Birmingham – and rose through merit, not birth. He devolved responsibility to his officers and trusted them, keeping an eye open without fussing officiously. He cared for the welfare of his men because that way you got the best out of them.


Godfrey had sailed the seven seas. He had been at the Dardanelles in 1915 and helped put the Lancashire Fusiliers ashore at ‘W’ beach where they won six VCs before breakfast. In the Aegean he had heard the ‘distressing eerie sound’ of men from the torpedoed Goliath drowning in the darkness. He had been up in the observer’s seat of a sea-plane submarine-spotting, dropped four twenty-pound bombs on the Turks, crash-landed in the water and found it all ‘exhilarating’. In the Red Sea he had walked on deck with Lawrence of Arabia; he worked with the Japanese, American, Greek, French and Italian allied navies during the First World War, and later with the Germans and the White Russians. He had served in the Plans Division of the Admiralty as well as in Polynesia and on the China Station. In 1935 he was finally given command of the 35,000-ton Renown class battlecruiser HMS Repulse, a vast castle of steel with a crew of nearly 1,200 men that was happy and efficient under his captaincy.*


In June 1936, soon after arriving on the Mediterranean Station, John Godfrey and HMS Repulse were caught up in the Spanish Civil War. The British government subscribed to the policy of nonintervention, but when the Republicans began bombing Palma de Mallorca, Godfrey took his ship in to evacuate British subjects and other foreign nationals who wished to escape. HMS Repulse removed 194 men and 309 women and children to Marseilles and then made for Valencia so that crisp white uniforms could escort more Britons safely through the anarchic militias. Godfrey was still in the Mediterranean when Mussolini began his covert submarine attacks, and when he became DNI during the first years of the war, submarine warfare by the Axis would be one of his chief concerns.




*





Despite the improvements in information-gathering and communication at the NID, there were deeper problems at the heart of the Royal Navy in 1939 when Godfrey took up his new post. British strategic sea-power had been eroded by the Washington Naval Conference of 1922 (in which the British were restricted in building new vessels so the USA had parity) and the London Naval Treaty of 1930 (in which the Labour government cut the number of capital ships). There had been problems with morale and discipline as well. After the brief Invergordon ‘mutiny’ about pay in 1931, there had been a massive run on the pound, and the British Empire abandoned the Gold Standard. By the time Godfrey came to the Admiralty, the navy that Lord Halifax had boastfully called ‘unchallengeable’ was actually massively overextended trying to police the worldwide British Empire, including Singapore and Hong Kong, now being eyed by Imperial Japan. This meant Britain was failing to respond appropriately to the German threat in Europe.


After the scuttling of the Imperial German High Sea Fleet at the end of the First World War the British had become rather complacent about the German navy (Reichsmarine). Persuaded by smooth-talking German diplomats that Nazi Germany’s naval interests were solely directed against communist Russia, Britain had signed the Anglo-German Naval Agreement in 1935, under which Germany could continue rebuilding its fleet as long as it was limited to 35 per cent of the size of Britain’s. But the Germans only pretended to conform to this requirement, and did not permit anyone to check. Of course, the Royal Navy still outnumbered the Germans in aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers and smaller vessels, but there was one extraordinary omission in the treaty. A let-out clause gave Nazi Germany ‘the right to possess a submarine tonnage equal to the total submarine tonnage possessed by the members of the British Commonwealth of Nations’. The fact that German U-boats (Unterseeboote, submarines) had almost brought island Britain to its knees in 1917 seems to have been completely forgotten. Straight after signing the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, the Germans gave their Reichsmarine a belligerent new name, Kriegsmarine (or ‘War Navy’), and began constructing its full quota of U-boats.


On the surface all seemed well with the Royal Navy. After the dramatic abdication of King Edward VIII, the coronation of his brother King George VI on 12 May 1937 was conducted with great pageantry, and a week later HMS Repulse was one of eleven great British battleships gleaming with fresh paint in the huge coronation review at Spithead. The royal yacht bearing the new king and queen sailed past eight lines of warships from eighteen nations (including the German pocket battleship Admiral Graf Spee), while a million people watched from the shores of the Solent. This was the pinnacle of national pomp. But four of those great British battleships (including Repulse) would soon go down in flames – torpedoed, shelled, bombed from the air. In a dozen years all the rest would be scrap iron; hundreds of the proud crewmen and thousands of the happy spectators at Spithead would not live to see the next coronation.




*





As newly appointed DNI Godfrey was right in the heart of the security establishment. This was clear from the NID telephone switch board in Room 19. Two secret landlines led directly to the Cabinet Office and the prime minister’s office at the Treasury. Other direct lines went to the Foreign Office, and the intelligence directorates of the War Office and the Air Ministry. A subcommittee of the Committee of Imperial Defence called the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) had been set up in 1936 to collate intelligence for the chiefs of staff at the Admiralty, the War Office and the Air Ministry and Godfrey was soon attending, getting to know his service equivalents, the Director of Military Intelligence and the chief of Air Staff (Intelligence). Yet more direct lines linked the NID to Scotland Yard and Sir Vernon Kell’s British Security Service, MI5. Godfrey was responsible for all aspects of naval security, including prevention of sabotage and subversion as well as counter-espionage, so he met staff at Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police and at MI5 on the top floor of south block, Thames House, Millbank, overlooking Lambeth Bridge. There he found a competent organisation with an excellent registry of file cards; he learned that forty-three British sea ports each had a dozen men and an officer working under the direction of MI5, keeping a close eye on foreign vessels and their crews. Of course, Godfrey also had a direct line to the SIS and to its signals satellite, the GC&CS.


Nazi Germany was deliberately provoking confrontation. On 30 January 1939, not long after Godfrey arrived at the NID, Adolf Hitler had made a speech at the Reichstag referring openly to ‘the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe’. Public threats were accompanied by personal insults. MI5’s good inside information on Nazi Germany meant that soon after the Munich negotiations they were able to sting Neville Chamberlain’s vanity by telling him that Adolf Hitler had privately called him ‘an arsehole’ (Arschloch). On 15 March 1939, when the Germans invaded Czechoslovakia, Hitler destroyed Chamberlain’s proud diplomatic achievement, the Munich Four-Power Agreement. This struck at the core of the British prime minister’s self-belief. Two days afterwards, on the eve of his seventieth birthday, in a quietly angry speech in his home town of Birmingham, a gaunt Chamberlain started drawing a line in the sand. A fortnight later, he gave a cast-iron guarantee in the House of Commons. Should anyone violate the territorial integrity of Poland, said Chamberlain, both Britain and France would lend the Poles ‘all support in their power’. Only three days later the German High Command directed the German armed forces to prepare for the invasion of Poland.


On 27 March 1939, a fortnight after the Nazis invaded Czechoslovakia, Godfrey received a visit in the Admiralty from an old man with a face like a bird of prey. This bald magus with eagle eyes and a mouth like a trap was his most illustrious predecessor as DNI, Admiral Sir Reginald Hall, who had run Naval Intelligence during the First World War. The reappearance of the famous ‘Blinker’ Hall in his old Admiralty offices was further proof that NID’s winter of discontent was over.


Hall’s motto was ‘boldness always pays’. His father had been the Admiralty’s very first Director of Intelligence in 1882, and Hall was a master of subversion and trickery who had operated at a high strategic level in the First World War. He had almost managed to avert the bloody Gallipoli campaign by bribing the Turks for passage through the Dardanelles, and had started the Arab Bureau, the intelligence centre in Cairo that sent T. E. Lawrence into Arabia. Above all, it was Hall who first set up Room 40, the signals intelligence centre, in the Admiralty Old Buildings in London. Known as OB40, it located, intercepted and analysed cable and wireless traffic and decrypted German naval, military and diplomatic coded messages. ‘Blinker’ Hall’s skilful use of the infamous German Zimmerman telegram had helped bring the USA out of neutrality in 1917, thus ensuring victory over the Central Powers, in what one knowledgeable writer described as ‘the greatest Intelligence coup in history’.


Hall swooped on Godfrey in 1939 as a mentor, not a meddler. ‘To no one am I more indebted than Reggie Hall,’ Godfrey wrote later. ‘[He] very unobtrusively offered me full access to his great store of knowledge and judgment on this strange commodity, Intelligence, about which I then knew hardly anything.’ Hall met with Godfrey frequently, and even lent him his comfortable first-floor flat on the other side of Green Park at 36 Curzon Street, next to the Curzon Theatre. Hall’s efficient housekeeper Dulcie continued to shop, cook, serve and clean for the admiral, who lived and entertained there, largely alone, while his wife Margaret got on with her war work in the country. Godfrey had a direct telephone line installed from his Curzon Street bedroom to the duty officers in Room 39 and the OIC.


Hall stressed the importance of bright people and good contacts for Naval Intelligence. As DNI Godfrey would have to create his own trusted team, picked for their range and readiness to contribute and criticise ideas. The novelist William Plomer said of his five and half years in the NID, ‘I learned anew, every day, that … several heads are as a rule better than one.’ Hall made sure that Godfrey met the key members of his old Admiralty code-breaking team in OB40 – including their chief, Commander Alastair Denniston OBE (schoolmaster) and Alfred Dillwyn ‘Dilly’ Knox (classical scholar), clever men who were still doing the same work but now with the GC&CS. Hall also told Godfrey he would need contacts in the financial world of the City of London. Plugging into the powerhouse of capitalism made good sense, because bankers and investors need to know what is going on around the world in order to make money. So Godfrey lunched with Grenfells and Rothschilds, the banking Smiths and the chairman of Barings. He met Sir Charles Hambro, an Old Etonian merchant banker who was to rise high in a new secret service, the Special Operations Executive (SOE), and recruit many men from the bowler-and-brolly brigade.


Godfrey had already brought in his old friend Edward Merrett, an intelligent and emollient solicitor who had been with him on HMS Repulse, as his private secretary (a civilian post), but Hall suggested that the DNI could also do with an additional personal assistant, or ‘fixer’, in uniform. A smooth and well-connected Old Etonian stockbroker called Claude Serocold had been one of his two personal assistants in the First World War, and Serocold now helped by putting out the word. One spring day Godfrey received a telephone call on Admiralty extension 743. The Governor of the Bank of England himself, Montagu Norman, was on the line from Threadneedle Street.


‘I think we’ve got your man.’


‘Should I come and see you?’


‘No, sir. Your time is more valuable than mine. I shall call on you.’†


So the next morning, chauffeured in his black Lincoln, nervy Montagu Norman, who looked like a melancholy Spanish grandee with his pointed beard and hat, arrived by the statue of Captain Cook on the gravel of The Mall, and at ten sharp was shown into Room 38 at the Admiralty. ‘Admiral, I think we’ve found the man you want. He is a junior partner in the firm of Rowe and Pitman, stockbrokers in the City of London. His name is Ian Fleming.’




*





On 24 May 1939 Ian Fleming walked into the downstairs Grill of the Carlton Hotel, at the bottom of London’s Haymarket where it met the eastern end of Pall Mall. The debonair thirty-year-old, smoking a Morland Special cigarette, looked a natural denizen of St James’s, ‘someone out of a Wodehouse novel’ as Cyril Connolly once noted when he bumped into Fleming in his blue suit and Eton Ramblers’ cricket club tie in Brook Street. Fleming’s club was Boodle’s, because White’s was too noisy, and he often ate in Scott’s just up the road. Someone extremely important whom he had never met before had invited him to lunch, but the polish of Eton College and a brush of Sandhurst had given Fleming the social aplomb to deal with such an event effortlessly. He was good at charming older men and senior officer types: the trick was not deference but confidence. Tall, dark and handsome (a broken nose gave him an interesting gladiator look), the chain-smoking, smooth-haired Ian Fleming was an easily bored flâneur and gambler who had yet to find his niche, a late starter and a dabbler who feared that he might be a failure. Because he was amusing and posed as a cynical romantic, he had little trouble getting women into bed, though he dumped them afterwards rather too quickly. The primrose path towards alcoholism was already looking attractive.


Sitting at the luncheon table were two admirals in dark suits. Fleming had already met the first, white-bearded Aubrey Hugh-Smith, one of the two nautical brothers of the senior partner in Rowe & Pitman, the stockbroking firm that gave him an annual income without engaging his energies. (He had chosen not to go into his grandfather’s merchant bank, Robert Fleming & Co.) Smith introduced him to their host, Admiral John Godfrey, with his air of a stern Roman senator; previously Fleming had only spoken to him once, on the telephone.


They ordered; Fleming talked pleasantly in his worldly, well-informed way. Shuffling the cards of his CV to best advantage, he had plenty of foreign experience to convey to the men scoping him out. He had spent time in Austria and Germany and in Switzerland at the University of Geneva, and was fluent in French and German. He spoke some Russian too, and had recently returned from a trade mission to drab Soviet Moscow, which he had reported for The Times. The Soviet Foreign Minister Litvinov had just been touting an ‘anti-aggression front’; in Parliament Lloyd George, Churchill and Eden were all urging a revival of the old First World War entente alliance of Britain, France and Russia as the best way of containing Germany and Italy, who had just signed the Axis military pact. Fleming had picked up the taste for vodka in Moscow in 1933, covering a Stalinist show trial as a correspondent for Reuters. He saw the strategic value of the Soviet Union and the toughness of its soldiers, but reckoned it would make a treacherous ally. Perhaps they touched on other topics of the day, like the conscription which had been introduced in Britain in April 1939. Fleming was ahead of the game here too, already a reserve subaltern in the Black Watch.


At such encounters it may not be what is talked about that matters, but what is unspoken; the gut feeling or the first im pression. Godfrey liked the cut of Ian Fleming’s jib and suggested that the younger man might like to come in to the office for a few afternoons next week, if he had the time. With hindsight we can see the lunch at the Carlton Grill as a crucial turning point. Without this entrée to Fleming’s six years in the NID there would be no ‘Double O Seven’, and the immortal James Bond would never have been born.


John Godfrey and Ian Fleming chimed because their curious, connective minds were similar: both read more widely than you would expect on first impression. But at a deeper, unconscious level, perhaps the fifty-one-year-old admiral and the thirty-one-year-old stockbroker were drawn to each other as surrogate family. Godfrey had three daughters but no son; Fleming had three brothers but no father. Val Fleming was killed eight days before his son Ian’s ninth birthday. Now, four days before his thirty-first birthday, Ian Fleming had found his patron.




*





A sentence on the first page of Duff Hart-Davis’s biography of Ian’s eldest brother Peter says a lot about the Flemings: ‘The family, though recently established, was rich and powerful.’ The boys got into the establishment through the singular money-making skill of their Scottish grandfather, Robert, born in poverty on the outskirts of dour Dundee in 1845. Robert Fleming the Scottish financial genius is in some ways reminiscent of Robert Stevenson the Scottish engineering genius and lighthouse builder, not least because both had a world-famous writer as a grandson. ‘We rose from obscurity at a clap,’ wrote Robert Louis Stevenson of his own family. Just as harbours and lighthouses cushioned the early years of the author of Treasure Island, so did investment trusts and the financing of foreign railroads privilege the upbringing of the creator of James Bond.


Robert Fleming started out as a clerk and book-keeper in the jute industry but became interested in the stock market as new joint stock companies emerged in the 1860s. Although he was hit hard by the crash of 1866, he started investing shrewdly in the American railways that were laying more track after the Civil War. In 1873 he set up the Scottish American Investment Trust to offer collective investors selected American railway mortgage bonds ‘at the minimum of trouble and with the maximum of security and profit’. In ‘exporting’ Scottish capital, he essentially took British Empire wealth and bet it on the industrialising USA. (His grandson would mirror the process in his novels, exporting British Second World War warrior prestige to Cold War America.)


In the 1880s Fleming’s Dundee syndicate invested in Texas cowboy country. Their ‘Matador Land and Cattle Company’ was one of the few to survive the dreadful winters of 1885 to 1887. By the 1890s, married and with four children, Robert and Kate Fleming had moved south to England. After that they only returned to Scotland in the summers, renting large sporting estates to enjoy strenuous exercise (rowing, swimming, golf, long walks) and prodigious deer-stalking, grouse-shooting and trout-fishing. By 1900 he had personal capital of £810,000 (the equi valent of £40 million today) and his income from dealing, dividends, interest and commissions was around £115,000. In 1903, as a wealthy Edwardian gentleman, he purchased the 2,000-acre Nettlebed estate in Oxfordshire and built a lavish mansion called Joyce Grove. A squire and lord of the manor in the country, big-chinned, white-moustached Robert Fleming was also the doyen of the investment trust movement in the City of London.


In 1906 his first-born son Valentine Fleming (educated at Eton and Oxford) married the wild but attractive Evelyn Sainte Croix Rose. Val became a barrister, and in 1910, at the age of twenty-eight, was elected Conservative MP for South Oxfordshire. Val and Eve Fleming had four sons: Peter was born in 1907, Ian in 1908, Richard in 1911 and Michael in 1913. Valentine Fleming was in C Company of the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars, the same regiment as his friend Winston Churchill. In 1914, soon after war was declared, they went off to France. On 20 May 1917 the War Office telegram came with the news that he was dead. He was thirty-seven years old, and was awarded a posthumous DSO. His death changed the lives of his sons.


It was eleven days before Peter’s tenth birthday. Later he wrote in a fragment of memoir:




Somebody grabbed me and bustled me away upstairs. Behind me in the hall were the terrible sounds of grief. I knew that my father had been killed. For some reason I was put to bed on a sofa in the schoolroom … I fell asleep. Before I did so, I heard from somewhere in the house the sound of a man crying, loudly and uncontrollably. I assumed it was my grandfather. It was a sort of bellowing noise. Life had become a nightmare. I was completely out of my depth.





Little Peter Fleming had to grow up fast. ‘You must be very good and brave, Peter, and always help your mother: because now you must take your father’s place.’ This sensitive boy who had suffered from all kinds of mysterious illnesses, stunting his growth and totally destroying his sense of smell and taste, now put on the mask of control. He would never really take it off again. Later in life, he completely understood the Chinese concept of ‘face’ because he shared its English version, ‘the façade of nonchalance’ as his biographer, Duff Hart-Davis, put it. Etonians tended to be very good at understatement and emotional concealment, the classic defences of the English public-schoolboy.


Peter’s younger brother Ian was always rather different, more soigné and sybaritic. As a child he used to bribe the servants to bring him breakfast in bed. He soon eschewed the hearty Fleming habit of foot-slogging over brae and glen and the dreariness of wet rhododendrons in Scotland. Motoring was swifter than walking; golf on the links was better than guns on the moor. Indoor pleasures like smoking, drinking and gambling were very agreeable. But there was always another side to Ian Fleming. He had an interesting mind and an intellectual life that he tended not to display, burning his volume of early (and rather precious) poetry, The Black Daffodil. Aged seventeen, at school, he had written a fan letter to the poet William Plomer, whose daringly sexual first novel of racial miscegenation in South Africa, Turbott Wolfe, had just been published by Leonard and Virginia Woolf’s Hogarth Press. They forwarded the note to Tokyo, where the homosexual Plomer was living with a Japanese companion. When he returned to England in 1929, he and Fleming became life-long friends; Fleming would get Plomer a job in Naval Intelligence, and Plomer would later edit all the Bond books at Jonathan Cape from 1953 to 1964.


Fleming was a wide reader with an interest in fine printing and a subscription to a journal on typography. In 1952 he would help found The Book Collector, which remains the leading English-language journal for bibliophiles. A decade later he wrote that if he were ever stranded on a desert island, an essential item would be ‘The Times Literary Supplement, dropped to me each Friday by a well-trained albatross’.


Secretly he wanted to write himself, though in May 1939 few of his London acquaintances thought of him as an author. He mixed with braying City types who liked gin, golf, cars and cards. The Fleming brother who wrote seemed to be the brilliant Peter, already author of Brazilian Adventure, One’s Company, and News from Tartary, whom Vita Sackville-West described as ‘a modern Elizabethan’. Peter was like the dashing, recondite hero Sandy Arbuthnot in the Buchan books; he wrote amusing fourth leaders for The Times, and was married to Celia Johnson, the luminous star of Brief Encounter. It seemed everyone thought Peter Fleming was wonderful – which was not very easy for Ian.


On the one hand, Ian hero-worshipped Peter. On the other hand, he didn’t. It was gall and wormwood to have a better-looking brother almost exactly one year older who was an effortless star at absolutely everything he did. At Eton Peter was in the exclusive ‘Pop’ society, was captain of the Oppidans (in effect the head boy of the school), won all sorts of prizes and edited the school magazine; at Christ Church, Oxford, Peter shone in the Bullingdon Club, was president of Oxford University Dramatic Society and editor of Isis; later, out in the real world, he became a best-selling man of letters who sucked up all the oxygen of publicity. Ian, on the other hand, ‘Fleming (minor)’ at school, had run his heart out and been Victor Ludorum at athletics twice – but athletics didn’t really matter at Eton; he wasn’t thought bright enough to go to Oxford or Cambridge, had to leave Sandhurst early under a cloud, failed to join the diplomatic service and only got into journalism because his bossy mother Eve knew the wife of the man who had bought Reuters. And now he seemed to be the world’s worst stockbroker. How could poor Ian ever compete with someone like Peter?


When W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood met Peter Fleming in China in 1938, they found him ‘a subtly comic figure – the conscious living parody of the pukka sahib’. Smooth-haired and tanned, with his pipe clenched in his teeth, uttering clipped expressions (‘useful’ and ‘effective’ were favourite adjectives), obsessed with the shooting of game, mortifying himself through hard travel, the puritanical Peter Fleming affected the unshakeable urbanity and drawling imperturbability of the 1920s pulp-fiction hero Captain Hugh ‘Bulldog’ Drummond, DSO, MC. The Old Etonian bookseller C. E. H. P. Warner once made a comment that illustrates the role Peter played in his younger brother’s imagin ative life: if you crossed Sapper’s fictional creation Bulldog Drummond with Peter Fleming, you got James Bond.


Ian and Peter Fleming seemed very different but shared a common core. Both were born under the sign of Gemini, the Twins, with their birthdays three days apart.‡ Both were haunted by the spectral presence of their absent father. Major Valentine Fleming MP was thirty-seven years old when he was killed by shellfire in the First World War while doing his patriotic duty; Winston Churchill wrote his obituary in The Times and the cutting hung framed on Ian Fleming’s bedroom wall all his life. ‘Please, God, make me like father’ was the prayer dunned into the boys. There was absolutely no question that both Colonel Peter Fleming and Lieutenant Commander Ian Fleming would serve King and Country in whatever capacity was asked of them, without cynicism. Ian said his own need for heroes ‘all started from hero-worshipping my elder brother Peter, who had to become the head of the family at the age of ten, when our father was killed in 1917’. Both Fleming brothers consistently sought father figures in older military men.


Early in 1939 a semi-secret branch of the War Office called Military Intelligence (Research) or MI(R) contacted Peter Fleming. On 31 January, after an interview with the Deputy Director of Military Intelligence, he wrote in his diary: ‘MI are going to give chaps like me a preliminary canter soon.’ Five months later, in June 1939, Ian Fleming was making his first probationary visits to Godfrey’s NID offices. At almost the same time, both brothers were stepping closer to the adventurous world of ‘shilling shockers’ like those by William Le Queux, inventor of Duckworth Drew of the Secret Service, heroic staver-off of Britain’s (somewhat implausible) enemies. Such First World War-era fantasies had nourished all their generation – though Ian Fleming also enjoyed the somewhat subtler thrillers of John Buchan, including the Richard Hannay/Sandy Arbuthnot adventure Greenmantle (1916) in which the American agent John S. Blenkiron says that ‘If I had a big proposition to handle and could have my pick of helpers I’d plump for the Intelligence Department of the British Admiralty. Yes, sir, I take off my hat to your Government sleuths …’




*





When Ian Fleming first entered the crowded office of Naval Intelligence with its windows looking out across Horse Guards Parade to the back garden of No. 10 Downing Street, it was not the stuff of romantic fiction. The banal reality of Room 39 was men at desks with telephones, filing cabinets full of dockets with impenetrable initials, coal scuttles by the fireplace and endless cups of tea. This ‘secret service’ was just like the civil service, occupied with systems of administration and organisation, trying to turn efficiency into effectiveness as war loomed ever closer in the summer of 1939. Room 39, housing section 17, was the brains trust, talking shop and co-ordinating centre of the NID.


Fleming was not the only new boy. At the time he arrived in June 1939 Bill Cordeaux felt that ‘a new inspiration was [being] breathed into everyone in the Division’ by John Godfrey’s ‘drive and brilliance’, and the NID was recruiting fresh people, young and old, at home and abroad. Naval Intelligence did not have spies but it did have uniformed officers called naval attachés stationed at embassies and legations abroad who sent back information that might be of interest. Among several good appointments, Godfrey knew just the man needed for naval attaché in the western Mediterranean: in the spring of 1938 he had met the British consul in Majorca, Alan Hillgarth, a retired lieutenant commander who wrote thrillers, had been wounded in the Dardanelles and was a friend of Winston Churchill. Hillgarth was fluent in Spanish and good at dealing with Franco; earlier that year, as Franco’s Nationalists emerged the winner of the civil war, Hillgarth had helped broker the peaceful surrender of Minorca. Now Godfrey got Hillgarth promoted to commander and secured his appointment as naval attaché in Madrid, where he would do an outstanding job helping to keep Spain neutral.


After his month’s probation, on 26 July, Ian Fleming was commissioned as one of eight lieutenants in the Special Branch of the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve or RNVR. The RNVR Special Branch was mainly for shore service: administrators, specialists and experts ‘above the age of thirty and under the age of forty’. New boys took the ‘Junior Staff Course’ at the Royal Navy College, Greenwich, which inducted them into Admiralty traditions. Lieutenant Ian Fleming could be identified as RNVR (SB) from the cuffs of his dark blue No. 1 uniform, which had an emerald green strip of cloth running between the two undulating ‘wavy navy’ gold stripes of his rank. (Royal Navy had straight stripes, Royal Naval Reserve had chain-braided stripes.) The wearing of a uniform mattered; Admiral Godfrey never wanted his NID representatives to be disadvantaged by appearing in civilian clothes, especially at important meetings with the other armed services.


In Room 39 at the Admiralty, Fleming was put at a desk near the green baize door that led to Admiral Godfrey’s office, Room 38, sitting with Godfrey’s old friend and secretary Ted Merrett. Merrett did not really like Ian Fleming; he thought him unhappy, withdrawn and typically Etonian in his determination to establish ascendancy from the start. He also quietly resented Fleming’s favoured status with the admiral and hated his ‘filthy’ cigarettes, which seemed to give the Etonian a permanent cold; he was a snuff man himself. But Fleming was good at his job and imperturbable; his favourite remark was a dispassionate, ‘Well, there it is.’ Fleming and Merrett would become the explosive DNI’s filters and valves: for the next six years, they would get the first blast and be the last stop. 






* In chapter 20 of On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1963), James Bond visits M’s bachelor home on the edge of Windsor Forest and finds the bell outside the front door is ‘the brass ship’s-bell of some former HMS Repulse, the last of whose line, a battle-cruiser, had been M’s final sea-going appointment’. 







† In chapter 5 of Goldfinger, M tells Bond that he dined with the Governor of the Bank the night before. ‘Hadn’t occurred to me that the Bank of England knew so much about crooks. Suppose it’s part of the Bank’s job to protect our currency.’ He gets Bond an appointment with the Bank’s research department. ‘From what the Governor told me, that’s nothing more or less than a spy system.’ 







‡ Ian Fleming the novelist also gave his birthday, 28 May 1908, to one of his principal villains, Ernst Stavro Blofeld, the head of SPECTRE, who described agent 007 as ‘a common thug, a blunt instrument wielded by dolts in high places’.
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