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            ‘Between the wars, the profession and practice of espionage did not much change. Invisible inks and false beards were still standard issue.’ 
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         JOHN Merrett slouched along the Nevsky Prospekt, a big scruffy bear of a man hugging the stucco walls, his attempt to merge into the background assisted only by the dingy surroundings and the lack of street lights. The agents of the Cheka, the Extraordinary Commission, were everywhere and there was said to be a substantial price on his head, although the likelihood of anyone who went to the Cheka getting any money seemed remote. 

         Once the Nevsky had been one of the most fashionable streets in the world; now its cafés and shops were shuttered against the misery imposed by the Soviets. Here and there a huddle of men gathered around a hawker selling half-rotten vegetables, or hacked at the carcass of a horse driven into the ground by an owner with too little food for himself, let alone a nag. 

         Merrett had once been one of the smartest businessmen in St Petersburg, clean shaven with a frock coat, top hat, twirling cane and a sparkle in his eye. Not now. To all outward appearances, he looked like a tramp, a man hidden even from himself. It was a false picture. Merrett was very far from the withdrawn, shabby image he presented to the outside world. He was simply doing a job. Jim Gillespie had left him with firm orders to look after the British spy networks. He was determined to stick to what he saw as his patriotic duty. He’d never been a spy, never trained for it, but someone had to do it. Why not him? 

         At first, Merrett disguised himself with a thick red beard. Then one of the agents in the British network got rattled and gave him up. Merrett only escaped the Cheka agents by jumping out of a window and shinning down a drainpipe, but they managed to grab his wife Lydia. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate, now he worried constantly for her safety and what they might persuade her to say of him. 

         With the Cheka knowing he had a beard, he’d shaved it off, but the stubble was growing back. He badly needed a shave, though probably now it didn’t matter one way or another. They knew him with or without a beard. If they couldn’t find him, they could do nothing to harm him or the networks. So he kept on moving, never sleeping in the same place twice, adopting the pseudonym Ivan Ivanovich, Russia’s equivalent of John Bull. 

         It was grinding work, collecting the intelligence, paying the agents and, most difficult of all, in the midst of the ‘Red Terror’, keeping them calm. Hundreds, thousands, of Russians had been taken from their homes and some would not be going home ever again. Small wonder the agents were jittery. ‘Babysitting’ was how Gillespie put it, and at times that’s what it felt like. The MI1c man had promised him before he went that someone would come soon to take over, a professional who wouldn’t have to worry constantly if he were doing the right thing, or what the Bolsheviks were doing to his wife. 

         Merrett hoped the new man would come soon. The 200,000 roubles Gillespie gave him had long since run out. He and the agents were surviving on his savings and money loaned by the members of the city’s British community he was getting to freedom. He’d just left another six of them waiting for ‘an old woman in a white apron’, who would collect them at dawn and pass them on to one of the couriers. Those were the boys running the real risks. They were paid to smuggle intelligence over the Finnish border, where Gillespie had set up shop waiting for them. They still did that – no-one was going to argue that Merrett wasn’t fulfilling his part of the bargain – but he’d had them running a different kind of package down the lines as well, more than 200 Britons all terrified of being scooped up by the Terror and left to rot in Butyrka prison. 

         As Merrett passed Meltzer’s furniture store, its windows boarded up to protect what little was left, a hawker stepped out from the shadows in front of him and he recognised one of the agents. 

         ‘Ivan Ivanovich,’ the man whispered, looking anxiously around, ‘you have to come with me. The new fellow’s arrived. He’s looking for you. Says his name’s Paul Dukes.’
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            ‘Capital sport’

         

         THE British ‘secret service’ that would eventually become known as MI6 was set up in 1909 following several years of growing concern, verging on panic, at the idea of German spies marauding across Britain preparing for war. There is no doubt that Germany was sending spies to Britain, including an increasing number of army officers who claimed to be on holiday ‘learning English’, but were in fact collecting information that might be useful in the event of an invasion. Nevertheless, they were doing so in relatively small numbers and, for the most part at least, the information they collected was openly available to anyone who cared to look for it. They did not constitute anything like a major threat and the spy scare that swept Britain in the early 1900s was in fact out of all proportion to the reality. It was stoked, even orchestrated, by the author William le Queux, who produced a series of best-selling books – with titles like Spies of the Kaiser: Plotting the Downfall of England and The Invasion of 1910 – that deliberately set out to blur the lines between fact and fiction. Le Queux protested vigorously to anyone who would listen, and many influential people did, that the authorities were negligently ignoring the German threat. Lord Northcliffe, proprietor of the Daily Mail, serialised The Invasion of 1910 in his newspaper, carefully rerouting the hypothetical marauding Hun troops through towns and villages where the Mail’s circulation was at its highest. ‘Among the thousands of Germans working in London, the hundred or so spies, all trusted soldiers, had passed unnoticed,’ wrote le Queux. ‘But, working in unison, each little group of two or three had been allotted its task and had previously thoroughly reconnoitred the position and studied the most rapid or effective means.’1

         As the public excitement grew, so too did the number of alleged German spies. Lord Roberts, taking up the theme in Parliament, said:

         
            It is calculated, my Lords, that there are 80,000 Germans in the United Kingdom, almost all of them trained soldiers. They work in many of the hotels at some of the chief railway stations, and if a German force once got into this country it would have the advantage of help and reinforcement such as no other army on foreign soil has ever before enjoyed.

         

         The Daily Mail instructed its readers that they should ‘refuse to be served by a German waiter’, adding as an afterthought: ‘If your waiter says he is Swiss, ask to see his passport.’2

         Even senior military officers not generally known for taking their lead from the press were convinced by le Queux’s claims, not least because Colonel James Edmonds, the Royal Engineer who was in charge of ‘secret service’ at the War Office, was a friend of the author. Edmonds asked the police what could be done about ‘the systematic visits to this country by Germans’. He complained of Germans ‘of soldierly appearance’ who had rented a house close to Army ranges on Romney Marsh and spent most of their time out on the marshes sketching. Two or three would stay for a month or so before being replaced by others. But the police pointed out that what the Germans were doing was actually not against the law and were unconvinced by Edmonds’s claim that German tourists were ‘assiduous in collecting other information concerning the topography of the country, roads, dockyards, military magazines, which might be considered of value from the military point of view’.3

         Despite his concentration on the threat from German espionage, Edmonds was also aware of what was in fact the far greater threat to Britain – its failure to create an effective espionage system of its own to collect intelligence on Germany. Unlike their German colleagues, most British army officers saw espionage as immoral, an occupation to be avoided by any true gentleman. Charles à Court Repington served as military attaché in Brussels and The Hague in the early 1900s. Both cities were ideal posts from which to monitor the German military build-up, but he dismissed any such thought. ‘I would never do any Secret Service work,’ he wrote. ‘My view is that the military attaché is the guest of the country to which he is accredited, and must only see and learn that which is permissible for a guest to investigate. Certainly, he must keep his eyes and ears open and miss nothing. But Secret Service is not his business and he should always refuse a hand in it.’ Not even Sir William Everett, the British military attaché in Berlin, was happy about being asked to collect intelligence on his German hosts. ‘You will not have forgotten when we talked this matter over some months ago, that I mentioned how distasteful this sort of work was to me and how much more distasteful it would be to me when it no longer formed a necessary part of my duties,’ he said, when asked to act as a spy. ‘I so dread the thought of being compelled to continue in communication and contact with the class of man who must be employed in this sort of work, while the measures to which we are obliged to resort are repulsive to me.’4

         By 1905, the War Office had begun drawing up plans for a ‘Secret Service in the Event of a War in Europe’; any ambiguity suggested by that title was swiftly removed a few months later with the drafting of the more explicit ‘Secret Service Arrangements in the Event of War with Germany’. Both sets of plans worked on ‘a general system of Observers, Carriers, Collectors and Forwarders’ set up in peacetime. The second set proposed a precise system of networks run by ‘Collectors’, who would be British officers based in neighbouring countries – Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland, Belgium and the Netherlands. They would use ‘Carriers’ to receive information from and pass messages to anything from five to a dozen ‘Observers’ who were to be based in various German towns and were candidly described as ‘spies, pure and simple’. The ‘Carriers’ were to be people who might travel in and out of the country without arousing suspicion, such as ‘commercial travellers, gypsies and women’. The ‘Collectors’ would then use the nearest British embassy or consulate as the ‘Forwarder’ to pass their intelligence back to London.5

         At the end of 1908, with no real improvement in the situation, Edmonds produced a long paper on ‘secret service’ in which he compared the British system unfavourably to those of other European countries, including Germany, Russia and France, and then proceeded to prove his point with a banal, even naïve, section on ‘procuring intelligence’. Fortunately, it seems unlikely that the senior officials to whom it was addressed would have got that far, since most had little if any enthusiasm for finding out how ‘this dirty business of espionage’ was carried out. They would, however, have read the covering letter from Major-General Spencer Ewart, the director of Military Operations, who summed up the situation succinctly: ‘We have so far I think failed to realise the value of Secret Service and have neglected to study the question sufficiently. It is impossible to extemporise a system of espionage after hostilities have broken out and any arrangement to be of value must be elaborated in time of peace.’6

         It would be wrong to deduce from this that Edmonds did not have any agents at all. Five years earlier, the War Office had recruited an undercover intelligence officer, William Melville, a former head of the police Special Branch and a man who had achieved a certain degree of public notoriety. His exploits against Irish republican bombers and anarchists were widely celebrated by the popular press, which often recorded unlikely detail apparently designed to make him appear more heroic and attractive to their readers. Despite this publicity, Melville managed to adapt with ease to a life that was completely incognito. He was known to his bosses as ‘M’ and operated out of offices at 25 Victoria Street under the cover of William Morgan, general agent. While his main role was to watch out for ‘suspicious Germans that might come to my notice, the same as to Frenchmen and foreigners generally’, he was also tasked to seek out and recruit ‘suitable men to go abroad to obtain information’. Melville not only recruited and controlled a small number of ‘Secret Service agents’ in Russia, Belgium, Germany and Africa, but also acted as what would now be regarded as a London-based ‘fireman’, carrying out a number of secret missions of his own around the world. He was regarded by his bosses as ‘very resourceful’, with ‘a great capacity for picking up suitable persons to act as agents’.7

         By the beginning of 1909, the War Office had four different agents in Germany (two of whom were shared with the Admiralty); one in Belgium; one in German South West Africa; and three sub-agents operating in Russia, controlled from Berlin by yet another German-based agent, an Austrian named Byzewski. There was also a deputy fireman, Herbert Dale Long, who had a good deal of experience operating in Africa, but with war looming had been recalled to London to carry out missions in Europe, spending the early part of 1909 in a fruitless search for the German spies alleged to be preparing invasion routes through East Anglia. In April, Colonel Schultz, one of the agents in Germany, died and Melville returned to Germany to recruit a replacement. The new agent, described as a retired officer in the armed forces of ‘a friendly power’, was so well regarded that he was placed on a salary of £600 a year. This extraordinarily high payment resulted from ‘K’ being not one person but in fact three, all of the same name, Christmas, the most important of them being Captain Walter Christmas, a well-connected former officer in the Royal Danish Navy, who was also a personal friend of Crown Prince, later King, Constantine of Greece. Christmas was designated K or WK, perhaps because it was simply assumed that being Danish, his name began with a K, or possibly it was deemed unwise to use the designation WC for an agent. Christmas’s family were based in Esbjerg, with at least one of them travelling in and out of Germany to collect the intelligence as well as reporting it to London once safely back home.8

         Galvanised by a combination of spy fever and the lack of a proper intelligence collection system, both Edmonds and Ewart lobbied hard for some form of action. The problem they faced was that the Liberal government then in power was unconvinced that Germany posed any great threat. So Edmonds and those within the military who agreed on the threat took to referring to the Germans as ‘TRs’. This stood for ‘tariff reformers’, a reference to protectionist policies shared both by the Germans and by the right wing of the British opposition Conservative Party, and appears to have been an attempt to emphasise the German threat in a way the Liberal politicians would understand. As a result, Germany itself was constantly referred to by British intelligence officers as ‘Tiaria’.9

         The persistent lobbying worked and, in March 1909, Herbert Asquith, the British Prime Minister, instructed the Committee of Imperial Defence ‘to consider the dangers from German espionage to British naval ports’. A sub-committee was set up, chaired by the Secretary of State for War, Richard Haldane, and including both Ewart and the director of naval intelligence, Rear-Admiral Alexander Bethell, as well as the Home Secretary, the postmaster-general, the first lord of the Admiralty, the commissioner of police and the permanent under-secretaries at the Treasury and Foreign Office, who between them administered the secret service vote. The terms of reference concentrated on the threat internally from foreign espionage, adding only as an afterthought that the sub-committee should also consider ‘whether any alteration is desirable in the system already in force in the Admiralty and the War Office for obtaining information from abroad’. At first, many of the sub-committee members were sceptical of the alleged German threat. Edmonds, who also attended the meeting, describing himself as ‘employed under the Director of Military Operations on Secret Service’, said a secret service’s motto should be ‘trust no one’ and quoted Kipling’s adage: ‘trust a snake before a harlot and a harlot before a Pathan’. Haldane’s adviser Viscount Esher, who was clearly not an avid reader of either Kipling or the Daily Mail, described Edmonds as ‘a silly witness from the War Office’ and asked him sarcastically if he was not worried about ‘the large number of German waiters in this country’. Esher noted in his diary that ‘spycatchers get espionage on the brain’.

         Nevertheless, despite the high level of scaremongering, the sub-committee recognised that some German spies were indeed active in Britain and, even if not at the level that William le Queux and others suggested, the threat was real. Just as importantly it accepted that ‘our organisation for acquiring information of what is taking place in foreign ports and dockyards is defective, and that this is particularly the case with regard to Germany’. It also recognised that the Admiralty and War Office were ‘in a difficult position when dealing with foreign spies who may have information to sell, since their dealings have to be direct and not through intermediaries’ and it would be a good idea to have an organisation that could handle such delicate matters and ensure government officials did not have to dirty their hands by dealing with spies. The solution was to be the creation of a secret service bureau;

         
            To deal both with espionage in this country and with our own foreign agents abroad, and to serve as a screen between the Admiralty and War Office and foreign spies who may have information that they wish to sell to the government … By means of this bureau, our naval and military attachés and government officials would not only be freed from the necessity of dealing with spies, but direct evidence could not be obtained that we were having any dealings with them.

         

         So secret was the creation of the bureau to be that the sub-committee’s recommendations were not to be printed or circulated among its members. Just one copy was to be made and handed to Ewart, who was to be in charge of organising the bureau ‘without delay’ with assistance from Bethell and the commissioner of police, Sir Edward Henry.10

         The sub-committee ruled that the bureau should be run by two officers, one each from the Army and the Royal Navy. The Army chose Captain Vernon Kell, whose fluency in French, German, Russian and Cantonese and experience in the Far East both with the military and as a correspondent for the Daily Telegraph appeared to mark him out as the ideal chief of a foreign intelligence service. Bethell’s choice was at first sight far less promising. Commander Mansfield Smith Cumming was fifty years old, an obscure naval officer who had been forcibly retired from the active list owing to chronic sea sickness and had spent the past decade experimenting with the best methods of providing boom defence for Southampton harbour. Bethell claimed that Cumming ‘possesses special qualifications for the appointment’, although what these were seemed initially unclear.11

         Bethell wrote to Cumming two weeks after the Haldane committee reported, suggesting that after more than ten years he must be pretty bored with boom defences. ‘You may therefore perhaps like a new billet. If so I have something good I can offer you and if you would like to come and see me on Thursday about noon I will tell you what it is.’ Two days later, Cumming presented himself at the Admiralty, where Bethell told him that the appointment he had to offer was ‘chief’ of the new secret service. Cumming would be in charge of ‘all’ of the Admiralty’s and War Office’s agents alongside ‘a junior colleague’. He accepted the post as ‘a wonderful opportunity of doing more work for the Service before I am finally shelved’.12

         The new headquarters of the Secret Service Bureau was set up in a second set of offices in Victoria Street under cover of a private detective agency run by a former CID officer, Chief Inspector Edward Drew, who as well as working as an assistant would receive £500 for the cost of the accommodation and the use of his name. In accordance with plans agreed by Haldane’s committee, Herbert Dale Long was to be asked to go to Brussels, then seen as the espionage capital of Europe, to act as controller of the European agents. The committee had also instructed the navy to recruit another agent in Germany to report on German shipbuilding. As a result, Bethell sent Max Schultz, a 34-year-old shipbroker who had a Prussian father, to northern Germany. Before taking on the secret service mission, Schultz was based in Southampton and as a result quite possibly already known to Cumming. Despite Kell’s apparent qualifications for foreign intelligence-gathering, he was to take charge of the domestic security section of the bureau, which would later become MI5, and would be known as K, from the first letter of his surname; Cumming was to control the foreign intelligence service. In reality this simply reflected the main interests and priorities of their respective services. Cumming and Kell met with Edmonds and his successor, Colonel George Macdonogh, another Royal Engineer, on 4 October 1909. They were then briefed on what work had already taken place, what agents existed and what their main qualifications were. The two agents Christmas and Byzewski both came up in the discussion and evidence of the attitude towards such agents was evident from the way Edmonds referred to them as ‘scallywags’. The bureau opened for business officially six days later with Kell and Cumming each earning £500 per annum, somewhat less than the £663 per annum paid to William Melville, although the latter sum seems to have included the rent for his offices.13

         The new head of Britain’s intelligence operations abroad, now to be known only as C, from the first letter of his name, was seen by most of those who met him as an extraordinarily charismatic man. Despite appearing to have been sidelined by his long role in developing boom defences, Cumming was seen as something of a pioneer, always open to new ideas, which might be what Bethell saw as his ‘special qualifications’. He had a passion for yachts, cars and the very new pursuit of flying and, as a result, was not only an influential member of the Royal Automobile Club but in 1905 became a founder member of the Royal Motor Yacht Club and, a year later, the Royal Aero Club. But perhaps Cumming’s best qualification was that he had already been sent abroad by the Foreign Office on a spying mission to study ‘the development of motor propulsion in fishing fleets in Sweden and Holland’. This was allegedly in order to ascertain ‘the reliability of internal combustion engines running paraffin’, and shortly after taking over his new role, Cumming noted in his diary that he ‘would like to get in touch with certain Danes and Swedes – with some of whom I made acquaintance when sent abroad recently by the FO [Foreign Office] in connection with Marine Motors.’ He was it seems the ideal candidate for what was by any standards a pioneering and highly exciting role.

         ‘This extraordinary man was short of stature, thick-set with grey hair half covering a well-rounded head,’ one of his intelligence officers later wrote. ‘His mouth was stern and an eagle eye, full of vivacity, glanced – or glared as the case may be – piercingly through a gold-rimmed monocle.’ Another of Cumming’s recruits described entering his office for the first time:

         
            Seated at a large desk with his back to the window, and apparently absorbed in reading a document, was the most remarkable man I have ever met in my life. The thing that struck me most about him was the shape of his large, intelligent head, which I saw in profile against the light. Without paying the slightest attention to me as I stood by the door, he went on reading, occasionally making a note on the papers before him. Then with startling suddenness he put his papers aside and banging the desk hard with his hand said: ‘Sit down, my boy, I think you will do.’ I knew then that something really eventful had come into my life. This was my first introduction to C – the name by which this man was known to all who came in official contact with him. He had, of course, other names and one quite well known in London society, but to us, or rather to those who served under him, he was always known and referred to by this single letter of the alphabet.

         

         Such was Cumming’s influence that ‘C’ was to become the title given to all subsequent heads of British intelligence, evolving from the initial of his name into an abbreviation for ‘chief’ of the secret service. But initially he struggled to impose his undoubtedly powerful presence on those in charge of the new Secret Service Bureau. Macdonogh refused to deal with him directly, insisting that Kell be in charge of relations with the War Office. He also refused to allow Cumming to take any of the agent records away from the War Office and insisted that one of either Kell or Cumming should be in the Victoria Street offices at any time in case he wanted to get hold of them. Cumming protested to Bethell that it would be impossible to set up agent networks if he were never to leave the office. By now Cumming was seriously concerned that he was being sidelined and that Macdonogh would ensure that Kell, who had been sold to him by Bethell as his junior colleague, was in charge of all of the bureau’s operations. In his diary he complained:

         
            Cannot do any work in the office. Been here five weeks, not yet signed my name. Absolutely cut off from everyone while there, as cannot give my address or [be] telephoned under my own name. Have been consistently left out of it since I started. The system has been organised by the Military, who have just had control of our destinies long enough to take away all the work I could do, hand over by far the most difficult part of the work (for which their own man is obviously better suited) and take away all the facilities for doing it. I am firmly convinced that K will oust me altogether before long. He will have quantities of work to show, while I shall have nothing. It will transpire that I am not a linguist, and he will then be given the whole job with a subordinate, while I am retired – more or less discredited.14

         

         Fortunately, the problems, and Cumming’s concerns, appear to be the natural consequence of people with little if any experience in intelligence matters trying to set up a system virtually from scratch. Within days, the idea of a joint bureau had been abandoned, with Macdonogh accepting that the foreign and domestic espionage operations should be completely separate. Cumming was to be in sole charge of foreign operations and was tasked ‘to correspond with all paid agents desirous of selling secrets’ and to ‘organise an efficient system by which German progress in armaments and naval construction can be watched’. The plan for Long to go to Brussels was put on hold, with Kell adamant that he and Melville must work solely for him and could not be spared. Cumming was told to ‘hunt up a retired officer in Brussels as agent’. Macdonogh had initially suggested the War Office should continue to run its old agents abroad, in particular Byzewski, but Cumming, backed by Bethell, insisted that as head of the foreign intelligence service he must be in charge of all agents overseas and eventually won the argument, also obtaining permission to move into offices of his own at a flat in Ashley Mansions. The flat – for which he received an additional grant of £100 a year – had the advantage of being close to the bureau’s Victoria Street headquarters while at the same time establishing the independence of his foreign espionage section.

         On 26 November 1909, Cumming met the first of the agents he had inherited. The meeting with Byzewski did not begin particularly well, in part justifying Macdonogh’s reluctance to hand him over. Edmonds, who had run him until now, introduced him to Cumming and left. Byzewski, who was an Austrian national, was understandably cautious. He had run what was by all accounts an efficient intelligence service into tsarist Russia for the British with three agents, all of whom he controlled from Berlin. Now suddenly he was being asked to switch his organisation to collecting intelligence on German shipbuilding – something that ran counter to his natural loyalties – and to add to his concerns, he was to be working to a completely new man he had never met before, who was telling him how to do his job. He agreed to recruit one man in Wilhelmshaven and another to travel between the main ports but baulked when he was asked to find out details of four large Austrian battleships allegedly being built in the Adriatic port of Pola. ‘He jibbed at this immediately and said he was an Austrian and could do nothing that could hurt his native country,’ Cumming noted, adding: ‘He will be of little use should Austria join Germany in a war against us.’ But after discovering that Byzewski was fluent in French, a language in which Cumming was more comfortable than German, the atmosphere improved somewhat. ‘He is definitely an intelligent and bold man and I think he will probably prove my best aide,’ Cumming noted later in his diary. ‘But the difficulty about his patriotic feeling for Austria will have to be considered.’15

         A few days later, Cumming met Captain Walter Christmas, the best of the three WKs. They met at the lodgings of Captain C. H. ‘Roy’ Regnart, a Royal Marine officer and assistant director of naval intelligence loaned to Cumming by Bethell as an assistant. Christmas reported seeing some new German weaponry. Unlike Byzewski, he was very keen to spy on the Germans, at one point saying: ‘I have always looked upon myself as at least half English.’ Cumming concluded in his diary that Christmas ‘seemed straightforward, but I am not quite certain he ever saw those guns!’

         Christmas was in fact very straightforward indeed. He was willing to spy for what were already the standard inducements of sex and cash and would go on to provide Cumming with a regular supply of the Danish navy’s ship-watching reports of German vessels passing through the Skagerrak and the Kattegat, the channels joining the North Sea to the Baltic. On top of his £200 salary, the 48-year-old insisted that the go-between who collected his intelligence should always be a ‘pretty’ young woman who was to meet him in a hotel in Skagen, the town at the northernmost tip of Denmark. The women concerned were almost certainly prostitutes procured and paid for the purpose by the real collector of the intelligence. When a few years later, the Germans got too close to Christmas and Cumming had to have him exfiltrated to London, he was lodged in the notorious Shepherd Market area of Mayfair, where there were plenty of pretty young women, all pursuing the same business as the go-betweens who used to collect his intelligence from the Skagen hotel. The close links between what are alleged to be the world’s two oldest professions were to be repeated persistently throughout the Service’s history. Sex and money often represented far better inducements to spy than patriotic or moral beliefs.16

         By the beginning of 1910, Cumming had drafted a strategy to collect intelligence from Germany that appears to have been based on the previous War Office schemes and their plans to use collectors based in neighbouring countries. So-called ‘third-country operations’ were to become the standard response for Britain’s secret service when faced with a difficult target like Germany. Cumming also set up a cover organisation – Rasen, Falcon and Co., Shippers and Exporters – and a number of telegraphic addresses for contact with agents, including Sunbonnet London for routine communications and Autumn London for use in emergencies, with arrangements made with the Post Office to ensure that he would receive such messages at his flat at any time, night or day. He also set up a number of deals with businessmen travelling to Germany to collect intelligence, relying on their patriotism and the occasional offer of expenses. This would become standard practice for a perennially cash-strapped British intelligence service – Cumming’s initial budget was a mere £2,700 and he was forever fighting off Treasury attempts at cuts. ‘Much useful information was obtained by enthusiastic Englishmen while travelling in Germany and Austria,’ one of the naval officers who worked with Cumming later wrote. ‘This was not ideal since reports from such sources often contained more chaff than wheat.’ However, given the lack of funding, it was a necessary way of supplementing the work of the professional intelligence agents.

         
            Intelligence work, however hazardous it may be, and however valuable the results, was never sufficiently recognised by our home authorities as deserving of reward. The work of our intelligence correspondents was severely handicapped by the exiguous funds available. It may be that this pointed neglect is due to an inherent prejudice against the whole business of espionage.17

         

         There is evidence in the accounts of severe financial cutbacks early in 1910, with two of B’s sub-agents, including the recently installed man in Wilhelmshaven, laid off, the two other members of Christmas’s family collectively known as WK let go, and another agent in Germany, designated D, who had failed to impress Cumming, also dropped. Others were either to be put on retainers with extra money for good reports, or paid simply on results alone. Byzewski and Walter Christmas, the remaining member of the WK family, were now the two main agents on the accounts and the only ones paid a full-time salary regardless of results, with Byzewski based in Berlin and Christmas described as a ‘traveller’ doing ‘general work’, although clearly his base in Denmark made him an ideal agent to collect intelligence in the main German ports at Kiel, Bremen and Hamburg. There were four other agents in Germany. Three of them were the remaining Byzewski sub-agent, a man called Hans Reichart, who was based in Hanover; Max Schultz, who travelled to Germany on a regular basis, using his cover as a shipbroker to collect intelligence in the shipbuilding yards; and A, a German woman based in Berlin, who was supposedly only to warn of any imminent preparations for war but whose usefulness could not therefore be tested. The last of the four was a Belgian called Arsène Marie Verrue, who also went under the pseudonym of Frédéric Rué, and ‘travelled in Germany’. He was inherited from James Edmonds, who had recruited him on the recommendation of the Courage brewery, which Verrue represented in Germany. Known, slightly oddly, as U, rather than V or R, he was also working for a freelance espionage agency based in Brussels. It is not clear if either Edmonds or Cumming was aware of this or indeed that Verrue was a convicted criminal, who had served a number of prison sentences for various offences ranging from fraud to assault, although this might not have been regarded as a disqualification given that Cumming regarded most of his agents as ‘rascals’. What Edmonds and Cumming would certainly not have been aware of at the time, although it was later to prove disastrous, was that the Brussels espionage agency’s preferred customer was the far more generous German intelligence service.

         The accounts also show two other agents on the Service’s books. The first was a man called JR, who was based in Brussels and appears to have been recruited temporarily until Cumming could find someone to run his continental base. Given his low retainer of £50, it was no surprise that he was also working for French intelligence, telling Cumming disarmingly that they would happily provide him with a reference. The other agent was a TG, who had apparently agreed to ‘join a regiment in Kiel and send us periodical reports for fifty pounds’, which seems at first sight extremely low for the highly dangerous role of infiltrating the German army to spy for the British. But the accounts note this down as ‘a retainer’, suggesting that he would be paid extra for any reports, and after protests from TG, it was doubled to £100 a year.18

         Cumming described the various agents in a report on the first six months of his work for the committee overseeing the work of the Secret Service Bureau. They split into two main types:

         
            1. Those who are not required to collect definite information or send in periodical reports, but who are expected to keep a good look out for any unusual or significant movements or changes – either Naval or Military – and report them. From these agents ‘no news is good news’ and in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, it is to be believed that they are doing their duty and are earning the pay they receive. It has been pointed out that this negative news is of great value and that although we may wait for years for any report, it may be invaluable when it comes. On the other hand this class of agent should be very carefully chosen and should be of proved character, as very much will depend upon them, and the temptation will be strong when the critical moment arrives, to avoid risk by doing nothing.

            2. The other kind – those who in addition to giving warning of extraordinary activity on the part of those they are deputed to watch, are expected to collect information of all kinds and forward it to me at stated intervals – I cannot as yet speak with any authority, as sufficient time has not elapsed since their appointment to enable me to form an opinion.

         

         He then added a third group, which given the straitened circumstances of the British secret service for most of its existence was to become an important supplement to its agent networks:

         
            A valuable source and one which it is hoped will be greatly extended, is that of the voluntary help given by those whose business or profession gives them special facilities for finding out what is going on abroad. I have received intelligence in this way from several whom it is not necessary to specify by name, and have sent in reports of their information from time to time. I am afraid that it will always be difficult to get voluntary help from people living abroad – even those of British birth. The risk they run is so great, and the consequence of detection so serious, that it is only in rare cases that they are likely to be of any use. I have, however, found one man – a Scotchman who occupies a position which will give him exceptional opportunities of knowing if anything in the nature of war is impending, who has promised that in such a case he will come over himself, or if that is impossible, will send a messenger in whom he has absolute confidence, to give warning. I feel bound to say that I place more reliance upon this man – who is of sturdy and independent character – than upon any of the others who have undertaken this important duty.

         

         Cumming wrote the word ‘Rollo’ alongside this report, in the green ink that has become the trademark of every ‘C’ since (its use was originally a naval tradition), possibly suggesting it is the name of the mysterious ‘Scotchman’. The most obvious candidate is George Rollo, a former ‘volunteer’ reservist of Scottish descent who worked for his family’s Liverpool-based marine engineering company – and so would have had the perfect opportunity to conduct business in Germany’s Baltic ports. But one businessman of Scottish descent who undoubtedly provided valuable information to Cumming during the pre-war years was Frederick Fairholme, a director of the Sheffield steel firm Davy Brothers who certainly could have been described as having ‘exceptional opportunities’ of gathering intelligence on the Imperial German Navy. Fairholme’s father was Scottish and his mother was a Bavarian baroness, and he had spent his childhood partly at the family home in Austria. As a result, he spoke fluent German and dealt with the massive German steelmaker Krupp on his company’s behalf. He met Cumming in January 1910 and was immediately able to supply important new intelligence on the German navy’s latest guns and the newly developed shell they would fire, leading to the earliest report still in existence to have been circulated by the newly formed British secret service:

         
            The following information has been received from a reliable source. It is reported that Krupp are making a very large howitzer, 29.3cm, firing a projectile weighing 300 kilos, with a muzzle velocity of 450 metres per second, which pierces a nickel steel ‘deck armour’ plate of 10cm at an angle of 55 degrees. The projectile penetrated the plate at a velocity of 253 metres per second and was unbroken. The projectile was filled with tri-nitro-toluol [TNT]. It is stated that the new 30.5 gun is to throw a projectile weighing over 500 kilos, with a muzzle velocity of 2800ft, and which will penetrate a 12in Krupp plate at 1600 feet per second … It is claimed that Krupp is using Nickel-Tungsten steel for all small guns. A great deal of the segregation [a stage in the steel-making process] trouble is got over by its use, and a longer life is claimed for the gun on account of the less erosion.

         

         A few days before the report was issued, Walter Christmas produced what appears to be the first of a series of monthly summaries of his travels around Germany’s naval shipyards and docks. It covered the month of December 1909 and gave details of work underway at the Imperial Yard in Wilhelmshaven, the Imperial Yard at Danzig and the Germania Yard at Gaarden, near Kiel. He reported a new shipyard under construction on Heligoland, and the speeds achieved in trials by the new dreadnought warship Nassau, and by the armoured cruisers Blücher, Gneisenau and Scharnhorst. He also described the ‘remarkable speed’ of 34.62 knots achieved by a new torpedo boat fitted with turbines, and the continued construction of U-boats, with two new submarines doubling the German navy’s submarine fleet and a further two due to be built during 1910. This was probably the first of many monthly reports from an agent who was among Cumming’s most successful in the run-up to the First World War. Christmas was also the first of what was to become a long line of British secret service employees who used their experiences to write spy novels. He began sooner than most, publishing Svend Spejder (‘Svend the Scout’) – in which the hero hunts down German spies in Denmark – in 1911, relatively early in his career for the British secret service.19

         Christmas was not the only agent beginning to produce the goods. January 1910 was highly productive for Cumming, who also received and disseminated a comprehensive report from the Austrian Adriatic dockyards at Trieste, Pola and Fiume. The report was written by an agent who was not only clearly well informed about the latest naval equipment and weaponry, but was also looking out for potential agents, apparently under orders to do so from Cumming. Once again ‘Scotchmen’ were seen as the most likely recruits. Cumming sent the report verbatim, with a brief introduction of his own. ‘The agent reports that none of the English residents were of any use to him, as they were either afraid of injuring their business interests, or were openly Austrian in sympathy,’ Cumming said. There were, however, ‘some Scotchmen who are of good type’ and had helped him get into the best places to collect intelligence. These included the main Austrian navy base at Pola, where he found a 30.5cm naval gun on a parked lorry. ‘I crawled under its tarpaulin and measured its muzzle.’ The agent particularly recommended the manager of the Adria Steamship Company, a man called Rolland who was due to visit England in the near future and would be staying at the Charing Cross Hotel.


         
            He is a very old and very canny Scotchman and I am not certain that he did not get some inkling of my object, by the broad hints he gave me as to his visits to England and his willingness to give information. He is absolutely straight and I fancy is anxious to tell anything he knows.20

         

         The new head of Britain’s secret service was not above going on missions of his own across the continent, journeying to Brussels and Paris, where he set up an intelligence-sharing agreement with the French Deuxième Bureau under Major Jean Wallner. This link was seen as so important that Cumming sent an officer to the British embassy to liaise with his counterparts in French intelligence. He frequently affected elaborate disguises, even for meetings with agents in London, and was always armed with a swordstick, a walking stick that pulled apart to reveal a rapier. Compton Mackenzie, who would serve as a secret service officer during the First World War, described how Cumming gave him the swordstick he had taken with him on spying expeditions before the war. ‘That’s when this business was really amusing,’ Cumming said. ‘After the war is over, we’ll do some amusing secret service work together. It’s capital sport.’21
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            TWO

            Preparing for war

         

         THERE was in fact another source of intelligence besides Cumming’s various agents. It came from army and navy officers looking for adventure. They were apparently inspired by the spirit of Erskine Childers’s 1903 novel, The Riddle of the Sands, in which Charles Carruthers and his friend Arthur Davies uncover German preparations for an invasion of Britain while sailing and ‘duck-shooting’ in northern Germany.1 Large numbers of British officers volunteered to go to Germany on intelligence-gathering missions, few of them seeing themselves as ‘spies’, a word still seen as having underhand connotations not worthy of a man holding the King’s commission. These men, often naïve and excessively enthusiastic amateurs over whom Cumming had too little control, were to provide him with his greatest problems in the early years. The situation was not helped by the fact that he had his own over-enthusiastic amateur to cope with in the shape of his part-time assistant Roy Regnart, who was primarily responsible for the earliest of a number of German arrests of British spies. The Brandon–Trench affair, as it was to become known, was the first of a series of scandals which led to British spies being paraded before the German courts.

         Clearly keen to make his mark, Regnart decided to send a fellow Royal Marine, the thirty-year-old Captain Bernard Trench, on a tour of areas of northern Germany to map out the defences along the North Sea coast, which was where British planners had suggested any forced landings should take place. Trench had made a previous trip to Germany to report on the naval dockyard at Kiel with a friend, a Royal Navy lieutenant, Vivian Brandon, and asked if Brandon, a hydrographic expert, could come with him. Regnart happily agreed. Trench was allocated the codename Counterscarp while Brandon was to be known as Bonfire in what Regnart must have seen as clever jokes – rather than easily identifiable and therefore highly insecure. The two were to be contacted via the Thomas Cook office in Hamburg, an early use of a company that would repeatedly be of assistance to British intelligence. A third person was codenamed Orange. This appears to have been a Lieutenant Peel – the pun was clearly intended and yet again highly insecure. Peel was moored in a yacht flying the Norwegian flag at Delfzijl in the Netherlands, a short ferry ride across the Ems estuary from Emden in Germany, and was acting as a ‘letter box’ for the intelligence gathered by Trench and Brandon. The idea of sending the reports through the German postal system was sprung not just on Trench and Brandon, but also on Cumming, at the very last minute. ‘This is quite contrary to my wishes in the matter,’ Cumming wrote. ‘I feel very strongly that it is utterly wrong and mistaken policy, and has no single advantage to support it, but on speaking to Roy about the matter he says that Bonfire was to write to him only on a particular matter, that of a man who had been recommended to him by a ship’s captain. I did not see why this should be separate from the rest, but let it pass.’ Regnart was in fact lying to get himself out of a difficult situation, which is almost certainly why he was so unpopular in the Admiralty.2

         Brandon left for Germany on 6 August 1910 to rendezvous with Trench, who was in Denmark, studying Danish, and appears to have carried out reconnaissance of Kiel and the Kiel Canal before meeting Brandon in the town of Brunsbüttel, on the mouth of the Elbe, at the start of their ‘walking tour’. Brandon had a list of questions on the German defences, some of which Trench was able to answer immediately as a result of the reconnaissance work he had already carried out. Trench then went to Sylt in the North Frisian Islands, which was seen as a likely British landing site, while Brandon went to Cuxhaven and Heligoland. One or both of them also visited Bremerhaven and Bremen, before they made their way to the East Frisian Islands. Here Trench visited Nordeney, apparently alone, but they visited Wangerooge together, mapping an area of shallows while swimming. They were throughout maintaining contact with Peel at Delfzijl, and asked him to send them a detailed map of Wangerooge. Ten days into the trip, Regnart asked George Macdonogh for permission to send Trench and Brandon to Danzig to watch the entire Imperial Navy, a total of eighty-eight major warships, mounting full-scale manoeuvres which were to end with the Kaiser reviewing the fleet. This would have the critical impact of forcing Trench and Brandon to rush the remainder of their ‘tour’. The sudden change of plan, and the way it was presented, left Macdonogh singularly unimpressed with Regnart, and he asked Cumming for a report on the man. Anxious not to criticise someone he would have to work with, and rely on, in the future, Cumming begged Macdonogh not to force him to write the report ‘as it would be a very awkward thing to do and might lose us the services of a good man. To this he agreed, but he said that I must promise not to take Roy into any more of my schemes.’3

         A few days later, Trench and Brandon arrived together on the East Friesian island of Borkum, one of the most important points in the German North Sea defences and the main target of their mission. They were now in something of a hurry to finish gathering the required intelligence before they left for Danzig. Trench managed to infiltrate a searchlight battery that was being tested for the first time and, after coming out, suggested to Brandon that he go in and have a look. Brandon had a camera and flashlight with him. Having managed to get in, he took a photograph, not the cleverest of things to do in the middle of a searchlight battery that was at its most alert. The flash was spotted by a sentry and the area was scanned by one of the searchlights, which immediately picked out Brandon. He was arrested and escorted to Emden on a boat. Trench, who was still free and apparently not seen as a suspect, travelled on the same boat and was allowed unhindered access to his colleague. He then went to their hotel in Emden and ineptly hid the various maps, notes, sketches and photographs from their mission in rather obvious places around the room. Having made a poor fist of trying to conceal the evidence, he attempted to escape across to the Netherlands but was arrested.

         A search of their hotel uncovered the hidden intelligence with embarrassing ease and the two were held pending a full trial before the imperial court in Leipzig that had been specially set up to deal with espionage cases. The British press might have been obsessed with spy fever but it was as nothing compared to the near hysteria of the German newspapers. A German spy caught ‘spying’ at Portsmouth at around the same time was only collecting information he could ‘have learned more cheaply and with less trouble by buying picture postcards’, one German newspaper reported. Brandon and Trench on the other hand were ‘specially trained men who undertook the work, men who did not need to take their results home in black and white, but for the most part could carry them in their heads. Thus these gentlemen have become very dangerous.’ The Berliner Neueste Nachrichten outraged the correspondent of The Times by demanding that the prisoners ‘be made incapable of reporting what they may have seen by means of appropriate mental treatment so that they may not retain too clear a memory of what they have seen’.

         By comparison, the trial was a relatively polite and restrained affair. The general mood in Britain was that the Germans were intent on incarcerating two innocent officers and gentlemen. But all the evidence, much of it admitted, showed that Trench and Brandon were in fact guilty as charged. They did attempt to disguise their intentions, but the evidence hidden by Trench at their hotel made it clear that they had been in the process of assembling an intelligence guide to the German North Sea defences. They admitted pacing out the lengths of quays and landing docks, but insisted that they had only estimated the depths of the water, a claim rendered improbable by the fact that Brandon, a trained hydrographic surveyor, was equipped with a naval depth-sounding lead line. Nevertheless, Trench and Brandon were treated throughout not as criminals but as officers doing their job.

         The atmosphere in the court room was remarkably relaxed. At one point, their barrister held up a copy of The Riddle of the Sands and asked them in turn if they were familiar with it. Trench simply said that he knew of it. But Brandon replied: ‘Yes, I have read it,’ before adding, to raucous laughter from the court, that he had liked it so much that he had in fact read it three times. The prosecution focused on the list of questions given to Brandon by one ‘Reggie’, which it said was designed to improve and correct a ‘naval Baedeker’ of Germany’s North Sea coast produced by the Royal Navy’s Intelligence Division, the Baedeker being a reference to a famous German publisher of tourist guides. But it was the evidence from the hotel that was the most conclusive. It included a series of sketches, photographs and notes taken at all the various points on their tour. These were read out in court, with the distances and dimensions replaced by the letter X. At Sylt, Trench had noted: ‘Breakwaters, coal-sheds, coal stores here. There are no cranes. Railway lines by bridge – bridge (X) yards long, (X) yards wide. Cement wall all round promenade. Wells in all villages. Indifferent roads. White reefs not visible at flood tide.’ On Wangerooge, Brandon had made a similar note: ‘Landing piers (X) high, (X) long, (X) broad. Milk and eggs come from the mainland. Only five buildings on the west side. Seen no building which can contain mines. The beacon furthest out is occupied and has telegraphs.’

         While this left no doubt that they were collecting intelligence, some of the most damaging evidence was the correspondence from Regnart ‘obtained from Delfzijl by the German authorities’. One letter from Reggie to Trench referred to a sum of money for a second mission and openly implied it was being carried out on behalf of British intelligence, while another, written after Brandon’s arrest, began – in a direct reference to the arrest – with the words: ‘I am rather worried about what I have read in the Daily Mail…’ Both Trench and Brandon resisted the prosecution’s attempts to get them to name the mysterious ‘Reggie’ as a senior member of British intelligence or to admit that their communications with him through Peel on board the Norwegian yacht moored at Delfzijl were part of ‘a pre-concerted plan to spy and report to the Intelligence Department of the British Admiralty’. Regnart, whose view of his role was such that he signed one of the letters with the initials CA, standing for ‘C’s assistant’, would undoubtedly have been flattered by the persistent references to him as someone ‘influential within the headquarters of the British intelligence department’. But the whole affair damned him with both the Admiralty and the War Office, while Cumming was appalled at the lack of sensible tradecraft, and Regnart’s willingness to ignore his rulings on how secret service operations should be run. The communications methods had been a mess – compromising the Sunbonnet telegraphic address in the process – and seemed designed to bypass Cumming, allowing Regnart to take the credit. While the blame, as a result, fell entirely on Regnart and the naval intelligence division, Cumming later reflected that it was ‘merely a fortunate accident’ that none had attached to him and his section of the Secret Service Bureau. Trench and Brandon were sentenced to four years each, to be served in the relative comfort of military fortresses – rather than common prisons – because, in the words of the German attorney-general, they ‘were not German traitors betraying the Fatherland’ they were simply doing their job as ‘servants of their government’.4

         No doubt, the Brandon–Trench case was in part responsible for an influential memo, in October 1910, in which Macdonogh urged that more money be put into Cumming’s secret service so that it could recruit the agents it would need when, as by now seemed inevitable, Britain went to war against Germany:

         
            As matters stand at present it is probable that our secret service system compares unfavourably with that of other first-class powers, and that consequently we should find ourselves at a great disadvantage in case of war. It is still in its infancy, and though great progress has been made since the bureau was started a year ago, much remains to be done before it can be considered in any way efficient, in fact in the event of war with Germany we cannot now point to a single agent that would be likely to be of use to us.5

         

         Despite Macdonogh’s pessimism, Cumming did not have to rely on amateurish British officers who thought they could replicate the heroes of The Riddle of the Sands. He replaced the compromised Sunbonnet telegraphic with the more opaque Verbloske, London and resumed his fledgling operations in Germany, which included the reports from British businessmen like Frederick Fairholme and Max Schultz, the German-speaking Southampton shipbroker sent to Germany in 1909 on the orders of Richard Haldane’s committee. ‘I was there ostensibly ship buying, a business in which I was an expert and therefore well qualified to cover up my real business – discovering the secrets of the German navy,’ Schultz later recalled. The Admiralty had asked Cumming to obtain the plans for the Imperial Navy’s latest big warships, the Thüringen, a battleship, and the Moltke, a battle cruiser. Schultz had been making frequent trips to the country on business and was enjoying some success. He had also uncovered yet more amateur tradecraft from a Regnart-controlled agent.

         Schultz was asked to meet up with a Danish agent run by Regnart, a man called Neilsen, who had singularly failed to produce anything worthwhile. Schultz was immediately suspicious.

         
            This man had a camera and had been doing work and been paid for it, but had never given proper value for what he received. I called upon him and he came to my hotel, and from the moment he first called upon me, he never left me. I came to see what he had done with a certain camera, but I got my suspicions of the man because one night we were in a cafe and he was trying to fill me up pretty well, and in the middle of the large room he pulled out a plan and offered to sell it to me. I jumped up and said if he did not talk common sense I must do him some violence. I put the wind up the fellow; he looked around, and as he was folding his plans up I got my suspicion then that the man was not quite right. I left him – he did not know I was coming back to England. When I came home I went up to the office and asked if he was quite right, and would not see him again. I told them what I knew about this Neilsen and that the camera was not worth bothering about and if they took my advice they would get rid of the fellow.

         

         It was good advice, but it was too late. Schultz had set up a network of agents across the country, not just in the ports but also in the main industrial area of the Ruhr. In August 1910, he recruited a businessman called Ernst von Maack, who agreed to ‘correspond’ with English friends of Schultz ‘interested in naval matters’. Von Maack handed over a description of how German merchant navy ships were to be used by the Imperial Navy in the event of war and then in December went to London with Schultz to meet Cumming. He agreed to try to find out details of a diesel U-boat engine the British knew to be under development at the MAN factory in Augsburg, Bavaria. He was also asked if he knew anyone else who might be able to help.6

         The man he recommended was a marine engineer called Karl Hipsich, originally an Austrian, but now a naturalised German, who had worked in the Weser naval shipyard at Bremen for more than ten years. In January 1911, Hipsich was duly invited to the UK, where he was feted by Cumming, who went out of his way to impress him, recording in his diary that ‘an elaborate scheme has been arranged in order to attract a certain Mr Hiccough, whose acquaintance had been made by Max S when abroad’. Hipsich was, like Cumming, ‘super interested’ in aeroplanes and had in fact designed one. This provided the hook. Schultz was told to tell him that a friend of his in London knew Claude Grahame-White, the British aviator whose exploits had won him worldwide fame. Grahame-White had only a few weeks earlier told The Times that he planned to set up a factory to build high-speed aircraft before going on to make the then incredible prediction that ‘next summer, practically for the first time in a complete and finished way, people will be able to enjoy the sensations of air travel’. This burgeoning aircraft industry would need revolutionary designs like Hipsich’s. Schultz’s friend would introduce the German to his friend Grahame-White and if the great man liked the design, Hipsich would be in line to make lots of money.

         The German engineer was in a fairly prominent position within the Weser shipyard but he appears to have been desperate for money, possibly to feed the spending habits of his 27-year-old landlady, Ida Eckermann, who accompanied him to London. She was living with another shipyard engineer called Bernhard Wulff, who had also been recruited by Schultz, and her presence in London with Hipsich raises questions over her relationship with the two men living under her roof. Cumming, masquerading as ‘Maurice Carter’, introduced Hipsich to Grahame-White, who was indeed a close personal friend; not only was he a fellow member of the Aero Club, his family were close neighbours of the Cummings at their Hampshire home.

         Sadly, the German’s aircraft design was deemed impracticable by Grahame-White. But given Cumming’s use of a false name, he must have been fully briefed on what was going on and, as recompense for turning down the aircraft design, he offered to drive them all down to Hendon the next day to watch him fly his aircraft. Cumming noted in his diary that this suggestion revived Hipsich to such an extent that ‘he threw his arms around Max’s neck and kissed him loudly on both cheeks’. So happy was Hipsich that Cumming only narrowly managed to escape the same fate. The following day, as promised, Grahame-White took them all to Hendon, where they saw the Farman biplane in which he had attempted to fly from London to Manchester, just failing to win the Daily Mail’s £10,000 prize for the first to accomplish the feat, but capturing the public imagination by flying part of the journey in total darkness in an attempt to win. The prize exhibit, however, was the specially modified 104-horsepower Blériot XI monoplane in which he had won the prestigious Gordon Bennett Trophy in America four months earlier. Grahame-White offered to take Hipsich up in the flimsy-looking Farman and, when he declined, Cumming enthusiastically took his place. The upshot was that Hipsich provided Cumming with a large number of documents and plans collected from shipyards across northern Germany, evoking ‘surprise and unconcealed pleasure’ that he was able to provide material of such quality. He agreed to work for the British for the miserly sum of £2 a week. Cumming gave him a £20 advance and clearly had high hopes of further good results. But he also seems to have decided that Hipsich was too big for Schultz to handle, writing presciently in his diary that the difficulty would be getting the documents Hipsich promised out of Germany and weaning him away from Eckermann, Wulff, von Maack and Schultz, all of whom were too obviously and closely associated with each other. ‘I can control Max S, to a certain extent, but no-one can control the woman or her partner Wulff,’ Cumming wrote. ‘At first her demands will stimulate H, but as she becomes more greedy, he will find himself hard put to keep pace with them and will either quarrel with her or get caught trying to do too much.’7

         It is not clear whether Hipsich tried to do too much too soon, or whether the complex relationships within Eckermann’s house simply unravelled following her trip to London with Hipsich and his emergence as the more important, and profitable, of the agents living under her roof. Schultz believed, rightly or wrongly, that Neilsen was a German spy who had given Schultz, and therefore the entire network, away, and this seems entirely plausible. But Hipsich behaved extremely stupidly, pulling out plans in a cafe to which he, Schultz and a woman, almost certainly Eckermann, had been tailed by German police. Schultz managed to create a diversion which allowed him to slip the plans into his pocket. They then left the cafe, followed by the police, and headed for Hamburg’s main station, where Eckermann was to catch the train to Bremen. Schultz slipped the plans into an envelope. Creating another diversion, an artificial argument between them, to distract the police, he put the envelope containing the plans inside a second envelope and during the confusion posted it. The outer envelope was addressed to PO Box 500 in London, an early use of a post office box address, which was apparently shared by both the foreign and domestic departments of the Secret Service Bureau, but would subsequently become associated solely with MI5.8

         On 19 March 1911, Schultz, Hipsich and Wulff were arrested in Hamburg. When Schultz was arrested, someone suggested to him that it was unlucky. ‘Oh no,’ the naïve Schultz replied. ‘It was lucky, because if I had not been arrested I would have done a great deal more, and I would not have got out of Germany in less than twenty years.’ Schultz, Hipsich, Wulff, von Maack and Eckermann were all put on trial at Leipzig that December.

         The hearing was held in camera, an indication of the level of secrets that had been passed to the British. The only details of what was said in court came with a statement announcing the sentencing, which said:


         
            Schultz used the journeys which he made to Germany as a ship dealer in order to get into touch with all sorts of people with a view to learning military secrets. In particular, he addressed himself to Hipsich and Wulff, acted as intermediary in their communications with the English Intelligence Service, supplied them with the code addresses and code words for their correspondence, and himself assisted in despatching their communications.

         

         He was to be jailed for seven and a half years, a sentence which apparently took into account his willingness to provide much of the evidence used in court, not just against himself but against his agents. Hipsich had handed over ‘a large collection of drawings and other important material’ to the British intelligence service, the judge said, sentencing him to twelve years imprisonment. ‘He has surrendered secrets of which he obtained knowledge in his official capacity, and he has in a grave degree imperilled the German Empire.’ Eckermann and von Maack were jailed for three years, while Wulff received just two years, allegedly because it had not been proven that he passed information to Schultz. However, the contradiction between that claim and the charges laid against Schultz that he helped Wulff pass secrets to London, the much shorter sentence Wulff received, and the complicated situation inside Eckermann’s house inevitably give rise to suspicions that a jealous Wulff may have assisted the police in their detection of the network.

         Once in prison, Schultz was repeatedly questioned with regard to details of the British espionage system. Since the Germans knew that Cumming had used the identity Captain Curry and Roy Regnart had used Captain Robertson, he confirmed both names in the hope that this would emerge in the German press and warn Cumming that those covernames were blown. The Germans also showed him a book of spy biographies with photographs, which included both Neilsen and another of Cumming’s spies, a man calling himself Enrique Lorenzo Bernstein. The latter had been born in Australia of a Polish father and American mother and his real name was Henry Lawrence Bernstein. He was a former soldier turned arms dealer, who had been operating in South America, a real rogue who would cross the Service’s path on a number of occasions in the future. Bernstein was believed by Vernon Kell, quite wrongly as it turned out, to be working for the Germans, although it was certainly true that he was prepared to work for anyone who would pay him.

         Sadly for Schultz, and his hope that his testimony would warn Cumming of areas where his service or his agents were blown, the Germans were not so stupid as to allow the press to publicise what they already knew. Schultz’s apparent willingness to provide evidence against his own agents and others he knew, which led to a number of other Germans being jailed, left his bosses in London believing he must be mad. But Alexander Bethell and Cumming remained surprisingly loyal to him, giving his wife Sarah, dubbed ‘Mrs Max’, an allowance of a perhaps symbolic £13 a month, a substantial proportion of her husband’s secret service salary, throughout his time in jail.9

         There was of course the consolation of the valuable intelligence provided by Hipsich during his brief time as an agent but that was clearly not all that Cumming received during the pre-war period. There were also the monthly reports from Walter Christmas and the intelligence produced by Frederick Fairholme, who appears to have followed up on his interesting material on a new German naval delayed-burst shell with more detailed intelligence, presumably having been asked to do so by Cumming. ‘A full and illustrated description of the new shell was furnished to our Admiralty in the early part of 1911, together with an account of its performance against many varieties of armoured targets,’ one of Cumming’s officers later wrote. ‘The shell was made of Krupp crucible nickel chrome steel, a metal unsurpassed for toughness and hardness. It tapered at the nose to a very fine point, which was protected by a cup of softer metal. Long and costly experiments were necessary before the right material for this cap was discovered. The bursting charge was inserted into the shell through the base, and represented about three per cent of the total weight. As the object was to secure a most destructive burst with the smallest fragmentation, it was desirable to employ a highly explosive aromatic compound. But as such compounds are very sensitive, and liable to explode on impact against armour, it was necessary to “phlegmatise” the charge in order to bring it intact through thick plating, though without impairing the violence of its disruption.’10

         The report set an unhappy precedent in that the crucial capabilities of the shell failed to ring the right alarm bells in the Admiralty, or if they did, they were ignored. The delayed-burst shell caused major damage to the British Grand Fleet during the Battle of Jutland, destroying three Royal Navy battle cruisers, while the less advanced British shells often had little impact on the German warships. This was to be a regular occurrence for Britain’s secret service, the production of a good report that was then ignored by policy makers. Cumming also obtained information on tests of the new diesel engine for the German U-boats; whether from von Maack or another source is unclear. ‘The completion of this engine, subsequently installed in U19, constituted a landmark in the development of submarine navigation,’ one of Cumming’s former officers said. ‘A few months after the initial tests at Kiel the British Admiralty had at their disposal all the requisite facts pertaining to the new engine, and, in addition, a report on the sea trials of the U19.’ Given that the engine was not introduced more widely into the U-boat fleet until 1914, obtaining this information in 1911 was, like the details of the delayed-charge naval shell, a considerable coup and Cumming appears to have deserved the increase in pay to £600 a year he was granted in May.11

         Cumming finally managed to get the reliable spy in Germany he craved with the appointment in late 1911 of Hector Bywater, a journalist based in Dresden who wrote on naval matters for a number of US and British newspapers and journals. The first attempt at recruitment appears to have taken place in early 1910 but taking on Bywater would have meant getting rid of Byzewski, a move persistently vetoed by George Macdonogh. It was to be more than a year before Cumming, with heavy backing from Bethell, managed to get his way on the basis that since being asked to concentrate on Germany rather than Russia, the Austrian had ‘not provided any information of value’.

         Bywater gave one of the better descriptions of the inside of Cumming’s office:


         
            The apartment, airy, is furnished as an office. Its most conspicuous feature is a huge steel safe, painted green. The walls are adorned with large maps and charts and one picture, the latter depicting the execution of French villagers by a Prussian firing squad in the war of 1870. There are three tables, at the largest of which sits a man, grey-haired, clean-shaven, wearing a monocle. His figure inclines to stoutness, but the weather-tanned face, with its keen grey eyes, stamps him as an out-of-door man. He is, in fact, a post-captain on the retired list of the Royal Navy. Let us designate him as C. At a smaller table is seated a very different figure. Tall, spare, and dark, with aquiline features, his soldierly bearing betrays him for what he is – an officer of the regular army. This is F, perhaps the most capable intelligence officer of his generation. He is a linguist of the first order, his mind is a storehouse of naval and military knowledge, and his memory rivals that of Datas. Against his inclination, F was seconded to the intelligence service from a Highland regiment some years before the time of which we are writing. It was put to him as a matter of duty, and he knew no other mistress. The third occupant of the room is C’s secretary, an incorrigibly cheerful soul who works fourteen hours a day for the pittance which a grateful country bestows on its devoted Civil Servants in the humbler grades.12

         

         ‘F’ was Captain Kenneth Forbes-Robertson of the Seaforth Highlanders, who after gaining a reputation for intelligence-gathering during operations in Somaliland and on the North-West Frontier had been seconded first to the War Office and then to Cumming, while C’s ‘secretary’ was in fact his first full-time member of staff, Tom Laycock, a former Royal Artillery chief clerk who volunteered his services to Cumming and, in November 1912, left the Army to join the secret service for a salary of just £200 per annum. Laycock would subsequently be commissioned as a full-time intelligence officer and, although he was not very successful in that role, Cumming would later pay him a fulsome tribute for his ‘valuable service’, adding that ‘for a considerable time he was my only assistant and I could not have carried on without him’.13

         Bywater appears in the accounts as a ‘fixed agent abroad’ with the designation H.H.O., or sometimes H2O, a typically Cummingesque play on his name – he could not have been B since this would have caused confusion with Byzewski, the man he replaced. He travelled around Germany mapping out defences and using his role as a naval journalist as an excuse for talking his way into the dockyards. Bywater later published the notes he made of visits to survey the defences at Borkum, which he probably carried out in early 1912 since he described the trip as his first important mission.

         
            On island, three hours, with crowd of trippers, but large part of it Sperrgebiet [prohibited zone], sentries with fixed bayonets and plenty of barbed wire. Persistent reports have been current that Emden is being developed as a naval base, but am unable to find any sign of this. Barracks are being enlarged, however. Borkum defended by twenty guns of various calibres, from 24cm downward, and including several 15cm high-velocity pieces on field carriages. I find in Emden a general impression that, in the event of war, Borkum will be one of the first objectives of the British Fleet. Since the Brandon–Trench affair it has been dangerous for any foreigner to visit the island as an individual. But the Ausflüge [excursions] from Emden provide one with an opportunity to cross to Borkum as one of the crowd, and in comparative safety, so long as German-made clothes are worn. Next to Nordeney, by Norddeutscher Lloyd Seebäderdienst steamer from Bremen. Make a careful survey of the island, and find no traces of the fortifications which had been reported as being in progress. This report came from R in Hamburg. This is not the first fairy tale he has told, and henceforth his reports will be suspect.

         

         The unreliable R in Hamburg was probably Hans Reichart, the one sub-agent of Byzewski to survive the 1910 cuts, and like his former chief agent unable or unwilling to produce the same level of reporting against Germany as he had against Russia. The arrests of British spies continued intermittently, four cases at least on the basis of information provided to the authorities by Max Schultz. In July 1912, a Siemens and Halske technician called Ewald, who installed communications equipment on board German ships, was arrested for trying to obtain the Imperial German Navy’s signal book on behalf of the British Admiralty. He was subsequently jailed for seven years after the Leipzig court heard that he had visited England and been put on a monthly retainer supplying the British with ‘seven reports and plans regarding matters that ought to be kept secret’.14

         At the end of 1912, Cumming took on two new agents, a father and son codenamed Sage and Sagette, to set up a ship-watching service in Norway and Denmark. Sage was Walter Archer, a former assistant secretary at the government’s Board of Agriculture and Fisheries who had been forced to retire earlier that year through poor health. His son Edward was a former naval lieutenant, a specialist navigator, and they were ‘intimately acquainted with both countries’. Walter Archer, a key figure in early research into the sex life of the salmon and in efforts to protect it from commercial netting, had set up a second home in Norway, having secured the fishing rights to the Suldalslågen, a major salmon river. Father and son planned to sail around the coasts of Norway and Denmark in a private yacht, recruiting lighthouse keepers, ships’ pilots and coastguards to report German naval movements. They were to be paid a total of £660 a year between them with estimated travelling expenses of around £900 a year and payments to the ship watchers put at around £250. This was based on the extraordinarily optimistic payment of just two kroner – two shillings – for every report sent. The project was backed but clearly underfunded – even on the basis of these highly optimistic estimates – at £1,200 a year. By the time they finished setting up the network in May 1914, Sage and Sagette had predictably run well over budget and refused to hand over their agents until Cumming promised to pay what they were owed, which was considerably in excess of £2,000 for the whole enterprise. The coast-watching network was extended still further by having Captain Walter Christmas rejoin the Danish Navy to provide unofficial access to its reports on the movement of German warships and submarines into the North Sea, and while Cumming grumbled over the bills run up by Sage and Sagette, they were in fact a relatively low price to pay for what would be an extremely successful coast-watching service, its reputation surviving into the Second World War when it was held up by naval intelligence as a shining example of what was required.15

         The problems dealing with agents like Karl Hipsich had convinced Cumming that he needed his own ‘branch centre’ on the continent to ‘organise the sub-agents abroad, and more especially a system by which any information collected by them could be securely and expeditiously forwarded both in peace and war’. Alan Johnstone’s recommendation of Copenhagen, with its easy access to the northern ports, was attractive to the Admiralty and was initially, it has to be said surprisingly, backed by the military. But by May 1911, Macdonogh was expressing a preference for Brussels, with its ensured access to Germany’s western borders. Bethell had no problem agreeing to this proposal since the branch centre was to control four new agents to be recruited in the main German ports, replacing the likes of Reichart and ensuring good naval coverage, and ‘Brussels is full of foreign agents and persons anxious to dispose of information’. What he did not say, of course, was that experience ought already to have shown that the majority of these foreign agents were not entirely reliable.

         The man chosen by Macdonogh to set up the Brussels branch centre was a 38-year-old Etonian lawyer and Army reservist, Captain Bertrand Stewart, who, angered by rising tension between Germany and Britain in the summer of 1911, went to the War Office offering his services to gather intelligence on the German North Sea defences. Macdonogh decided, against Cumming’s advice, to ‘give him a run’. He was taken on to head up the branch centre in Brussels at £600 a year. Unfortunately, his first task was to link up with Arsène Marie Verrue, who had by now been sacked by Courage for dishonesty. This had led to him being taken off Cumming’s list of full-time agents and used only on an irregular basis. But Verrue had recently produced some ‘valuable intelligence’, allegedly from a woman he knew in Hamburg, and Stewart was tasked to pay him for this information and to persuade the two of them to obtain more. It seems likely the woman never existed – Verrue declined to take Stewart to see her, claiming it was too dangerous. The information was almost certainly completely false or, if not, accurate but inconsequential ‘chicken-feed’ designed to create trust without giving anything important away, since Verrue and the Brussels-based agency that employed him were working for the Germans, both as intelligence gatherers and as counter-espionage agents. They were not only paid by the British to help Stewart but were also paid by the Germans to mount the sting that trapped him. Stewart played completely into their hands: he gave Verrue £15 for the intelligence he had already provided, and he went on a spying mission of his own to the newly reinforced German defences on Heligoland, taking a codebook given to him by Verrue, which he foolishly had on him when he was arrested in a public lavatory. Verrue was completely open in subsequent interviews with the German press that Stewart was only given up because Berlin were prepared to pay more money than London.

         The trial evoked an outcry in England, where Stewart was seen as completely innocent, a belief he bizarrely seemed to share, reacting to his 3½-year sentence in the same fortress as Bernard Trench with an anguished cry from the dock: ‘I am innocent and desire that everyone in England shall know about it.’ Whether Stewart was simply deluding himself or playing a part in the hope of drumming up support for a successful appeal is unclear, but certainly his friends in England had no doubts, with one writing to The Times to protest that Stewart – an Old Etonian and a member of a string of London clubs, the Athenaeum, the Carlton, Arthur’s and White’s – was ‘absolutely incapable of a mean or dishonourable act and would never stoop to play the miserable rôle of a spy’. Stewart was of course guilty as charged and once again, as with Trench and Vivian Brandon, Cumming had found himself dragged into a spy scandal arising from an ineptly run operation over which he had little or no control. Worse was to come: in March 1914, on the very eve of the war, Stewart took the War Office to court, naming Cumming as head of British espionage operations abroad no fewer than nine times, while at the same time claiming improbably that he, Stewart, had done nothing wrong and if only the British government had intervened to point this out he would not have had to suffer the indignity of being locked up in a German castle for six months. The case never came to court. Stewart was bought off with an inquiry and the promise of a cash payment he never saw. He was killed in action in France in September 1914 and the money went to his widow.16

         Stewart’s arrest still left Cumming without a Brussels branch centre. The initial solution was to send Herbert Dale Long, who was transferred from Vernon Kell’s books to Cumming’s in late 1911. He was only the first of a succession of officers sent to the Belgian capital. They included Cecil Aylmer Cameron, an artillery officer who had been imprisoned by a Scottish court for fraud and whose case had become a cause célèbre. Cameron’s wife had insured a pearl necklace which she had never in fact owned for £6,500 and then claimed it had been stolen. The case saw prominent witnesses lined up to testify to having seen the pearls but the evidence was firmly against both Cameron and his wife. Nevertheless, the military establishment in England smelled a Scottish stitch-up of a fine officer who it was assumed – against all the evidence – had at worst acted chivalrously to protect his wife. A high-profile campaign was started to see him pardoned and on his release he was taken on Cumming’s books as AC, almost certainly at the insistence of Macdonogh, who was one of Cameron’s defenders, and sent to Brussels, where his ideas included sending British Army officers on cycling tours along the German border in two-man intelligence-gathering teams.17

         Cumming still wanted to send Roy Regnart to Brussels to take charge of co-ordinating the intelligence collected on the continent. Captain Thomas Jackson, who had taken over from Bethell as director of naval intelligence, was opposed to this plan on the grounds that Regnart had proved himself neither ‘clever or tactful’, nor indeed ‘loyal to C’. But surprisingly, given Macdonogh’s previous attitude, the Army supported the move, describing the Royal Marine officer as ‘an artist in secret service’. Regnart, who was a member of the family which ran the international furniture retailers Maple & Co., doesn’t seem to have been an artist in much at all. He set up the new base under cover of an agency selling the firm’s goods but it soon became clear both to C and to Maples that he was not the man for the job. Two other officers were sent to Brussels. The first was Baron George Marie de Goldschmidt – referred to by Cumming as GG. This appears to be typically Cummingesque humour, given that Goldschmidt was a cavalry officer. Goldschmidt represented the War Office’s interests. The other was a Royal Marine representing the Royal Navy’s interests, Captain James Cuffe, who was Macdonogh’s nephew and took over Regnart’s role as the lead agent.18

         Cumming had one other man in Belgium. This was the writer Demetrius Boulger, who was based at Dinant and was a genuine expert on the country. Boulger, listed in Cumming’s diaries as DB, had lived in Belgium for some time, collecting information on behalf of the War Office, and had influential friends within the Belgian establishment including members of the royal family. Under orders from Cumming, he began recruiting agents across Belgium and, according to his obituary in The Times, ‘closely studied the military possibilities on the French and Belgian frontiers’.19

         The preparations for war with Germany – on which Cumming was spending ‘considerable sums of his own money’ – were picking up pace at just the right time, rewarded in April 1913 by an increase in pay to £700 a year, with Macdonogh pointing out that ‘C’s work is particularly anxious and trying’. At some point during the pre-war years, Cumming also recruited Richard B. Tinsley, a retired naval reservist who was running the Rotterdam offices of the Uranium Steamship Company. Tinsley’s useful position and background may well have come to C’s attention in the spring of 1911, when the Dutch briefly expelled him for allowing would-be Russian émigrés rejected by America to land illegally in Holland. It remains unclear when precisely he was recruited. Given the speed with which the Foreign Office had him put back in place it may even have been before this incident, but he was certainly in place and ready to play a key role when war broke out.20

         Meanwhile, Cumming’s agents continued to collect good intelligence on the Imperial German Navy’s preparations for war. Hector Bywater described how he managed to get on board the battle cruiser Von der Tann, which was anchored off Hamburg. ‘I determined to visit her, though the risk was considerable,’ he said, resisting any false modesty. ‘By a stroke of luck, I found that a local shipping man, to whom I had a letter from a mutual friend in Berlin, knew several officers of the ship, and had visited them on board. He was going again, and by very tactful manoeuvring I got him to invite me to accompany him. We went across in a launch, but on arriving at the ship’s ladder I remarked to my companion that, being a foreigner, I might not be welcome on board. He then spoke to the officer of the watch, who was one of his friends, explained who I was (or, more strictly speaking, who he thought I was), and I was promptly invited to come up. We spent two hours in the ship, and saw nearly everything except the inside of the gun-turrets and the engine-room. I memorised all the important details, and subsequently wrote an elaborate report on the ship. This was the first German battle cruiser to be personally inspected by a British Secret Service man.’21

         Even as war approached, money remained tight, as reflected in the arguments with Sage and Sagette which took place in May 1914, just three months before the war. In spite of this handicap, the British intelligence system was ‘on the whole, wonderfully efficient’, one former intelligence officer claimed. Thanks in no small part to Sage and Sagette’s efforts, and the well-positioned Captain Christmas, Cumming was particularly good at detecting movements of German ships into and out of the Baltic. Evidence of any intelligence on German military capabilities or plans is in fact sparse, but there is certainly evidence of substantial intelligence on German naval capabilities, even if its significance was often ignored by the Admiralty. ‘Every “surprise” which the Germans sprang upon us at sea was foretold and elucidated in full detail,’ the former officer wrote. ‘Practically complete diagrams of every German capital ship down to the König class, showing the extent and thickness of their armour, the layout of their underwater compartments and bulkheads, and every other protective feature, were obtained by our intelligence service. It was thus known, long beforehand, that the German ships were built to withstand the severest punishment, and it is a thousand pities that this knowledge was not taken into account by the Admiralty officers who were responsible for the design of our armour-piercing projectiles.’22

         

         

         
             

         

         THE German artilleryman saw Sister Marie-Mélanie fussing over the rose bush in the convent gardens and limped over to talk to her. It was early 1918. The soldier’s spell of convalescence at the convent, in the southern Belgian town of Chimay, had been his first chance for months to speak to a woman. Some of the military nurses in the German field hospital based in the convent were good to talk to, and a few weren’t bad looking, but they kept their distance. Oddly, Sister Marie-Mélanie was more approachable. She seemed to understand that, after months on the front, he needed simply to hear a gentle voice far removed from the brutality of the trenches. Although she didn’t seem to mind too much if he did occasionally talk about his work and the big new gun he and his bosses were so proud of. 

         If only the German gunner had known the truth, he would have realised why Sister Marie-Mélanie was so interested in the big gun and held his tongue. Fortunately for the British secret service, he had no idea that the kindly French nun was a member of La Dame Blanche, the network of more than a thousand British agents across Belgium controlled by the MI1c officer Henry Landau. Named after the legendary ghost whose appearance would supposedly signal the downfall of the Hohenzollerns, the German royal family, it was based around a train-watching network, but it gathered intelligence from wherever it could. The Sisters of the Doctrine Chrétienne had been forced out of their convent in France by the war and relocated to Chimay. When the German military took over the convent as a field hospital, two of the nuns had volunteered their services to Anatole Gobeaux, commander of the ‘Chimay Company’ of La Dame Blanche, offering to collect intelligence from the German soldiers being treated there, which was why Sister Marie-Mélanie was such a good listener, especially when the thoughts of the German soldiers returned to the work they carried out on the front. 

         The good sister had a particular reason to speak to the German gunner. During their last conversation, he had bragged to her that the Germans had a big gun, the ‘Kaiser-Wilhelm-Geschütz’, that would change the shape of the war, turning it in Germany’s favour. She needed him to give her more details, but she could not appear too keen, for fear of rousing his suspicion. Fortunately, the simple German soldier saw no harm in talking to a nun about it; after all she was not part of this war. She was not really interested in it all, her thoughts were surely only of God. Without any prompting, he told her the gun he had been talking about could fire shells more than 120 kilometres, enough to reach the city of Paris. 

         ‘It hardly seems possible that it can shoot that far,’ she said. It certainly could, he replied. He had seen it himself in the Laon sector. He was about to give her the name of the village, but at the last moment stopped himself, just in case. 

         His reticence came too late. The sector was all Sister Marie-Mélanie needed. A few weeks earlier, a French refugee, seeking food and shelter at the convent, had told her that the people of his village, Crépy-en-Laon, had been forced from their homes so the Germans could place artillery there. How did he know it was artillery they wanted to put there, she asked. ‘Well, they’ve laid down concrete gun platforms and ammunition pits in Dandry’s Farm,’ the refugee said. ‘At least, that’s what everyone thinks they are.’ 

         Sister Marie-Mélanie passed the details of the big gun and its location back to Gobeaux, who sent one of his agents to Crépy to confirm she was right. Sure enough, the agent saw the biggest gun he had ever seen, with a barrel 30 metres long. The intelligence was sent back with the couriers to Landau, who had himself recently received a report from a spy inside Germany of trials of a big high-trajectory gun. Landau later said it was with appropriate ‘exultation’ that he reported back to his bosses on the existence of the new gun.
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