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            FOREWORD

         

         This is the story of a British spymaster’s relationship with one of the most important female intelligence agents in the Second World War, of his involvement in the subsequent fiasco of Kim Philby and the Cambridge spies and his friendships with counterparts in the CIA and the remarkable Count Alexandre de Marenches in France.

         You may feel that it should belong on the fiction shelves of your bookshop or library because, although virtually all of it undoubtedly did happen and is part of the historical record, I cannot guarantee its entire authenticity. Cynthia’s family were adamant that she did not have an affair with the author, who was for a while her intelligence controller, and who can say if they were not right. Perhaps he just imagined that aspect of this story – or made it up. I must leave it to the reader to form his or her own view. They also contended that the havoc she wreaked amidst the Italian and Vichy French embassy staffs owed more to her sparkling conversation than to her undoubted viiiphysical attractions; a theory I would have to take with a very large grain of salt.

         But, if I cannot vouch for the personal aspects of this story, I can guarantee the accuracy of this account of the exploits of Cynthia as a secret agent of British intelligence in the War.

         I too worked for the government, in close cooperation with the security agencies. This manuscript was given me by my far more senior colleague, who was a friend and mentor to me. It was not, he said, to be published ‘until everyone in it is dead, including me!’ As that has long since been the case, I have arranged for it to be published now, as I promised him I would.

         I have made some amendments, for purposes of clarification and the avoidance of jargon, and interspersed some subheadings. Nowhere have I changed the sense of what he wrote.

         
             

         

         
      Robin Renwick, former British ambassador to the United States
    

      

   


   
      
         
            
        A SPY CALLED CYNTHIA
      

         

         
      THE ALIBI CLUB
    

         The snow was still on the ground in Washington DC on the February evening when I presented myself, as instructed, at the door of the Alibi Club, a small brownstone building in the capital. Membership was limited to fifty. I had been made an honorary member during my service there during the War. Another honorary member was said to be the Shah of Persia, though I never saw him there. He was proposed by Kim Roosevelt, who, by engineering the overthrow of the Prime Minister Mosaddegh, who was bent on nationalising the Western oil companies in Persia, had helped to make him the real ruler of his country.

         During the War, the Club had been taken over by senior members of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the wartime precursor of the CIA. They had included Colonel ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan, head of the OSS, and still did include Ambassador David Bruce, Richard Helms and other intelligence veterans of the War. The staff bore an uncanny resemblance to one another, all being rather venerable, grey-haired, dignified black Washingtonians, 2all of whom had been subject to security vetting by the Agency. They were not supposed ever to disclose what was discussed within the confines of the Club and, as far as I know, none of them ever did.

         The Club’s name was based on the notion that if any lady rang up to enquire about the whereabouts of her husband, she would be told that he was within its doors, but could not be disturbed, whatever his whereabouts; a stratagem very rarely employed, and unlikely to fool anybody. The upstairs sitting room was full of memorabilia from exotic locations, with one or two African masks, plus numerous postcards of scantily clad ladies in Paris, Tangier and Istanbul.

         Mr Allen Dulles, I was told, was running a bit late, but would be there shortly. And sure enough, soon I heard his booming voice, announcing his arrival and bursting into the dining room, followed by his cohort from the CIA. Prominent among them was Richard Bissell, Dulles’s current favourite, who had developed the U-2 spy plane programme, but who was to bring down himself and his boss through his mad adventure in the Bay of Pigs. I had of course heard the stories of some anti-Castro exiles being given military training in Central America. But I did not imagine that the Agency would be so foolhardy as to land a few hundred of them, with no air cover, on swampy ground on the Cuban coast, in the expectation that this would trigger a general uprising, of which, in the event, there was no sign whatever.

         3Neither Dulles nor Bissell would ever have dared to propose such a hare-brained scheme to Eisenhower, but they had somehow persuaded the new President and his brother, Bobby, to let them try. It transpired that Bissell’s calculation had been that once the exiles were attacked, as they were, by Castro’s rickety aircraft, the President would order the US Air Force to intervene, which he declined to do.

         But this was before that fiasco. Dulles still was in his pomp. He had not yet been deflated. Helms, who turned out to have opposed the entire scheme, barely spoke for the entire evening.

         Having obliged us all to drink large martinis consisting, so far as I could taste, of straight gin, an olive and no vermouth, Dulles installed us at the large round table and announced that they were about to hear the story of the most important female agent in the Second World War and, in his judgement, one of the most valuable of all the agents we had ever had at our disposal.

         I smiled inwardly at this, for there was never any question of according Cynthia precedence over Dulles’s favourite agent, Admiral Canaris, head of Hitler’s intelligence agency, the Abwehr, whom Dulles never met, but who had started sending messages to him in Switzerland at a late stage, once he had become convinced that Germany was bound to lose the War.

         I was never entirely convinced that Canaris was really an agent at all. He was trying to hedge his bets and to 4ensure that as much of Germany as possible ended up under the Western powers and not under the Russians. But maybe I was mistaken, for he was disloyal enough to get himself executed on Hitler’s orders in the final weeks of the War. Dulles’s well-publicised liaison with Canaris had helped to propel him to the top of the CIA.

         I was not, I was sure, alone in feeling that there was a ghost at this dinner – that of Frank Wisner, the Agency’s head of covert operations, who had been the ebullient life and soul of many similar gatherings. The can-do, hyperactive Wisner had landed successive teams of exiles in Albania, only for nearly all of them to be rounded up and shot thanks, as he later discovered, to the treachery of Kim Philby. But the nadir for Frank had come with the Hungarian uprising that was ruthlessly suppressed by Soviet tanks in 1956. Frank rushed to the Austria/Hungary border, traumatised by the fact that he felt that the Hungarians had been encouraged to revolt by Radio Free Europe, which the Agency had founded and funded, only for them then to find that there was nothing the US could or would do to help them. Frank never really recovered from this debacle. He had to be invalided out of the Agency (and, after a long period of depression, committed suicide).

         Most of those present already knew something of the story of Cynthia and how close I had been to her. As I ran through her extraordinary achievements, omitting the 5personal elements, the whole story flashed at an accelerated pace through my brain.

         But first I had better explain how it was that, by accident, I ended up in the shadowy world of intelligence and became Cynthia’s controller, though it was not long before I started to wonder who was controlling who.

         
      NARVIK AND TRONDHEIM
    

         On Sunday 3 September 1939, I and the other senior members of Rowe & Pitman had heard on a crackling radio the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, announcing in a quavering voice that as Hitler had invaded Poland, which we had undertaken with the French to protect, we were now at war with Germany.

         On the following afternoon, some of the younger members of the firm and I walked up the road to the headquarters of the Honourable Artillery Company in the City to see if we could enlist in the Army. It took an hour before I was summoned into the presence of a sergeant who, on taking down my particulars, said that, as I was thirty, my services would not be required any time soon, if – he implied – at all. There might be some sort of reserve role for me at home, depending on the requirements later.

         I trudged back to the office well aware that, although 6I had tried, this news would not go down well with my wife Caroline’s very military family. For her father was a tough and weather-beaten retired Admiral, who had commanded a cruiser in the Battle of Jutland and felt that his daughter had married beneath her. I thought vaguely of the tales of women in the First World War presenting white feathers to men apparently of military age still in civilian clothes.

         So when, on returning to Oxford, I explained this fiasco to my wife, I asked her to arrange a meeting with the old sea dog, her father, in case he could find a way to help to get me into the Navy. The response from the Admiral was an invitation to lunch at his favourite watering hole, the Army and Navy Club in Pall Mall.

         He proved surprisingly helpful. One of his former colleagues, he said, had been drafted into the Admiralty in some kind of staff job. He would ask if he could think of anything for me.

         There followed a further invitation to lunch at the Army and Navy Club, this time from the colleague he had described as Godfrey, which I thought must be his first name. In fact this turned out to be Rear Admiral John Godfrey, whose idea of lunch was decidedly Spartan (no wine).

         Why was I so keen to join the Navy, he enquired. Because I had been turned down by the Army, I replied. Realising that this was not the right response, I added that 7I could not see myself just going on selling shares and bonds when there was a war on.

         This showed the right spirit, in Godfrey’s view. He seemed mildly interested in the fact that I had a law degree, which might come in handy, he thought. I would be hearing from him.

         Ten days later I received a letter from the Admiralty instructing me to procure two copies of the uniform of a temporary lieutenant in the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve from the naval outfitters in Piccadilly. I was then to present myself to the Royal Naval College in Dartmouth for basic training.

         Our training consisted of the endless repetition of naval drills, plus more interesting visits to have explained to us the equipment and modus operandi of a destroyer and a frigate in the harbour. We learned every detail of Nelson’s suicidal tactics in the Battle of Trafalgar, plus the fact that the French admiral, Villeneuve, had tried to persuade Napoleon that, despite having – with the Spanish – more ships, he should not go out to fight, as Nelson was not a normal adversary and would destroy them all.

         I asked if it might not make more sense for us to study the Battle of Jutland, of which I had heard many accounts from my father-in-law. As the Germans had inflicted more damage on our ships than we had on theirs, how could we regard this as a victory? The instructor patiently replied that it was indeed a victory as the German fleet 8had never again ventured out into the North Sea until their great ships were escorted to Scapa Flow to be scuttled after the German surrender.

         After eight weeks in Dartmouth I was told to report to the Admiralty in Whitehall. There I was escorted to the domain of Admiral Godfrey in Room 39, which was in fact a series of inter-connecting rooms, presided over by Ian Fleming, who had established himself as the Admiral’s personal assistant. I knew Ian from his not very successful stock-broking days. I had found him hard to like, as he had private means, could afford to live more grandly than me and appeared to look down on those of us who couldn’t. His Bentley was a decided step up on my MG. But during the War, he was an effective assistant to Godfrey and, as for his much later success as an author, I devoured his novels as enthusiastically as John F. Kennedy loved to do.

         I was assigned to the Scandinavian desk, where the main issue was the fact that the Swedes were shipping vast quantities of iron ore to feed the German military machine. Our disgusted naval attaché in Stockholm had to be withdrawn for declaring that ‘the Swedish flag is blue, but has a yellow streak in it’. A covert attempt by us at sabotage had achieved nothing, other than to infuriate the Swedes.

         Knowing nothing whatever about Scandinavia, I made little progress but in the New Year I had the good fortune to befriend the Norwegian naval attaché, Uwe Johannson, a huge sailor with a vast amount of facial hair. Two 9formal calls were followed by an invitation to meet him in a nightclub in Soho, where I found him accompanied by a Women’s Royal Navy (Wren) cadet about half his size. To make up the numbers, I invited Godfrey’s PA, who was quite attractive and had been helping me to find my way around the Admiralty.

         After dancing with the Wren firmly attached to his chest, her feet barely touching the ground, Uwe ordered a bottle of Scotch and turned his attention to me. Did we not realise, he said, that Hitler was bound to attack Norway as soon as the ice melted within a few weeks? The reason was obvious. Without controlling Norwegian waters the Germans would be unable to get their warships out into and beyond the North Sea.

         If we waited for the Germans to invade it would be too late. We absolutely must occupy the Norwegian ports of Narvik and Trondheim before the Germans did. The Swedes were shipping much of their iron ore through Narvik. His government were clinging to their neutrality, but that had no chance of saving them.

         These trips to the unpretentious nightclub in Greek Street became regular outings for the four of us. By this time I was engaged in a mild affair with Godfrey’s friendly PA. Neither of us took it too seriously and I departed back to my family at the weekend. Inevitably, it transpired that Ian Fleming, of whom she did not have a high opinion, had preceded me in her affections. ‘A bit of a cad,’ was her opinion and that of some others too.

         10Uwe became increasingly insistent about the imperative need for us to seize the Norwegian ports. The ice would be melting and very soon it would be too late.

         So pressing was he that, in early March, I summoned the courage to write a memo to Godfrey summarising his plan, though, at his insistence, I left Uwe’s name out of it. Godfrey was sufficiently excited by this to send it up to the First Lord’s office. Two days later it came back with a scribbled note from Churchill on it: ‘An error – but very much in the right direction.’ His private secretary said that, in reality, he agreed. But King Haakon of Norway was best friends with our King and we could not just trample all over him. Nonetheless, Churchill did press for the mining of Narvik waters, which was resisted by Chamberlain until that too was too late.

         On 9 April, the Germans launched their blitzkrieg into Denmark and Norway. The ensuing campaign went exactly as Uwe had predicted. It was the very model of how not to wage a war. We rushed ships and men across to the Norwegian ports, but not in sufficient time or numbers to stop the Germans, who had seized all the near impregnable strategic positions in and around the fjords we should have seized before them. Our ships were bombarded by well-positioned land-based artillery. By early June, we had to withdraw. The only benefit from this fiasco was Churchill displacing Chamberlain as Prime Minister.

         This episode earned me a rare compliment from the 11Admiral: ‘We should bloody well have done what you advised.’

         
      WILLIAM STEPHENSON
    

         Several weeks later, I was told to report to Major General Stewart Menzies, head of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS). Godfrey told me that Menzies had heard about the Trondheim and Narvik memo. I walked the short distance from the Admiralty to the SIS headquarters in Broadway wondering what this summons was all about.

         Menzies, an Old Etonian who had served with distinction in the Life Guards in the First World War, received me rather stiffly. Was I available to go abroad at short notice? He explained that the new Prime Minister had appointed a Canadian wartime friend of his to head our operations against the Germans in the United States. William Stephenson was a splendid chap – a former fighter pilot – who had ‘dabbled’ in intelligence on his own account, said Menzies rather disapprovingly. It was in fact Stephenson who had got us into ‘a spot of bother’ in Sweden, with his plans to sabotage the iron ore supplies. He needed me to join his operation in New York to ensure a close relationship with and some guidance from the SIS headquarters in Broadway.

         Having always wanted to go to America, I accepted 12forthwith. As I walked back across the park, I realised that I had just been given my first intelligence assignment – which was to report to Stewart Menzies on the activities of William Stephenson.

         Menzies, I was later to discover, was more of a Whitehall warrior than a great spymaster himself, as Stephenson undoubtedly was, but an unrivalled operator vis-à-vis the government. His reputation with Churchill was based on the fact that it was Menzies who took him the most important intercepts from the ‘Ultra’ signals material produced by our cryptologists in their Nissen huts in Bletchley Park, though Menzies otherwise had no involvement there at all.

         I made the tortuous journey to New York by air, refuelling in Reykjavik and Newfoundland. It was impossible not to be excited on arrival in this throbbing city, with no shortages and the lights on everywhere at night, which appeared to be and was oblivious to the War raging several thousand miles away.

         I was installed in a comfortable hotel near the impressive offices of what described itself as the UK Passport Control Office, in fact British Security Coordination (BSC), on the thirty-sixth floor of the Rockefeller Plaza. Stephenson’s welcome was far warmer than my somewhat chilly encounter with Menzies. He invariably would end the day with his favourite martini, often in our company. He did not say much but he demanded action, frequently of an unconventional kind, especially in countering the 13German American Bund, which was active in insisting on US neutrality while seeking to harm us in every way they could.

         I was taken by a colleague to a clandestine meeting with hard-boiled union officials in the port, who we were paying to help protect our shipping and inform us about that of the Germans. Before long they were engaged in some acts of sabotage on our account as well. Stephenson had established a cautious live and let live understanding with J. Edgar Hoover of the FBI because Hoover, on checking, had found that he had support from the Roosevelt White House, including from Robert Sherwood, who was far more than just a speechwriter to the President. Stephenson had been helped in making some very important contacts by his friend, the former heavyweight boxing champion, Gene Tunney. Hoover later sought and received confirmation that the President himself had met Stephenson.

         One of Stephenson’s closest friends was Nelson Rockefeller. Visiting Stephenson years later in his retirement in Bermuda, I mentioned that his friend, sadly, had expired in the arms of a much younger girlfriend.

         ‘What a way to go!’ was Stephenson’s apparently approving comment.

         I enjoyed the camaraderie of the Stephenson operation, and his assiduous cultivation of the US press, who in their vast majority were on our side. One of my favourite colleagues was David Ogilvy, who had playboy proclivities, 14but who later was to use his undoubted charm to become king of the advertising industry in the US.

         Reminiscing after the War in his retirement in Bermuda, Stephenson was accused of embellishing his own legend (as most of us tend to do). The name by which he became known, ‘Intrepid’, was not his codename, but his telegraphic address, chosen for him by Stephenson himself. But it reflected the character of the man, and his legend was over 90 per cent true. For his achievements in the War far exceeded those of SIS elsewhere in the world. To have established a US-wide intelligence operation on the scale and with the influence that Stephenson succeeded in doing was as great an achievement as there ever has been in the world of intelligence. Overcoming the rivalries between them, BSC progressively incorporated the activities of SIS, MI5 and the Special Operations Executive (SOE) in North America, integrating them far more effectively than in the UK. And Stephenson managed to do so in the face of extreme continued wariness from Hoover and the outright hostility of influential US dignitaries like Adolf Berle, who kept urging his boss, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, to close down ‘the British spy organisation in the United States’. Stephenson also played a crucial role in helping to persuade Roosevelt to agree to lend fifty American destroyers to us in August 1940.

         By this time, however, my own role was being rather eclipsed, as Menzies appointed one of his deputies, Dick Ellis, to represent him in New York.

         15I was saved by Admiral Godfrey, who sent me a message to say that his man in Washington, one of the assistant naval attachés, was being promoted to command a frigate. I was to replace him and was being promoted to lieutenant commander ‘to help the locals to take you seriously’, Godfrey declared.

         So I migrated to a small clapboard house in Georgetown, close to the heart of Washington in a neighbourhood inhabited by many members of the Roosevelt administration. Later, I moved to a suite in the Shoreham Hotel. My office was not in the embassy but in an annex off Dupont Circle, which was intended to be more discreet.

         To my relief, I found myself in the hands of a highly competent secretary, who was married to one of the vice-consuls. She put me in touch with my predecessor’s contacts in the US Navy. When I met his principal counterpart in the FBI, I got a frosty reception. ‘Please tell your friends in New York,’ he said, ‘that they need to stay on the right side of the law.’

         My very formal meeting with the ambassador, Lord Halifax, a well-known former appeaser despatched by Winston Churchill to Washington to get him out of the War Cabinet, confirmed the general impression of him as the worst kind of stuffed shirt. Shortly after arriving in Washington, he had got an appalling press by riding out with the Virginia hunt in a red tunic. But his staff were a lot more welcoming and invited me to a couple 16of embassy parties, at one of which I met a press contact who was to prove very useful to me.

         
      ‘LOOKS LIKE A MAN-EATER TO ME’
    

         My formidable secretary guided me through the files left behind by my predecessor. It did not take long to find a report from the MI6 representative in Warsaw, Colonel Jack Shelley, about the Washington debutante, the daughter of a distinguished Marine Corps veteran and of a well-known socialite, who had married a not very distinguished British diplomat, ‘rather a dull dog’, a lot older than her. When he fell seriously ill and had to return to London, she had remained in Warsaw where she had caused a scandal by having an affair with a Polish cavalry officer, who was an aide-de-camp to the Chief of Staff of the Polish Army.

         For several months we and the French had been discussing with the Polish cryptographers ways of attacking the German military codes. We knew that they had acquired copies of the German Enigma machines. But it was Colonel Shelley’s friend, and by now agent, Cynthia who, by cultivating a relationship with a member of the Polish Foreign Ministry, was first to confirm that the Poles finally had succeeded in decyphering some German Enigma traffic, which they had not yet confided to us.

         This had led up to the meeting in Warsaw not long 17before the German invasion, at which the Poles had handed over to us and the French one replica each of the German Enigma machines and explained to the doyen of our cryptographers, Dilly Knox, their methods in decrypting the German Enigma codes. Cynthia had assisted in the planning to get the Polish team out of Warsaw and the country in the event of a German invasion. (Colonel Shelley put them on the train from Warsaw to Brest-Litovsk, then on to Romania, from where they ended up in France only for the French, to our frustration, not to let any of them move on to Britain.)

         Although her friend in the Foreign Ministry had advanced his cause by playing Chopin to her, Cynthia soon aimed higher by engaging in an affair with the head of the office of the Polish Foreign Minister, Colonel Józef Beck, which provided some very useful intelligence indeed for her reports had exposed Colonel Beck as playing a double game. While seeking guarantees of help from us and the French, he also had negotiated with Hitler for Poland to acquire a slice of Czech territory when the Germans occupied Czechoslovakia.

         In her own reminiscences of Warsaw, she airbrushed out the cavalry officer but was justifiably proud of the amount of information she had extracted from the Foreign Minister’s chef de cabinet, Michał Łubienski, who was later to feature in the Polish government in exile in London.

         Their liaison became known to Colonel Beck, who 18protested about it to the straight-laced British ambassador, causing him to insist that Cynthia must return forthwith to London, overruling the protests of Colonel Shelley, who was losing by far his best source, though by then it was not long before the embassy had to be evacuated anyway.

         After a few months back with her husband, who had been posted to Santiago, she had left him and returned to her family’s home in Virginia.

         ‘Handle with care,’ was the advice. But she detested the Germans and had told Shelley that she would be willing to help in any way she could.

         
            * * *

         

         It took me longer than it should have done to work out just how Cynthia could be engaged. But gradually a plan started to crystallise in my mind. My colleagues from BSC in New York contacted her mother, a well-known figure in Washington and Virginia, to suggest that her daughter should call in to see me.

         When I returned from lunch a few days later, my secretary said, with the hint of a smirk, ‘She’s waiting in your office.’ There wasn’t anywhere else for her to wait and clearly she had been studying Cynthia’s file.

         As I walked into the room, I encountered the faint scent of an expensive perfume. Cynthia stood up, smoothing 19down imaginary wrinkles in her impeccable skirt, to greet me with a firm handshake and a warm smile.

         She was wearing a cream silk shirt and smart jacket with a skirt shorter than what passed for normal at the time, barely covering her knees and not covering them at all when she crossed her attractive legs, as she proceeded from time to time to do. Careful make-up – not too much – blonde-ish hair and wide-set eyes completed an extremely attractive picture.

         I discovered later that her role model was the movie actress Carole Lombard. She dressed like her, dyed her hair blonde-ish and generally tried to look like her, helped by the fact that there was a resemblance anyway.

         She was very nervous. Did I mind if she smoked? Of course not. I leaned forward with a lighter as, with a slightly trembling hand, she placed a cigarette between her lips.

         ‘What have they been telling you about me?’ she enquired.

         ‘That you might be prepared to help us again, as you did in Poland,’ I replied. ‘You got a good report from Colonel Shelley,’ I added.

         ‘Oh, but I loved the Colonel!’ was her theatrical response. ‘I didn’t speak any Polish and I had nothing to do, except go to embassy parties,’ she declared. ‘I was thrilled to be asked to help him.’

         She seemed to be well suited to what I had in mind. 20But I needed a bit of time to reflect. ‘I think we might have something for you,’ I said.

         ‘That would be wonderful,’ was the reply. ‘I hate the Germans. You will have heard about their Stukas machine-gunning refugees in Poland. If you do, I’ll give it my best shot.’

         No longer nervous, she was now glowing with excitement. She looked ready to throw her arms around my neck. Instead I gave her a rather stiff handshake.

         ‘What did you think?’ I asked my secretary.

         ‘Looks like a man-eater to me,’ was the reply.

         
            * * *

         

         A few days later, at my request, she was back.

         I explained that a key task assigned to me was to target the German, Italian and Vichy French embassies, all still in Washington at this stage of the War, by whatever means we could. I wanted her to help with this. The deputy editor of the local glossy magazine, precursor of the Washingtonian, was of British origin. She would agree to employ Cynthia – paid for by us – to cover their national days and other events for the journal. Given her attractive appearance, it should not be difficult for her to get to know some of their officials well.

         Cynthia was thrilled but also, this time, very businesslike. We would, I said, rent a small house for her in Georgetown and give her an allowance so that she could 21entertain any persons of interest to us. We would need to find unobtrusive venues for us to meet. How did she feel about this assignment?

         ‘Leave it to me,’ was her confident reply.

         Wanting to understand her better, over lunch in a quiet corner of Chevy Chase, I asked what had happened in her marriage. It had all been a terrible mistake was the short answer. It will sound to you like a bad dime novel, she added.

         She had been invited by her mother to travel to Europe, which they had done on the Queen Mary. Invited to the Captain’s table, she had encountered Arthur Pack, who was twenty years older and far worldlier than her. He was a commercial attaché in the British embassy who she had met briefly in Washington. On the ship, he had seemed important and looked impressive in his white dinner jacket.

         She and her mother went on to Paris and Rome, then back to Washington where she caught up with Arthur Pack. Her socially ambitious mother thought that he was a suitable match. They had to get married in a hurry as she found that she was pregnant.

         ‘My mistake’, she said, ‘was being just twenty years old. I had graduated cum laude from college but, in reality, I knew nothing about anything.’ She added that she had also been determined to get away from her domineering mother.

         She soon discovered that she barely knew the person 22she had married. They spent a few months in Spain in the early days of the Civil War. She found it all exciting, but Arthur didn’t find anything exciting and nor did he seem very interested in her. He seemed older than his years, due to illness, extremely fussy and not much fun to be with. They had turned out to have nothing in common at all.

         I learned later that Arthur Pack had been so concerned about the scandal that would ensue if she produced a child in Washington so soon after their marriage that he insisted that it must be born in Britain and handed over to foster parents there. Though Cynthia never displayed any maternal instincts at all and barely visited the child in the ensuing years, this episode must have helped to undermine whatever bond she had formed with the person she had married.

         She told me subsequently that in Spain the embassy had been evacuated to Biarritz but she had crossed back into Spain several times to take medical supplies and to rescue her ‘first real love’, a Spanish Air Force pilot who was being held by the Republicans in Valencia, while her husband had remained in Biarritz.

         To be fair to him, it must have been well-nigh impossible to cope with Cynthia’s extreme restlessness and recklessness and he had helped to evacuate the embassy staff to Biarritz. He was not a negligible figure. In 1918 he had served as a machine-gun instructor to American GIs arriving in France. He may, understandably, have longed for a less stressful partner than Cynthia. Although no star of 23the foreign service, he was regarded as a very competent commercial counsellor in his later posts in Latin America.

         When they were posted to Warsaw, she told me, she found herself knowing hardly anyone, not understanding a word of Polish and with nothing to do until, thank goodness, Colonel Shelley asked her to help with his Polish contacts. When her husband suffered a stroke and was invalided back to London she had stayed on to work for the Colonel. Arthur, of course, had been furious about the embarrassment with the Polish officer, but in Biarritz he had turned out to have a girlfriend of his own. The marriage was already on the rocks when he was transferred to Santiago and she ended up leaving him to his own devices there.

         ‘Have I passed your interrogation?’ she enquired.

         I said that anyone who proved uninterested in her seemed incomprehensible to me.

         
            * * *

         

         A few weeks later, I invited her to lunch again at a tiny inn in the countryside, west of Washington. Cynthia, this time, had produced a written report. The German embassy, predictably, was proving the most difficult target. Two of their diplomats had invited her out. But they never stopped boasting about all the Führer’s victories. There was not the slightest hint of dissidence.

         The French were very friendly, deluging her with 24invitations. But by a strange chance, the Italian naval attaché, now an Admiral, was someone she had known socially when he had been an attaché in Washington in her debutante days. He was now married with two children, but it was clear that he was going to be her main target.

         Two weeks later we met again, on our own, but in the house of her colleague on the magazine. I warned her that her friend, Admiral Alberto Lais, had been the head of naval intelligence in Italy. Part of his job was to report on our shipping to and from the United States, using members of the Italian-American community to help him in doing so. What, if anything, had he divulged?

         Cynthia said that the Admiral took himself very seriously. When she had known him in her teens he had matinee idol looks and still was very vain. She had taunted him by pointing out that the Italian Navy had remained in port since the beginning of the War, even though the British had launched an air attack on their base at Taranto. Did they intend to keep this up until it ended?

         The Admiral, very wounded, had said certainly not. There was no question of the fleet remaining in port for the duration of the War. That would be dishonourable. Its mission was to win control of the eastern Mediterranean and before long she would see it taking action to do so.

         I thought this might be pie in the sky, but I reported it to London, where it was received with interest as, they said, there had been one or two similar indications from other sources.

         25The Admiral by now was besotted with her, according to Cynthia. He suspected that she might be working for US intelligence, certainly not the British. He was talking of divorce and of settling down with her in the US after the War. What was the most valuable information she could extract from him?

         I replied that the crown jewels London were looking for were the Italian naval codes. But I had no idea how we could get hold of them. Cynthia didn’t seem to either, but was looking very thoughtful.

         One month later, in the course of a routine liaison meeting with him, my main contact in the FBI suddenly observed that ‘your agent’ had got extremely close to the Italian naval attaché, who of course was under observation by the Bureau. Was I sure that she was not herself a security risk?

         I said that we had full confidence in her. Well, said my friend, she is now shacked up with the Admiral. They had been spending nights together at the Willard Hotel. So long as the flow of information was from the Admiral to us, and not the other way round, that was fine with him. But I would need to make sure of that.

         I managed not to display any emotion. But inside I was feeling very emotional indeed. A knot had formed in my stomach that would not go away. I had been careful to keep my relations with Cynthia strictly correct as it was absolutely taboo for one of Godfrey’s Naval Intelligence officers to become involved with one of his agents (she 26was in fact my only one, apart from a couple of friendly journalists) and I had no intention of doing so. But I had not been immune to Cynthia’s attractiveness and special brand of animal magnetism. Was I jealous of the Admiral? The answer was furiously so. I was also furious with her.

         
      ‘YOU DIDN’T BELIEVE THAT I COULD DO IT, DID YOU?’
    

         At our next meeting, she told me that she had not yet broached the subject with him, but she thought there was a good chance she could inveigle the cyphers out of her paramour.

         The Admiral was twice her age and she claimed that their relationship was ‘mainly sentimental’, which I doubted. But ‘He is mad about me,’ she declared cheerfully. She had started to tell him that she needed something to show her American friends that he really could be counted on, if he genuinely wished to settle with her in the US after the War.

         I was sure he was besotted with her, but I made the mistake of saying that I could not believe that any naval officer would give away his country’s cyphers. This produced a fiery reaction.

         ‘Well, you are quite a stuffed shirt, aren’t you?’ she observed. ‘I don’t suppose that you have ever been madly in love with anyone, have you?’

         27I had to admit to myself that this was true. Backtracking hastily, I said that London would be for ever grateful if she could get hold of the cyphers, which could make a vital difference in the naval war.

         She left with a snort and, as she told me afterwards, with an absolute determination to show me what she was capable of.

         
            * * *

         

         The Admiral spent much of the next few weeks in Cynthia’s arms, with occasional bursts of weeping – from her lover, not from her. For, with Mussolini increasingly resentful of Roosevelt’s support for the British, he knew that his time in the United States was drawing to a close. He was told by Cynthia that unless he proved his bona fides with the cyphers, it would be impossible for him to return to the United States or for them to see each other again after the War. He had told her that the cypher books were about to be replaced, so what would be the harm in this?

         As I had expected, the Admiral balked at handing over the code books. He just couldn’t bring himself to do it and, in any case, they were in the hands of the cypher clerk.

         Cynthia then tried to persuade him to instruct the cypher clerk to hand them over to show the Admiral’s good faith and enable him to return to the United States in due course.

         28The Admiral didn’t feel that he could do that either. But he gave Cynthia the cypher clerk’s name and told her that he was staying at the Shoreham Hotel.

         When Cynthia tracked him down there, on the pretext, as a journalist, of wanting to interview him, he stressed that he was not just in charge of the cyphers. He declared, self-importantly, that he had broader responsibilities in the embassy.

         He too was asked by Cynthia if he wanted to return to the US after the War. She could guarantee him the right to do so. She was a friend of the Admiral and knew that the old code books were due to be replaced. He would be handsomely rewarded if he could give them to her as a gesture of friendship to the neutral United States. As they were due to be replaced anyway, it could do no harm for him to do this.

         He turned out to be keen both on enriching himself and on returning to the United States.

         In return for $12,000, one code book was handed over forthwith and retrieved by me from Cynthia. A second book had to be extracted from him for several thousand more dollars over an expensive lunch. With Cynthia plying him with champagne and promising him favourable treatment after the War, he kept exclaiming, ‘This is the life!’ before handing the code book over in an ordinary shopping bag.

         Once photographed, each book was despatched across 29the Atlantic in the care of a King’s Messenger. Our cryptographers at Bletchley Park, who had been working hard, to good effect, on the Italian codes, could not believe their luck. Stephenson received a letter of thanks from the head cryptographer, Dilly Knox. Although they were being replaced, Stephenson was told that possession of the books would help his team in checking, against earlier Italian signals, that they were on the right track in the efforts they were making to unscramble the Italian codes.

         
      THE BATTLE OF CAPE MATAPAN
    

         It was quite shortly afterwards, at the end of March 1941, that the news came in of the Battle of Cape Matapan, in which Admiral Cunningham scored a decisive victory over the Italian fleet in the eastern Mediterranean. As the Italian ships, as demanded by their German allies, sailed out to help counter British operations in Greece, signals about their movements were decrypted at Bletchley. When Cunningham intercepted them, an Italian battleship was damaged, three heavy cruisers and two destroyers were sunk and 2,300 Italian sailors lost their lives. The naval officer commanding the searchlights on the battleship Valiant, which he used to illuminate the Italian ships that night, was the youthful Prince Philip of 30Greece, later the Duke of Edinburgh. Cunningham subsequently appeared personally at Bletchley to thank the cryptographers for helping to make his victory possible.

         As the news came through of the Italian defeat, with such heavy casualties, Cynthia asked me to come round to the small house we had rented for her at 3027 O Street in Georgetown. I found her studying the newspapers and looking rather pensive. Did I think her efforts had contributed to our victory? I said that I thought they probably had.

         ‘I know what you are thinking,’ she said. ‘Do I feel any remorse for having helped to send a lot of Italian sailors to the bottom of the sea?

         ‘The answer is that I don’t. I was given an assignment and I carried it out.

         ‘I was given it by you,’ she added, as she walked out of the room.

         Admiral Lais appeared at Cynthia’s house that evening in an even more emotional state than usual and spent the night weeping in her arms. At first she thought this must be because of the Italian defeat. But in the early hours he confessed that he had received orders from Rome to instruct their crews to scuttle all the Italian ships that had been trapped in American ports by the British blockade.

         His panic increased when two figures in the street outside appeared to be observing the house as, because of her association with the Admiral, J. Edgar Hoover had 31confirmed an order for Cynthia to be kept under observation by the FBI. Having helped the Admiral to leave by a rear entrance on to the street behind, she rang in a panic to give me this dramatic news, which I passed on to US Naval Intelligence, well and truly establishing her credibility with them.
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