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            War has a way of masking the stage with scenery crudely daubed with fearsome apparitions.

            
                

            

            CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ, On War

            
                

            

            War is a game that is played with a smile. If you can’t smile, grin.

            
                

            

            WINSTON S. CHURCHILL, in the trenches near Ploegsteert

            
                

            

            ‘Then why have you been so hard to find?’

            ‘Isn’t this what the twentieth century is all about?’

            ‘What?’

            ‘People go into hiding even when no one is looking for them.’

            
                

            

            DON DELILLO, White Noise

            
                

            

            There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.

            
                

            

            MR SHERLOCK HOLMES in The Boscombe Valley Mystery by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
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            Preface

         

         The British enjoy deceiving their enemies. When the Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz defined war in 1833 as ‘those acts of force to compel our enemy to do our will’, he missed out the dimension that the British political philosopher Thomas Hobbes had spotted nearly two centuries earlier: ‘Force and fraud are in war the two cardinal virtues.’

         Sir Alan Lascelles called Winston Churchill ‘the Arch-Mountebank’ and he certainly had a penchant for display. No other British twentieth-century politician was photographed in so many different kinds of headgear as Churchill: whether in boater, bowler, cocked hat, flying helmet, homburg, peaked cap, sombrero, sola topi, sou’wester, Stetson, topper or Tommy’s tin hat, he always dressed the part.

         Acting is a long-established area of British talent. ‘The British like to pretend,’ observes a former US Ambassador, Raymond Seitz. ‘They seem to prize few things so much as a good performance.’ And the theatre director Richard Eyre notes the national ‘love of ritual, procession … and dressing-up’. ‘On the surface they are so open,’ writes novelist Geoffrey Household of his countrymen, ‘and yet so naturally and unconsciously secretive about anything which is of real importance to them.’ British self-deprecation, wit and irony are also forms of concealment. The British do not say what they mean, or mean what they say, and often mask seriousness with jokes as a cover for shyness or sentiment. Jorge Luis Borges says of Herbert Ashe in Ficciones: ‘He suffered from unreality, like so many of the British.’

         On 10 February 1910, a party of six well-bred young people conned their way on to the flagship of the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet, HMS Dreadnought, by impersonating the Emperor of Abyssinia and his suite. A guard of honour met the train at Weymouth, and an admiral and a commander showed them over the ship. Among these impostors was a ‘Prince Mendax’, blacked up and false-bearded by the famous theatrical costumier Willie Clarkson of Wardour Street, and complete with turban, caftan and heavy gold chain. Prince Mendax was in fact the future modernist novelist and literary heroine Virginia Woolf. It was a good hoax to play on the Royal Navy that sustained the British Empire at its height. But aristocratic bluff was also a deceptive performance skill that helped the people of a small island nation to rule a vast worldwide empire.

         Of course, military deception (MILDEC), which the US Joint Chiefs define as ‘actions executed to deliberately mislead adversary decision makers as to friendly military capabilities, intentions and operations’, has been used all over the world. In China 2,400 years ago, Sun Tzu said in The Art of War that ‘All warfare is based on deception’. The hadith or proverb, ‘al-harb khuda’, attributed to the Prophet Muhammad – peace be upon him – also means ‘war is deception’. The famous stratagem that toppled Troy was the Greek gift of a wooden horse – with a special force, including the wily Odysseus, hidden inside.

         The Trojan War was fought over a sexually attractive woman, and deception has deep roots in biology. Vladimir Nabokov observed that ‘Everything is deception … from the insect that mimics a leaf to the popular enticements of procreation.’ Deception also marks predator–prey relations. Weaker animals evolve disguises or camouflages to protect themselves against more powerful ones. Human animals, however, are uneasy with the idea of deception because it confers unfair advantage and destroys cooperation. In The Republic, Plato said that only the rulers of the city are entitled to tell lies, and then only in order to benefit the city and in direct response to the actions of enemies or troublesome citizens.

         The British developed deception in both World Wars as a response to dangers represented by new military technologies on land, at sea and in the air. This was especially true in WW2, when the weakened nation had its back to the wall after the rest of Europe had fallen into what Churchill called ‘the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule’. It is against Nazi Germany that Britain developed some of the most sophisticated and brilliant deceptions in history. Winston Churchill’s interest in secrecy and deception, however, goes back to the beginning of WW1.

         
      
    

         In July 1911, during the Agadir crisis, Churchill was Home Secretary, and was talking to the Chief Commissioner of Police at a Downing Street garden party. Germany was flexing some naval muscle in Morocco. The Chief Commissioner mentioned that the Home Office was responsible for guarding two magazines where the Royal Navy stored its explosives, and that only a few constables were on the job. Churchill asked what might happen if ‘twenty determined Germans in two or three motor cars arrived well armed upon the scene one night’, and was told such a force could not be held off. Churchill promptly ‘quitted the garden party’, armed and reinforced the Metropolitan Police and called out the British Army to help secure the cordite reserves. This set him thinking about espionage and counter-espionage, and he signed new warrants to allow the mail of suspected German agents to be opened. As First Lord of the Admiralty in 1914, one of his earliest ‘Most Secret’ memos of wartime gave instructions to build a dummy fleet of ten large merchant vessels mocked up in wood and canvas to look like far bigger battleships in silhouette, so as to baffle and distract enemy aeroplanes and submarines. Three of these ‘battleships’ were sent to the Dardanelles in February 1915 to lure the German fleet out into the North Sea.

         As a young man, he scorned dishonesty – ‘I had no idea in those days of the enormous and unquestionably helpful part that humbug plays in the social life of great peoples dwelling in a state of democratic freedom’ – but Churchill came thoroughly to approve of deception in warfare. This book argues that British twentieth-century military deception has four pillars: camouflage, propaganda, secret intelligence and special forces. Churchill was excited by T. E. Lawrence’s ideas about guerrilla warfare, based on disguise and surprise rather than frontal assault, and it was in Churchill’s prime ministership that the Commandos and the SAS were founded. He also became a master of propaganda who, as the broadcaster Edward R. Murrow said, ‘mobilized the English language and sent it into battle’.

         Native cunning links all Churchill’s wizards, creative people using their skills to help their country in a struggle for survival. The two World Wars recruited widely from the nation’s pool of talent, not just from the narrow caste of professional soldiers. This book is about artists and scientists, film and theatre people, novelists and naturalists, as well as daredevils, commandos and the Home Guard who disguised machine-gun posts as gentlemen’s toilets or genteel tearooms.

         The first half of the book is about WW1, in which the first British explorations of camouflage brought together the skills of the big-game hunter Hesketh Prichard, the theatre-hand Oliver Bernard and the society portrait painter Solomon J. Solomon. The Oxford archaeologist T. E. Lawrence dressed up in white robes and became ‘Lawrence of Arabia’, George Bernard Shaw (in khaki and tin hat) sent polemical dispatches from the trenches, and the popular author John Buchan became the head of British propaganda. The second half of the book is about WW2, and introduces two little-known geniuses, the larger-than-life, German-speaking Daily Express journalist Sefton Delmer and a hyper-observant, cinema-loving regular soldier called Dudley Clarke. Delmer, Clarke and their cohorts wove an ever more complex web of tactical trickery, strategic deception and black propaganda to help the Allies win the war.

         But our story begins in the summer of 1914.
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            1

            The War of Nerves

         

         When Winston Churchill read the newspapers in Portsmouth he had a sudden, vivid feeling that something ‘sinister and measureless’ had occurred. On 28 June 1914, the Emperor Franz Joseph I’s nephew and heir-presumptive, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his pregnant wife Sophie, had taken the wrong turning in Sarajevo. A faraway cloud no bigger than a man’s hand was about to become a great storm, embroiling millions of people from scores of nations.

         The Archduke Ferdinand was the hated symbol of the Austro-Hungarian Empire that had annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in October 1908, tearing it away from Greater Serbia. The Black Hand, a Serb nationalist terrorist cell, intended to kill the archduke as he drove in his motorcade through Sarajevo. One of the conspirators threw a bomb from the crowd, but the chauffeur floored the accelerator and the black car shot over the device, which exploded behind, injuring dignitaries in the following vehicle as well as some bystanders. Hours later, driving back from a hospital visit to the injured, the chauffeur took his fateful wrong turn.

         As the car reversed slowly back up Gebet Street, it passed a tubercular and weedy-looking youth called Gavrilo Princip, consoling himself with a sandwich in Moritz Schiller’s cafe. The 19-year-old Bosnian Serb could hardly believe his luck, for he was one of the seven-strong gang disappointed by the failure of the earlier bomb. In one pocket Princip had a cyanide capsule and in the other a Belgian-made Browning 9 mm semi-automatic pistol. The open-topped Austrian car offered him a second opportunity for his cause to make its mark on history, and he shot the Archduke and his wife at close range.

         Throughout July 1914, the widening reverberations of this incident in the Balkans tipped other nations towards war. In London’s Fleet Street, where all Britain’s national newspapers were edited and printed, Philip Gibbs’s sensitive, well-bred face was a familiar sight. At 37, he had fingers yellow from chain-smoking, but he was a star journalist of many scoops who had written the first best-selling novel about newspaper reporters, The Street of Adventure. As events unfolded, Gibbs reported ‘dazed incredibility’ in middle England, uncertainty in Whitehall’s corridors of power, and ‘profound ignorance’ behind all the feverish activity of Fleet Street newspaper offices. In Paris, too, where Gibbs arrived on assignment for the last days of July, the word was ‘Incroyable!’

         In England, Much Ado About Nothing was opening the summer festival at Stratford-upon-Avon; Wimbledon was under way; there was racing at Goodwood and eights training for Henley. War seemed as stunningly unlikely as the heat on that August Bank Holiday weekend. The Scottish writer John Buchan was moving among the leading lights of the Liberal government, and breakfasted with the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, on Saturday, 1 August, finding him ‘pale and a little haggard but steadfast as a rock’. Buchan also recalled ‘Mr Churchill’s high spirits, which sobered now and then when he remembered the desperate issues’.

         Winston Churchill, approaching his fortieth birthday, had been the First Lord of the Admiralty since 1911. Britain would not be unprepared for war on his watch: ammunition dumps and oil depots were guarded, coastal patrols instituted, the First Fleet quietly sent from Portland to the North Sea in case of a sudden German attack. Churchill was playing bridge with F. E. Smith and Max Aitken at the Admiralty around 10 p.m. that Saturday, when a large red Foreign Office despatch box arrived with a small sheet of paper inside bearing a single line of news: Imperial Germany has declared war on Imperial Russia. Churchill rang a bell for a servant, changed out of his dinner jacket and left the room to go and see the Prime Minister. Aitken (the Canadian adventurer who later became Lord Beaverbrook, owner of the Daily and Sunday Express) remembered him as oddly calm and businesslike. Churchill entered 10 Downing Street ‘by the garden gate’ and found Asquith with Grey and Haldane and Lord Crewe. He told them he was going to decree full mobilisation of the Grand Fleet of the Royal Navy. From the Admiralty, Churchill wrote to his wife at one in the morning:

         
      
    

         
            Cat – dear – it is all up. Germany has quenched the last hope of peace by declaring war on Russia, & the declaration against France is momentarily expected … the world is gone mad…

         

         Lord Haldane, deputising at the War Office for the Prime Minister, was described by John Buchan as displaying ‘uncanny placidity’; this was exactly what he had been preparing for. As Secretary of State for War from 1905 to 1912, Haldane had created the General Staff, the Territorial Force, the Special Reserve, the Officers’ Training Corps in schools and universities, and, in 1907, the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). Britain was the only country in Europe that did not have conscription. Its small yet professional army had already been on ‘Precautionary Measures’ for a few days, with all regular soldiers recalled from leave.

         The first shots were fired between French and Germans at Petit-Croix, near Belfort, on Sunday, 2 August. Imperial Germany declared war on France on the following day. This meant the Germans had campaigns on two fronts: east against Russia, west against France. Because the Germans knew that backward Russia would mobilise more slowly, seven of the eight German armies were dedicated to attacking France first. General von Moltke followed the plan of Count von Schlieffen for his main attack, which was to strike at the heart of France by encircling and seizing Paris. The best way to do this was to drive through the neutral kingdom of Belgium and then wheel most of his armed forces left, to the west of Paris. On 3 August, the Germans demanded free passage through Belgium’s territory. King Albert I and his government refused ‘to sacrifice the honour of their nation and betray their duty towards Europe’. Germany then declared war on Belgium.

         Gunfire in Brussels acted as the starting pistol for the UK. The British government now requested an assurance from the German government that Belgium’s wishes be respected. Britain was a signatory to the 1839 Treaty of London that had guaranteed the independence and neutrality of Belgium, and a hostile power just over the Channel in Belgium directly threatened British interests and British shipping. To Bethmann-Hollweg, the German Imperial Chancellor, a treaty about Belgium was just ‘a scrap of paper’; but the British said that their word was binding.

         
      
    

         ‘The die is cast,’ pronounced The Times first leader on Monday, 3 August: ‘Europe is to be the scene of the most terrible war that she has witnessed since the fall of the Roman Empire.’ John Buchan thought that Bank Holiday Monday was ‘the strangest in the memory of man’:

         
            An air of great and terrible things impending impressed the most casual visitor. Crowds hung about telegraph offices and railway stations; men stood in the street in little groups; there was not much talking but many spells of tense silence. The country was uneasy.

         

         Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, put the case in Parliament and only five MPs voted against war in defence of Belgium. Among them was the dissenting aristocrat and peace campaigner Arthur Ponsonby. The opening chapter of his 1928 bestseller, Falsehood in War-Time, concerns what was not talked about in the parliamentary debate: the secret military arrangements that Britain had made with France in 1911 for seven divisions of the BEF to support the French left and for the Royal Navy to protect the French north coast in the event of a German attack. ‘This commitment was not known to the people; it was not known to Parliament; it was not even known to all the members of the Cabinet.’ Ponsonby argued that Sir Edward Grey’s statement was disingenuous. If these contingency plans had been made public, Imperial Germany might have hesitated instead of precipitately declaring war. For Ponsonby, it was ‘a deplorable subterfuge’ for Grey to insist that Parliament was free to decide.

         ‘What happens now?’ Churchill asked the Foreign Secretary as they left the chamber. ‘Now,’ replied Grey, ‘we shall send them an ultimatum.’ Grey and Asquith hand-wrote the demand to Imperial Germany between them on the Cabinet table in No. 10 Downing Street. Unless German troops withdrew from Belgium by midnight German time (11 p.m. GMT) on Tuesday, 4 August, Britain would declare war.

         Five German armies violated Belgian neutrality around dawn on that day. Although the invasion force of a million men was one of the largest ever seen, Belgian soldiers and the Garde Civique started shooting back. It took eight German divisions finally to reduce Liège by 16 August. Panicky and sometimes drunk German soldiers were so angered by the brave Belgian resistance, so afraid of irregulars or guerrillas without uniforms known as francs-tireurs or free-shooters, and so upset by rumours that captured Germans were being mutilated, that they began burning buildings, using Belgian civilians as ‘human shields’, and bayoneting or shooting them out of hand.

         In London, Lord Haldane gave the order to go to war at 4 p.m. on Tuesday, 4 August. The ‘War Book’ was opened. From the chaotic hive of the War Office buzzed out many terse telegrams: MOBILISE, signed Troopers. As this message cascaded from army to corps to division to battalion, all British army reservists were sent further individual telegrams ordering them to report back to their old regimental depots early the following day. Every soldier and staff-officer worth his salt wanted to be in the BEF and see some action before it was all over.

         Many remembered the oddly festive mood at the outbreak of war, with patriotic mafficking and crowds singing ‘God Save the King’ outside Buckingham Palace. The society portrait painter Solomon J. Solomon, who had recently been in the Palace doing studies of the royal family for a huge painting for the Guildhall, was in a dull committee meeting of the Royal Academy in Burlington House, Piccadilly, late on the evening of 4 August. A dozen silver candelabra with lighted candles shone on the few council members round the table, under portraits by Thomas Gainsborough and Sir Joshua Reynolds. They discussed gallery closures and what to do now that the porters were being mobilised. ‘Towards the end of our meeting,’ Solomon recalled, ‘an eerie distant shouting was heard from a howling mass of presumably young people swaying up St James’s Street. It had been announced from Buckingham Palace that we were also to take up arms against Germany.’

         In France, Philip Gibbs was chafing at the bit. The Daily Chronicle had sent him abroad as a war correspondent, but the French military authorities stopped him getting to the front. He went west to Nancy and saw French lancers trotting through dust and the horse teams pulling batteries of guns along tree-lined avenues. He watched the French infantry marching off towards the Alsace frontier, wearing kepis and bright horizon-blue coats and baggy red trousers, led by their officers with swords and white gloves. Foch’s staff ordered him back to Paris. Gibbs was not allowed to see the French army being blown away by German howitzers, nor their conspicuous uniforms riddled by machine-gun bullets.

         
      
    

         The previous Monday, a grim Lord Kitchener had been on the return journey to Egypt when he was called back to London. ‘Lord Kitchener was more than a national hero,’ wrote Violet Bonham Carter, Asquith’s daughter. ‘He was a national institution.’ Herbert Horatio Kitchener was the general who industrialised British imperial warfare. He was summoned to No. 10 for a Council of War on the Wednesday. His view was that the war would not be won by sea-power alone, but by great battles on the Continent. It would last three years, and take manpower in the millions. Prime Minister Asquith asked him to take on the job of Secretary of State for War. Three days later Kitchener made his first appeal for men to join his ‘New Armies’. Up went vast posters in places like Trafalgar Square, emblazoned with his moustached face and pointing finger: ‘Your Country Needs YOU.’

         On Thursday, 6 August 1914, the British Cabinet agreed to send the 100,000 men of the BEF, with Field Marshal Sir John French as commander-in-chief, to the Franco–Belgian border to support the left of the eight French armies, and to face the advancing German right. Protected by the Royal Navy’s warships and wireless-fitted aircraft, packed troopships sailed from Southampton to Rouen and Boulogne over the weekend of 8–9 August. Most of the BEF was safely in position in northern France and southern Belgium by the 20th.

         They went with no publicity and no press coverage, because, under Kitchener, British censorship became total. The Committee of Imperial Defence drafted the first Defence of the Realm Act (DoRA) giving the government extra coercive and censorship powers (‘to prevent persons communicating with the enemy or obtaining information for that purpose’). It became law on 8 August 1914 and was extended or ‘consolidated’, as the term was, several times during the war. New standing orders forbade servicemen ‘to give any military information to press correspondents, military attachés or civilians’.

         This news blackout enabled the BEF to move in secrecy without German intelligence also reading about it in the newspapers, but Philip Gibbs recalled how the draconian censorship ‘throttled’ journalism at a stroke: he was actually on the telephone from Paris to the London office when the line was cut off in mid-sentence. Staff journalists now lived the lives of desperate harried freelances, without accreditation or support, ingeniously improvising ways to get their dispatches through, while trying to evade arrest by both French and British military authorities.

         
      
    

         Out in the field, Gibbs palled up with two other correspondents, W. T. Massey, whom he called ‘the Strategist’, and H. M. Tomlinson, nicknamed ‘the Philosopher’. In the first two months of the war, these three covered thousands of miles in France and Belgium by train, bus, taxi, and on foot, grasping at straws, or contemplating defeat:

         
            Yet we went on, mixed up always in refugee rushes, in masses of troops moving forward to the front or backwards in retreat, getting brief glimpses of the real happenings behind the screen of secrecy.

            Philip Gibbs, The Soul of the War (1915)

         

         Sometimes the reporters had to carry their own copy back to Fleet Street, staying a few hours before crossing the Channel again to France. They wore civilian clothes, had no military passports, and carried bags of money to hire cars at exorbitant prices, to live in hotels and to bribe doorkeepers in the ante-chambers of war. They were still threatened with being shot as traitors. ‘Many [journalists] were arrested, put into prison, let out, caught again in forbidden places, re-arrested and expelled from France.’ Gibbs was himself arrested five times.

         The forward thrust of the German forces caused the Belgian, French and British armies to retreat in the first four weeks. German brutalities panicked thousands of civilians into becoming refugees on the roads, or fighting their way on to trains. H. R. Knickerbocker commented:

         
            Whenever you find hundreds and thousands of sane people trying to get out of a place and a little bunch of madmen trying to get in, you know the latter are reporters.

         

         But the journalists did good work. Lloyd George says in his War Memoirs that Kitchener’s military briefings were terse almost to the point of unintelligibility, so the first clear news the British Cabinet itself got about the desperate fighting retreat of the British army was from Arthur Moore’s report in a special Sunday edition of The Times on 30 August ‘that had escaped the censor’. The contagion of fear from the war zone was palpable. ‘The shadow of its looming terror crept across the fields of France,’ wrote Gibbs in 1914, ‘though they lay golden in the sunlight of the harvest month.’

         In contrast the Germans wanted both their own and foreign newspapers to trumpet their awesome advance. When the veteran American war correspondent Richard Harding Davis witnessed the German army marching unopposed into Brussels on 20 August 1914, he noticed the disconcerting power of their uniforms to deceive and disguise. Feldgrau (‘field grey’) ‘held the mystery and menace of fog rolling toward you across the sea’:

         
            All moved under a cloak of invisibility. Only after the most numerous and severe tests at all distances, with all materials and combinations of colors that give forth no color, could this gray have been discovered …

            After you have seen this service uniform … you are convinced that for the German soldier it is his strongest weapon. Even the most expert marksman cannot hit a target he cannot see … It is the gray of the hour just before daybreak, the gray of unpolished steel … Like a river of steel it flowed, gray and ghostlike.

            The News Chronicle, London, 23 August 1914

         

         Nothing galvanises the British quite like being despised by Germans. A canny staff officer at British GHQ put the British Expeditionary Force on their mettle by telling them (untruthfully) that Kaiser Wilhelm II had called them ‘General French’s contemptible little army’. The title ‘Old Contemptible’ became a badge of honour.

         My mother’s father, Geoffrey Page, was in that BEF and went off to France with them in August 1914. Second Lieutenant Page, son of the vicar of Mountfield in Sussex and not long out of Sandhurst, was proud, at the age of 20, to be leading fifty or so men of No. 3 platoon, A company, 2nd Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers. When he disembarked in France in 1914 it was his first time abroad and he had never heard a shot fired in anger. For a modern reader, two themes emerge from the diary that he should not have kept: the shock of the new, powerful technologies of twentieth-century warfare – aeroplanes, artillery and machine guns – and the men’s need to find shelter from them.

         Early on the morning of 26 August, his platoon had barely scraped lying-down trenches in the stubble and stooks of a wheat field north of Longsart Farm near Esnes when German shrapnel broke over their heads, and machine-gun bullets began chopping up their parapets of dirt and straw. His platoon made their stand at the extreme left of the five-mile British line at the Battle of Le Cateau, from which only nine escaped. In the continuing retreat from Mons to the Marne, Geoffrey Page’s diary shows an obsession with spies, because being seen and spotted brings down violent retribution.

         
      
    

         
             

         

         John Buchan’s fiction caught the zeitgeist of 1914, the spy mania and invasion paranoia that marked the start of the Great War, especially along the North Sea coastline between Cromer and Dover. About 120 miles away from the gunfire of Le Cateau, across the English Channel in the seaside town of Broadstairs in Kent, Wednesday, 26 August 1914 was also Buchan’s thirty-ninth birthday. He was recuperating from an attack of duodenal ulcers and writing a fast-paced yarn about the secret forces and hidden hands behind political events, a book which incorporated his own age into its title, The Thirty-Nine Steps.

         John Buchan had entered Who’s Who as an undergraduate at Oxford, been an elite administrator in South Africa, written short stories, essays, poems, history and biography, deputy-edited The Spectator, and was now the prospective Unionist candidate for the Parliamentary seat of Peeblesshire and Selkirk. Since 1907 he had also been the literary adviser to the Scottish publishing house of Thomas Nelson and Sons. To keep the presses running, he had agreed to edit and write a weekly illustrated magazine called The War (which folded after six months) as well as almost single-handedly researching and writing a monthly partwork, Nelson’s History of the War, more than a million words of contemporaneous narrative history which ended up as twenty-four red volumes. Buchan (who gave all his profits and royalties from it to war charities) compared himself to Thucydides writing the History of the Peloponnesian War in which he himself was taking part.

         In this new thriller, his eighteenth book, the real Broadstairs was transmogrified into ‘Bradgate’ for the dramatic climax. Further up the east coast of England, genteel Frinton-on-Sea in Essex was also in a state of high excitement in early August 1914 when a 15-year-old public-schoolboy called Dudley Wrangel Clarke came back home from the Charterhouse Officer Training Corps summer camp in Staffordshire. Already determined to become a professional soldier, he had not yet developed the talents he would later show as the genius of British deception in WW2. For now the boy was delighted to see soldiers digging up the front for defences and naval destroyers aggressively patrolling the sea, in face of a supposed ‘threatened hostile landing’ in East Anglia. Further north, Great Yarmouth was full of journalists eager to scoop the story of barges imminently expected from the Frisian Islands, packed with pointy-helmeted Huns, grinding on to British summer holiday beaches.

         
      
    

         The Royal Academician Solomon J. Solomon, author of The Practice of Oil Painting and Drawing, and a still vigorous and enthusiastic man in his fifties, was spending the summer on the outskirts of St Albans in Hertfordshire. The war fever of that hot August prompted him to consider how art and painting could help hide things from the eyes of enemy Zeppelins in the skies. In his mother-in-law’s large garden Solomon began furiously experimenting. He used paints and dyes he had bought as well as mud-pies and crushed leaves, staining sheets of butter muslin that he dried on the lawn and the tennis net. Then he hung the results between plants and shrubs or draped them over bamboo canes by trees and hedges, looking down from upstairs at their colours and shadows as the light slowly changed.

         
             

         

         In September 1914 Winston Churchill was caught up in his own espionage drama in north-west Scotland. In ‘My Spy-Story’, published in Thoughts and Adventures in 1932, Churchill relates how he went north by special train to the Highlands and was travelling west by car to visit the fleet when the flotilla commodore, who was in the back with the director of Naval Intelligence, pointed out a large searchlight mounted on the turreted roof of a Scottish baronial castle in a deer-forest near Achnasheen. As the car sped on into Wester Ross, they all tried to puzzle out what the device might actually be used for.

         
            At last the road went winding downwards round a purple hill, and before us far below there gleamed a bay of blue water in which rode at anchor, outlined in miniature as in a plan, the twenty Dreadnoughts and Super-Dreadnoughts on which the command of the seas depended. Around them and darting about between them were many scores of small craft. The vessels themselves were painted for the first time in the queer mottled fashion which marked the early beginnings of the science of Camouflage. The whole scene bursting thus suddenly upon the eye and with all its immense significance filling the mind, was one which I shall never forget …*

            ‘What would the German Emperor give,’ I said to my companions, ‘to see this?’

         

         
      
    

         The Admiralty officials discussed the means by which such intelligence might get back to Germany. Submarines were causing much anxiety. After the light cruiser HMS Birmingham had sliced through the German submarine U-15 on 9 August, hundreds of miles from the nearest German naval base, the Royal Navy began to understand these vessels had greater range than anyone had realised. Churchill was anxious that U-boats could be picking up wireless messages:

         
            ‘… suppose a submarine flotilla were lurking about behind some of the islands and suppose a Zeppelin came over and saw the Fleet, couldn’t she tell them and lay them on at once?’ … ‘Suppose there was a spy on shore who signalled to the Zeppelin, and the Zeppelin without coming near the bay signalled to the submarines’ … ‘Suppose, for instance, … someone had a searchlight …’

         

         At lunch on Admiral Sir John Jellicoe’s flagship HMS Iron Duke the subject came up again. Rumours about that shooting estate, involving foreigners and aeroplanes, made Churchill even more determined to investigate. He requisitioned four pistols from the battleship’s armoury, just in case ‘the searchlight was an enemy signal and a Scotch shooting-lodge a nest of desperate German spies’.

         Churchill led an armed and uniformed naval party back to Lochrosque Lodge, and summoned its owner. The former Liberal Unionist MP and Carlton Club member Sir Arthur Bignold was surprised to be called from his dinner to explain that he actually kept a 24-inch searchlight on the battlements only because its beam picked up the gleaming green eyes of the deer on the braes at night so the ghillies and stalkers could locate them more easily the next day for the shooting parties. Churchill found this hard to believe, although it was quite true.

         Whatever the cause, the anxiety was quite understandable. No one knew the U-boats’ range, and no protective defences against them were ready in harbours like Scapa Flow in Orkney. If anyone had any lingering doubts about the vulnerability of very big ships to torpedoes, the Germans scotched them dramatically in the North Sea on 22 September 1914 when Kapitänleutnant Otto Weddingen in U-9 sank three British armoured cruisers, Aboukir, Hogue and Cressey, with the loss of 1,460 lives.

         From November 1914, Churchill encouraged the development of armed Decoy Ships, ‘mystery ships’ or ‘Q-Boats’, to help counter the menace of German submarines on the high seas. The deception was based on observation of their practice. Because the Germans thriftily saved their torpedoes for larger armed vessels, U-boats attacking merchant shipping would usually surface, force the merchant seamen crew to evacuate in their lifeboats and then sink the ship by holing the water line with 37 mm gunfire. Churchill’s ‘Q-ships’ accordingly looked like merchant navy vessels, dingy cargo ships, coasters, colliers or trawlers. They had scruffy civilian crews and they flew the Red (merchant navy) Ensign, but they also carried concealed guns ‘which by a pantomime trick of trap doors and shutters could suddenly come into action’, as Churchill wrote in The World Crisis.

         Over 300 Q-ships had gone out by November 1918, and although they claimed only eleven of the 182 German submarines sunk in WW1, their dramatic exploits stirred the British imagination that liked pirate stories. The Wonder Book of Daring Deeds, a typical 1930s volume of cheery British imperial propaganda, told how Lieutenant Stuart and Seaman Williams won VCs to match the one their captain, Gordon Campbell, had already won, when their Q-ship Pargust was torpedoed by a U-boat off Ireland on 2 June 1917. The ‘panic party’ rowed away from the ship, but when the enemy submarine surfaced, screens dropped to reveal hidden guns that opened fire.

         ‘Deception, however, was not a British monopoly’ says Edwyn A. Gray, completing the story in his book The U-Boat War 1914–1918:

         
            [Kapitänleutnant Ernst] Rosenow replied by sending some of his crew on deck with their hands raised in surrender. Campbell immediately ordered the guns to hold fire but suddenly realised that UC-29 was trying to escape under cover of the truce. Once again Pargust’s guns blazed, and this time no quarter was asked or given.

         

         The twentieth-century surge in camouflage and deception was not just a response to the machinery of new weapons on land, at sea and in the air, but also to the new information technologies which in time of war became dangerous. The secret war therefore aimed from the beginning to destroy or disrupt enemy communications.

         Early on 5 August 1914, the crew of the British cable ship Telconia, offshore from Emden on the German–Dutch coastline, dealt with five German telegraph cables that ran down the English Channel to France, Spain, Africa and the Americas, grappling them, hauling them up, and chopping the bright wires through their slimy gutta-percha sheathing.

         The electromagnetic telegraph had been born in the USA in 1846, but the British Empire was the first to get wired. In 1866, Brunel’s ship the Great Eastern laid the successful trans Atlantic cable that made use of Samuel Morse’s code of dots and dashes. By 1870 the UK was linked to Bombay, and the line was extended via Dutch Java to Australia in 1871. The Pacific Cable Board was set up at the beginning of the twentieth century by the governments of Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand to provide telegraphy within the British Empire.

         Thirty years after Morse’s telegraph, Edison’s improved telephone arrived, which still needed wires; another twenty years later came literally ‘wireless’ communication: the magic of radio. The German physicist Heinrich Hertz had worked out the principle of radiation and was the first to produce electromagnetic waves artificially, but an Italian physicist, Guglielmo Marconi, continued his experiments in Britain, aiming to set up the world’s first permanent wireless station. By July 1900, he had installed radio apparatuses on a Royal Navy cruiser and a battleship so successfully that the British Admiralty soon contracted for dozens more warships to be fitted.

         Radio/wireless signalling – and interception – play an important role in WW1. The first British Empire soldier to fire a shot against the Germans, on 12 August 1914, was Regimental Sergeant Major Alhaji Grunshi of the Gold Coast Regiment, during the campaign to silence the German wireless station at Kamina in Togoland. This station linked Germany to Windhoek in German South-West Africa, to Dar-es-Salaam in German East Africa, to German shipping in the South Atlantic and to German agents all around South America. All the German radio stations across the Pacific – Yap, Apia, Rabaul, Nauru – were silenced by British Empire forces in August and September 1914.

         Germany’s response to this communications war was to slice through Britain’s global cables wherever their longest stretches were hardest to repair. On 7 September 1914, a three-funnelled warship, flying a friendly French flag, dropped anchor just off the north-west corner of Fanning Island, a low coral atoll in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Two boatloads of men rowed swiftly ashore. The German sailors and marines of the Imperial German Navy light cruiser Nürnberg pulled out pistols and machine guns and began to wreck the cable station under the coconut palms. They harmed no one, but a demolition crew blew up the generators and accumulators. Axes smashed the control-room instruments and liberated ammonium chloride from the cells. The landing party also looted all the gold sovereigns from the superintendent’s safe, where they found Alfred Smith’s treasure map showing where he had hidden the spare instruments and the Fanning Island Volunteer Reserve’s arms and ammunition. These were duly dug up and destroyed. Meanwhile, Nürnberg’s companion ship, the Bremen class light cruiser Leipzig, had hauled up and severed the Fanning–Canada cable and dragged the long end out to sink in deep water. Then they cut the Fanning–Fiji cable, but dragged it out only as far as the shallow reef where, luckily, it could quite soon be dredged up and reconnected by the British.

         Another German light cruiser from China, the Emden, headed west into the Indian Ocean and became the most famous raider of the war, causing millions of pounds worth of havoc by shelling the oil tanks at Madras, attacking Penang harbour and capturing and sinking merchant ships. Her captain, Karl von Müller, was adept at deception. By fitting a fake fourth smokestack and flying a Royal Navy ensign, Emden sometimes passed as the British cruiser HMS Yarmouth until she got within range and revealed her true colours.

         On 9 November 1914, Emden carried out another cable-cutting raid. This time the mission was to sever the Indian Ocean telegraph connection between South Africa and Australia at one of its junctions, Direction Island in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. Again, a landing party came ashore, harmed no one, smashed all the Morse machinery with axes and severed two cables. But there was an additional task in the Cocos: to blow up the wireless tower, because by this time shore-to-ship and ship-to-ship radio was helping the Allies to coordinate their tracking of the enemy. (Emden always kept radio silence, but listened carefully to all other wireless traffic, judging distance by strength of signal only.) The wireless demolition job was done remarkably politely; the Germans agreed not to drop the tower across the only tennis court. But they were just too late. The men of the Eastern Telegraph Extension Company had managed to transmit a signal that John Keegan has described as ‘perhaps the earliest ever piece of real-time intelligence of the electronic age’. This wireless message, ‘strange ship in entrance’, reached an Australian convoy two hours away, which sent the cruiser HMAS Sydney to investigate. Emden had to up anchor and run for it; outgunned by Sydney, she was scuttled and shelled on a reef, with half her crew killed or wounded. The other two cable-cutters, Nürnberg and Leipzig, were both sunk on 8 December 1914 in the Battle of the Falkland Islands.

         Britain was determined to rule the airwaves. The German navy or Kaiserliche Marine talked to its vessels at sea by radio, using codes. German U-boats communicated with their control centre at Wilhelms-haven, hundreds of miles away, on the 400 metre waveband. On 2 August 1914, the British government had taken ‘control over the transmission of messages by wireless telegraphy’, closing down amateur and merchant marine use. In the late summer of 1914, the Royal Navy’s Director of the Intelligence Division of the Naval Staff (DID), Rear Admiral Henry Oliver, raised to fourteen the number of radio intercept stations along Britain’s east coast. Their task was to monitor all the German Hochseeflotte signals traffic and to supply useful information to the Admiralty. These stations were staffed by ex-General Post Office (GPO) engineers and by ‘ham’ radio operators whose private sets had been banned. From 1915 onwards, the British employed the new technique of wireless direction finding (DF) to locate German transmitters and to intercept their radio transmissions. The principal site for this was Hunstanton Coast Guard Station on the Wash in Norfolk, which could ‘tap the air’ in Flanders and northern France as well as the North Sea, and sent non-naval military information about the Western Front to the War Office and thence to the Intelligence Section of GHQ France.

         Rear Admiral Oliver also asked the director of Naval Education, Sir Alfred Ewing, to set up a department to break the codes and ciphers that the German navy were using. Ewing hired the cleverest teachers and academics he knew. One of them was the hockey-playing Scotsman Alastair Denniston, who had been teaching German at the Royal Naval College at Osborne on the Isle of Wight. Denniston became the great cryptanalyst who later headed the Government Code and Cipher School (GC&CS, nicknamed the Golf, Cheese and Chess Society, the forerunner of GCHQ) and who started Bletchley Park.

         In the decoding and deciphering game, the British got very lucky very soon. By the end of 1914, the Royal Navy possessed the three principal codebooks of the Imperial German Navy, one obtained in Australia, one captured by Russian allies, and one trawled up in a British fishing net from a sunken German destroyer off the Dutch coast. Foolishly, the Germans did not change their signal books, and so in Room 40 of the Old Building of the Admiralty in London, British Naval Intelligence, by stops and starts, began reading the enemy messages that would help them to win the war. It was as First Lord of the Admiralty in WW1 that Winston Churchill first got the taste for Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) that would be so important to him as Prime Minister in WW2.

         
             

         

         The Duke of Wellington once said: ‘All the business of war, and indeed all the business of life, is to endeavour to find out what you don’t know by what you do; that’s what I called “guessing what was at the other side of the hill”.’

         If you get high enough, you can see right over the other side of the hill. Since 1783, when Frenchmen pioneered the new technology, balloons had offered the tantalising chance of doing this. British military ballooning began in 1878, first used in the field by the Royal Engineers Balloon Company, who kept an observer aloft for seven hours in the 1885 campaign against the Mahdi in the Sudan. In the Boer War, sappers took reconnaissance photographs from balloons, and in May 1904 they first transmitted and received wireless communications while aloft. By 1914, all kite-balloons that were fastened to the ground belonged to the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and the ones tethered to ships to the Royal Navy Air Service (RNAS). Spotters in the navy kite-balloons at the Dardanelles in 1915, for example, helped to direct naval gunfire and to keep an eye out for enemy submarines.

         Captive ‘sausage’ balloons used for observation were a familiar sight along all the front lines from Macedonia to Belgium. In November 1914, the historic cloth hall and cathedral of Ypres were destroyed by explosive shellfire directed from German observation balloons. British observers in balloons were linked by telephone to field batteries below, to HQ and to the wider world. In a quiet spell in 1917, one observer gave his private number to the operator and found himself, a quarter of an hour later, high above France talking to his wife in north London. Naturally, observation balloons became targets too. When the official war artist C. R. W Nevinson went up in a kite-balloon above the Western front one night in 1917 to observe and sketch the flashes of the guns in the darkness, he was strapped to a bulky parachute, ready to jump should incendiary bullets ignite the hydrogen in the ‘gas-bag’ above him. (Nevinson was the first British artist to paint the aerial view. His lithographs of 1917, In The Air and Banking at 4000 Feet, catch the queasy yaw of looking down on patchwork fields from a small open aeroplane.)

         The Germans took balloon technology forward by investing heavily in Count Zeppelin’s rigid inflatable airships, but the French also led the way in the development of aeroplanes for use in war. By the summer of 1911, the French air corps had over 200 aeroplanes, and their coordination with the cavalry, infantry and artillery on the ground in the military manoeuvres at the Camp de Châlons impressed foreign observers. By 1914, the Imperial German Air Service, the Luftstreit-kräfte, had 246 aircraft and eleven airships compared to Britain’s 110 aircraft and six airships. The British may have come later to the game, but then they forged ahead. The RFC was formed in spring 1912 with only eighteen machines, but with the aim of creating seven ‘squadrons’ of a dozen planes, plus an airship/kite squadron in its Military Wing. The earliest, flimsiest aeroplanes of the RFC had no integral armaments because their purpose was reconnaissance. The leader of the RFC in 1914 was Brigadier General Sir David Henderson, who had been staff captain (Intelligence) in the Sudan campaign and director of Military Intelligence in the second Boer War. David Henderson had himself learned to fly in 1911, the year when aeroplanes first proved their value in both the French and German Army manoeuvres, and became, at 49, one of the oldest pilots in the world. He wrote an important primer on information gathering, Field Intelligence, in 1903 and published The Art of Reconnaissance in 1907.

         During the British Army military exercises or manoeuvres of September 1912, aircraft of the RFC proved invaluable in reconnaissance over Norfolk. Jimmy Grierson, defending Thetford, had the army airship Gamma communicating to him (by wireless, from up to thirty-five miles away) all the daylight movements of Douglas Haig’s division, attacking from the east, trying to move under the cover of roadside hedges. They became more rather than less conspicuous to the aerial spotters when they tried a primitive sort of Birnam Wood camouflage, covering wagons and guns with branches of trees.

         The third edition of Henderson’s Art of Reconnaissance, published in May 1914, contained a whole new chapter on ‘Aerial Reconnaissance’. Henderson predicted that the new aircraft would make it impossible to prevent enemy surveillance. Aerial spotting would lift the fog of secrecy from strategic moves and make commanders more cautious, because surprise would be harder to achieve. Henderson could foresee the air arm completely superseding the cavalry. Churchill too saw the appeal of the air and its freedom. He first flew as a passenger in 1912, and many hundreds of flights would follow. He encouraged the Naval Wing of the RFC to pioneer wireless telegraphy in airships, and to detect submarines from the air. Relishing the Royal Navy tradition of attack, Churchill foresaw a far more aggressive role for aircraft than Henderson’s idea of intelligence gathering and reporting.

         When early pilots on opposing sides met in the air, they either ignored each other, or saluted in a display of Brüderschaft. Then manners broke down. According to John Masters, they first began throwing objects like bricks at each other, then using small arms. Once this started, clearly they had to kill each other, and fitting machine guns with an interrupter gear to shoot through the revolving propeller was a logical development.

         
             

         

         Quite soon, single combat in the air became epic. In June 1915, a week after the Germans first dropped bombs on London, a monoplane flown by Flight Sub Lieutenant Reginald Warneford of the RNAS almost collided with Zeppelin airship LZ37 over Bruges, as it was returning to base after fog had prevented it from raiding England. In the ensuing fight, ‘Rex’ Warneford used a technique that had first been recommended by Churchill. Driven off by the Zeppelin commander’s gondola guns, Warneford forced his Morane-Saulnier Parasol higher and higher, then dived down from 11,000 feet into a hail of bullets from the Zeppelin’s roof gun until he was a hundred feet above the grey back of the dirigible. Straightening out, he jerked his bomb-releases and planted all six of his twenty-pound bombs along the Zeppelin’s length. The ensuing explosions blew his plane, upside down, hundreds of feet up in the air (where only his safety straps prevented him falling out), and silenced his engine. He managed to glide down, land in enemy territory, fix his fuel line with a cigarette holder and a handkerchief, take off again and coast with an empty tank until he could crash-land near Cap Gris Nez. Meanwhile, the blazing German airship had crashed on to the convent of St Elizabeth at Ghent, killing two nuns and an orphan. The crew’s only survivor was Steuermann Alfred Mühler who jumped from the flaming gondola and smashed through an attic skylight on to a feather bed. Fragments of the first wrecked enemy airship became secret souvenirs for patriotic Belgians. However, one lump of scorched metal ended up as a paperweight on the desk of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Mr Winston Churchill.

         Warneford, the first pilot to ‘spike-bozzle’ (completely destroy) a Zeppelin in the air, became the hero of the hour. He received a telegram from Buckingham Palace: ‘I most heartily congratulate you upon your splendid achievement of yesterday in which you single handed destroyed an enemy Zeppelin. I have much satisfaction in conferring on you the Victoria Cross for this gallant act. GEORGE R. I.’

         But ten days after his great victory, feted and honoured by Paris society and competed over by French women, 24-year-old ‘Rex’ Warneford VC fell to his death near Versailles when the Henri Farman F-27 two-seater reconnaissance bomber he was flying (without safety harness) rolled over in a steep turn and broke up in mid-air. Warneford was still alive when they reached his face-down body. The enamelled insignia of his Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur was driven deep into his left side.

         
             

         

         Even reconnaissance was not as easy as it sounds. On their first wartime recce in France, on Wednesday 19 August 1914, two RFC pilots lost their way, and each other, in cloud. One flew over Brussels without knowing what city it was; the other had to land twice and get directions from a gendarme. Tangible evidence of the enemy first came back on 22 August in the form of a rifle bullet in the bloody leg of an airborne observer called Jillings. New observers were not always sure what it was they were seeing. At Ypres in 1914, some reported tarmac as troops on the move, and gravestones as bivouacs. By trial and error, it was found that 6,000 feet gave a good view, almost at the limit of rifle fire from the ground.

         From the 1890s the ballistic charge of artillery ammunition had been changing, so the reconnaissance fliers of 1914 no longer saw the distinctive and conspicuous clouds of white smoke that used to billow from big guns. The greater power and range that this smokeless propellant gave to the field guns meant that by 1914 they did not have to be fired ‘over open sights’, directly looking at the target they were shooting at, but could be kept miles back under cover, their ‘indirect fire’ guided by forward observation officers linked by telephone. This technique had begun in the 1860s in the American Civil War, when spotters with flags in fixed Union balloons overhead had helped gunners below to shell Confederate positions accurately.

         The introduction of mobile reconnaissance aircraft now put many more guns at risk. An airman could see an enemy battery and then drop a smoke bomb to mark the place. Friendly spotters would then work out the range with a telemeter and direct the artillery to shell the place. If the aeroplane was fitted with wireless, map grid-references could be radioed back. Here are the wireless messages sent down from a Royal Flying Corps plane spotting for British gunners on the ground shelling an enemy gun battery on 24 September 1914:

         
            4.2 p.m. A very little short. Fire. Fire.

            4.4 p.m. Fire again. Fire again.

            4.12 p.m. A little short; line O. K.

            4.15 p.m. Short. Over, over and a little left.

            4.20 p.m. You were just between two batteries. Search two hundred yards each side of your last shot. Range O. K.

            4.22 p.m. You have them.

            4.26 p.m. Hit. Hit. Hit.

            4.32 p.m. About 50 yards short and to the right.

            4.37 p.m. Your last shot in the middle of three batteries in action; search all round within 300 yards of your last shot and you have them.

            4.42 p.m. I am coming home now.

         

         The fear of spotters is a theme of John Buchan’s WW1 novel Mr Standfast (1919). Buchan’s old Afrikaaner scout, Peter Pienaar, joined the RFC and developed a genius for air combat. ‘He apparently knew how to hide in the empty air as cleverly as in the long grass of the Lebombo Flats.’ The climax of the book, during the huge offensive by the Germans in April 1918, is Pienaar’s desperate and glorious flight in a little Shark-Gladas to try and stop the enemy air ace’s aeroplane getting back to the German HQ with the news of a glaring weakness in the Allied line, ‘the knowledge which for us was death’.

         More alarming than the spotter was the camera. Aerial Photographic Reconnaissance (APR) yielded harder evidence than observers’ impressions and anecdotes. APR helped construct a scientific record of terrain from overlapping oblique and vertical pictures, which could be scrutinised in detail and matched to the map. The French, first to take photographs from a balloon in 1858, were soon photographing German positions in WW1. Rudyard Kipling, visiting French troops in his 1915 report France at War, noted ‘the Intelligence with its stupefying photo-plans of the enemy’s trenches’.

         In the 1914 edition of The Art of Reconnaissance, Henderson did not mention photography because it was then a new and secret application of the technology of flight but, in a single day in 1914, British officers had managed to photograph all the defences of the Isle of Wight, Portsmouth and the Solent from a height of 5,600 feet, and to develop the negatives in the air so they were ready for printing upon landing.

         The RFC’s Air Photograph section was officially founded in January 1915. When Douglas Haig launched the first British offensive at Neuve Chapelle two months later, the artillery, infantry and aircrews were all working to the same map of the German trenches, prepared from the 4” x 5” aerial photographic plates taken by the Thornton-Pickard box cameras specially built for the RFC biplanes. This attack failed like so many others, not because people did not know where they were, but because they could not talk to each other; telephony had not managed to keep up with telemetry. By the end of the war, hundreds of aerial cameras had made nearly six million black and white prints for distribution, and the Allies reckoned no German could deepen a trench without it being known about.

         It was the paramount need to deceive eyes in the skies that led to the rise of camouflage.

         
            * Is Churchill’s vivid image of the ships, written down eighteen years later, an accurate memory, or is it coloured by intervening developments? Mottled or dispersive naval camouflage is not usually recorded as appearing until 1915.
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            The Nature of Camouflage

         

         Camouflage does not feature in the famous Eleventh Edition of the Encylopaedia Britannica in 1910–11, but the cataclysm of the Great War taught everyone about it. The Twelfth Britannica in 1922 had illustrated articles on the subject, including one by the marine artist Norman Wilkinson, who had devised a startling way of deceiving the eye about ships at sea. The word ‘camouflage’ itself is French, and was said by Eric Partridge to derive from the Parisian slang verb camoufler meaning ‘to disguise’, or perhaps from the Italian camuffare, derived from capo muffare, ‘to muffle the head’. ‘Camouflage’ entered the English language during WW1, and the Oxford English Dictionary’s first example of published usage is from the Daily Mail in May 1917: ‘The act of hiding anything from your enemy is termed “camouflage”.’

         There are two stories about the first use of camouflage in 1914, and both are linked to artillery, artists and aircraft. A 43-year-old Parisian portrait painter called Lucien-Victor Guirand de Scévola, serving as a second-class gunner, was said to be the first person to think of covering artillery with painted sheets so the enemy could not spot them. His motive was to save lives; after a German shell hit his battery in the open and wounded his companions badly he thought he might be able to stop it happening again by blurring the shape and colour of the guns. In another story, a German aeroplane dropped a bomb on a battery of the 6th Regiment of Foot Artillery at Toul, west of Nancy, killing and injuring some friends of the painter Louis Guingot and Sergeant Eugène Courbin. Courbin had some canvas sheets, edged with eyelets, run up in the workshops of the Associated Stores in Nancy where he used to work as an administrator. These splotch-painted tarpaulins were then stretched over the guns and lashed to poles. Meanwhile, Guingot got hold of some capes or cagoules which he dyed yellowish and then daubed with green splashes outlined in black for the artillerymen to don over their bright blue uniforms.

         All this was approved by their commanding officer, Colonel Fetter, who put it to the test by having his aviator son fly over a newly ‘camouflaged’ battery at a height of 300 metres. The pilot dropped a message saying he could only spot the five men deliberately left wearing their regular bright blue uniforms. Colonel Fetter then got Courbin and Guingot, together with Henri Roger and Eugène Renain, to start making covers and capes to help conceal the 120 and 150 mm guns and their crews, as they moved up to Metz.

         From October 1914 onwards the war on the western front became bogged down in trenches. The war of the future became a grotesque return to medieval siege warfare, and as the armies rooted into the mud the first shoots of true camouflage began to show. You could, in the traditional way, stack wicker fences around the guns to hide them from view but that was not really camouflage, just screening, like those ‘masked batteries’ of field guns that shelled the Martian machines in H. G. Wells’s 1898 thriller, The War of the Worlds. Camouflage was a new art that painters would help pioneer.

         The French Army’s section de camouflage at Amiens received official status on 12 February 1915, with the immediate priority of disguising guns and gunners from enemy view. Guirand de Scévola was promoted to lead it, with the 63-year-old Impressionist Jean-Louis Forain as its first Inspector General. General Joffre gradually expanded camouflage by attaching workshops to each army corps, not only in Amiens, but also in places like Arras, Bourget, Châlons-sur-Marne, Chantilly, Epernay, Nancy and at 34 rue du Plateau, Paris.

         The section de camouflage started with thirty officers and seven men drawn from the worlds of theatre, painting, sculpture and design. All the artists wore a white-and-red armband or brassard embroidered in wire with their unit’s badge: a silver chameleon, the slow-moving African lizard whose pebbly-looking skin can mottle and alter colour. Chameleons’ swivelling, binocular eyes, set on each side of the head, help them to calculate the range of their insect prey and to shoot out a lightning-fast sticky tongue that snatches it out of the air. Chameleons seem to combine the skills of camoufleurs, spotters and gunners.

         The art of camouflage in WW1 follows the basic principles of survival of the fittest in nature. Camouflage confers strategic and tactical advantage in the arms race between seeing creatures. Both predators and prey can deceive each other by colouring that blends them into the background, or by patterning that disrupts conventional outline. Seeing and not being seen are matters of life and death. When a Cabbage White butterfly settles on a striped green-and-white cornus bush, its folded wings perfectly match the ragged pale edges of the leaves. In My Early Life, Winston Churchill says that of the magic-lantern lectures that he could remember from Harrow School, two were on battles, one on empire, one on geography, but one was ‘about how butterflies protect themselves by their colouring’. Although many animals and birds deceive, Homo sapiens succeeded as a species because human individuals used their intelligence to outwit each other, as well as other species, in competition for resources. The decoys and disguises of the early hunters helped to deceive their prey. An early student of this was Abbott H. Thayer (1849–1921), an eccentric autocratic artist from Monadnock, New Hampshire. His article ‘The Law Which Underlies Protective Coloration’ in the ornithological magazine The Auk in April 1896 stated that camouflage was a matter of depth perception, as well as surface colouring. Thayer painted naturalistic trompe l’oeil pictures which made people think a two-dimensional canvas was solid and three-dimensional. He came to realise that nature sometimes did just the opposite.

         In the real world, the contours of an object in relief are shown by brightness on the side facing the light source, and shadow on the other side. Thayer was the first to observe that many animals had what he called ‘countershading’: darker colours above, on their backs facing the sun, grading to lighter colours below, on the belly. Because these arrangements worked against the usual visual expectation – lighter above, darker below – they made a round-bodied creature appear flat against its background. The British biologist Edward Bagnall Poulton was the first to note in the 1880s how the white spots stippling the darker shaded side of a Purple Emperor butterfly chrysalis made it seem as flat as a leaf, though he did not then grasp that it was a general principle right across the animal kingdom.

         In 1909, Thayer’s son, Gerald, published a groundbreaking book, Concealing-Coloration in the Animal Kingdom, An Exposition of the Laws of Disguise through Color and Pattern: Being a Summary of Abbott H. Thayer’s Discoveries. Abbott Thayer’s introduction was grandiose and combative. Zoologists and naturalists could not understand what painters saw: ‘The disguising patterns worn by animals … are, in the best sense of the word, triumphs of art.’ Both Thayers were over-insistent that all animal camouflage was about the organism’s ‘obliteration’ in its environment, and neither had read or understood The Origin of Species where Darwin specifically linked bright plumage to sexual selection rather than disguise. Nevertheless, it is still a remarkable work, an important urtext for camoufleurs before the actual word existed, and a manifestation of ideas that were also expressed in contemporaneous new movements in art. Thayer’s pointing out of what he called ‘ruptive marks’, for example the black and white bands that break up and disguise the outline of a ringed plover nesting among pebbles, occurred at just the same time as artists like Georges Braque across the Atlantic in Paris were beginning to disrupt surface resemblance and the single viewpoint with cubism.

         Avant-garde painters certainly influenced the French military during the Great War. Writing not long after the armistice, Guirand de Scévola said it was the Cubists who sprang to mind when he first thought about disguising the form of the guns. Violent techniques that Braque and Picasso had used to distort figure and ground, and jam together different viewpoints and perspectives to show things in new lights, could also be used to alter the look of objects so they could not be recognised.

         A photo in The War Illustrated (3 July 1915) headlined ‘Hide and Seek with Heavy Artillery’ shows disruptive patterns on artillery, and is captioned: ‘The latest ruse de guerre of our ingenious ally. French gunners painting ‘75s’ the colour of the landscape, to form an effective disguise from inquisitive aircraft.’

         Picasso, who once defined cubism as not painting what you see but what you know to be there, recognised camouflage as his bastard child. Gertrude Stein recalled being with Picasso on the Boulevard Raspail in Paris one night in 1915 when one of the first camouflage-painted heavy artillery pieces was hauled past them. Picasso looked amazed at the cannon with its blocks of disruptive pattern and then cried out, ‘C’est nous qui avons fait ça!’ (‘We invented that!) Later, in Alsace, Stein noted how culturally specific camouflage was:

         
      
    

         
            Another thing that interested us enormously was how different the camouflage of the french [sic] looked from the camouflage of the germans, and then once we came across some very neat camouflage and it was american … The colour schemes were different, the designs were different, the way of placing them was different, it made plain the whole theory of art and its inevitability …

         

         In Technics and Civilization (1934) Lewis Mumford put forward the idea that the invention of the photographic camera had made humans more extrovert, so people began posing for the shot or acting for the motion picture, as if they were all constantly on stage or up on the screen. He thought this technological shift, from the self-examination of the mirror to the self-exposure of the camera, put a premium on presentation. Apply this to war, and the front you need to present to face the enemy, and one can see the new possibilities of a false presentation, of deception.

         This was exactly how the British understood the idea of camouflage by the end of the Great War: ‘Deception, not concealment, is the object of camouflage’ stated the official pamphlet on its principles and practice. The 1921 Manual of Field Works (All Arms) defined camouflage as ‘the art of concealing that something is being concealed. Its keynote is deception.’ Popular usage during the later war years came to reflect this: a half-lie or prevarication would be ‘camouflaged truth’; a doubtful patriot a ‘camouflaged Hun’, and so on. In journalism, an article placed with false information for the enemy was referred to as ‘a camouflage’.

         Although the British practice of camouflage got official status in 1915, it took until 1917 for the word ‘camouflage’ to begin entering the public domain. Because it was ‘official’ in wartime it was therefore an official secret – protected by DoRA – and so the art of hiding things had to be censored to keep it from all those who might be interested in what was being hidden.

         When George Bernard Shaw was visited for the last time by G. K. Chesterton’s younger brother, the pugnacious political journalist Cecil Chesterton, he was dressed in khaki, ‘a deeply sunburnt, hopelessly unsoldierlike figure’:

         
            The word camouflage was in everyone’s mouth then; and … my unruly imagination instantly presented me with a picture of Cecil camouflaging himself as a beetroot on a sack of potatoes by simply standing stock still.

         

         
      
    

         The British military took the word camouflage from the French painters, and then British painters helped their own military to enact the idea. Foremost among them was Solomon J. Solomon, the portly Royal Academician whom we last saw spreading coloured muslin sheets over the shrubbery of his mother-in-law’s garden at the outbreak of war. Solomon got a persistent bee in his bonnet about the subject and became indefatigable in proselytising for it.

         Solomon Joseph Solomon was born in the Paragon, an elegant part of Blackheath, south London, on 16 September 1860, fifth of the twelve children of Joseph Solomon and his cultured wife Helena Lichtenstadt from Prague. He was a lively and brilliant boy who believed in numerology: his luck apparently ran in sixes. Solomon’s great-grandfather had been a silversmith in Amsterdam and they were a respected Anglo-Jewish family who went to the synagogue but were only moderately orthodox. Because of the second commandment prohibiting ‘graven images’, it was not usual at that time for a Jew to become a painter by vocation, but at 17, Solomon was enrolled in the Royal Academy Schools in the basement of Burlington House. Among his teachers, John Everett Millais was particularly kind to him. There had only ever been one Jewish Royal Academician: Solomon Hart of Plymouth, elected in 1840. But Solomon was determined to be another. And why not, if he were good enough? After all, Benjamin Disraeli was Jewish-born, and he had risen to become Prime Minister, twice. Being Anglo-Jewish meant putting the emphasis on the ‘Anglo’, not being incongruous. Integration was a kind of social camouflage.*

         After travelling through Europe and to Tangier, studying and looking at pictures, S. J. Solomon started painting noble and romantic works of art himself, first making his name in 1887 with the dramatic painting Samson (now in the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool) which depicts a wild-eyed muscle man being restrained by brawny Philistines as semi-naked Delilah brandishes his chopped-off hair. Solomon J. Solomon’s obituary in The Times said that his work in this vein ‘suffered from the two tendencies, the sensational and the sentimental’. His obituarist thought portrait painting was his real gift, because of Solomon’s ‘wide knowledge of humanity’. 

         He was certainly jovial and clubbable. A stalwart of the convivial Savage Club, he was also a member of the New English Art Club, the Royal Institute of Oil Painters, the Art-Workers’ Guild and the Royal Society of Portrait Painters, and later became President of the Royal Society of British Artists, saying: ‘I feel I ought to accept because I am a Jew.’ He was a good singer and dancer, a canoeist and an avid horseman.

         A convinced Zionist, he was the first president of the Order of Maccabeans, an association of English Jewish professional men, as well as a member of the Jewish Territorial Organization, which was dedicated to finding a homeland for the Jewish people after the first scheme to settle them in Uganda had failed. And yet Solomon embraced Englishness. In 1906, one of his lucky years with a six in it, the artistic establishment of the Royal Academy elected him Academician. Solomon was ‘R. A.’ d in all his glory’ after painting a picture of England’s national saint, St George.

         Approaching his fifty-fourth birthday at the time WW1 broke out, Solomon was a well-established and ambitious painter beginning to get portrait commissions from the rich and powerful, and from large institutions like the Houses of Parliament. He had recently been to Buckingham Palace in July 1914 to paint oil-on-panel preliminary portraits of King George V, Queen Mary and Edward, Duke of Windsor for a huge canvas depicting the 1910 Coronation Luncheon held at the Guildhall.

         When war broke out, Solomon signed up as a private soldier in one of the first volunteer corps for home defence, formed from older men in the arts world who could not join the Regulars or the Territorials. The United Arts Rifles had the playwright Sir Arthur Pinero as their chairman and were nicknamed ‘The Unshrinkables’ from the white jerseys that were their first drill uniforms. Solomon designed their badge, a dove flaring on to a sabre (which the irreverent dubbed ‘the duck and skewer’), and got them permission to drill in the courtyard at Burlington House in Piccadilly, as well as the right to use half of the galleries at the Royal Academy. The refreshment room doubled as the United Arts Rifles’ mess and the store for their elderly Japanese rifles, although they were forbidden to leave ammunition on site.

         Solomon first staked a public claim to the as-yet-unnamed field of camouflage by the very English expedient of writing a pompous letter to The Times. It appeared on Wednesday, 27 January 1915, under the headline ‘Uniform and colour’:

         
            Sir, – The protection afforded animate creatures by Nature’s gift of colour assimilation to their environment might provide a lesson to those who equip an army; seeing that invisibility is an essential in modern strategy. To be invisible to the enemy is to be non-existent for him. Our attempts in this direction might well be a little more scientific. A knowledge of light and shade and its effect on the landscape is a necessary aid to the imagination of a designer of the uniform in particular, and the appurtenances of war in general.

         

         Solomon had clearly read Abbott Thayer on counter-shading because his letter criticises the sameness of uniforms: ‘ … the khaki tunic is good in summer – in winter it is too yellow – but the same colour cloth clads the whole man. Here a knowledge of light and shade comes in.’

         Solomon suggested darkening soldiers’ caps and shoulders and lightening their trousers and gaiters, and questioned why uniforms had to be so uniform. If in each section the colour of the tunic or coat varied between the excellent winter blue of the Guards’ greatcoat, a grey-green, and the present khaki, a broken effect of colouring would be obtained with advantage. He warned of the danger of shape and shadow: ‘The cap now worn detaches the men in this way from almost any setting and affords a most excellent target for the enemy marksman.’

         He suggested new forms of colour assimilation:

         
            The artillery officer is covering his gun with grey tarpaulin, but with a team of six or eight horses in front of it, the airman is not likely to mistake it for a butcher’s cart. The horses have merely to be covered with a thin grey-green stuff to make them equally inconspicuous. Wagons are a leaden grey, unlike anything in nature; a warm dust colour would be more harmonious. A similar observation applies to warships. The North Sea is almost invariably a pearly green, and experiments with models should evolve something more subtle than their metallic hue.

         

         
      
    

         He ended by proposing that painters and artists, ‘the makers of the arts of peace’, could be useful to ‘the designers of the munitions of war’.

         
             

         

         From the earliest days of organised human fighting, elaborate headdresses, shiny armour and shields, garish warpaint and costumes were designed to alarm the enemy, like the threat displays of other nonhuman animals. The advance to close quarters of massed units – Roman legionaries in testudo (tortoise) formation, covering themselves in a hard shell of shields, or deep-singing, shield-clashing Zulu impis or British heavy infantry in red coats and bearskin busbies – was intended to strike fear into enemies or panic them into running away. According to Philip Mansel’s book Dressed to Rule, military uniforms spread through Europe between 1650 and 1720, designed, among other things, to instil

         
            discipline, courage and esprit de corps … to impress spectators… to inspire fear in the enemy; and, as innumerable recruiting posters show, to attract young men to enlist.

         

         It was the development of accurate guns that did most to cause exuberant brightly coloured uniforms to give way to the familiar drab tones of the modern soldier. In the late eighteenth century special forward units of scouts, skirmishers and sharpshooters like the American Rangers, the German Jägerbataillon and the British Rifle Corps had already begun to wear some kind of green to maximise their cover. Guns, ‘glorious products of science’, stirred life in remote places from traditional torpor, according to Winston Churchill in My Early Life:

         
            The convenience of the breech-loading, and still more of the magazine, rifle was nowhere more appreciated than in the Indian highlands. A weapon which could kill with accuracy at fifteen hundred yards opened a whole new vista of delights to every family or clan which could acquire it. One could actually remain in one’s own house and fire at one’s neighbour nearly a mile away. One could lie in wait on some high crag, and at hitherto unheard-of ranges hit a horseman far below.

         

         When the British soldier’s white helmet or pipeclay belt became the target of native musketry, ‘Tommy Atkins’ began to stain his accoutrements with chai or tea. Khaki first appeared in the Indian Army and the word is derived from khak, the Urdu and Persian word for ‘dust-coloured’. Harry Lumsden’s famous Corps of Guides, one of the irregular Indian forces raised by the British in the Punjab in 1846 and used for scouting and intelligence gathering, was the first unit to wear khaki-coloured uniforms, though during the hot-weather fighting in India in 1857 many British soldiers began to dye their summer-wear unlined white cotton tunics and trousers with tea, earth and curry powder.

         The Indian Mutiny was a key stage in the transformation of European field uniforms from symbolic display to aids to concealment. By 1885 stout twilled cotton khaki drill was universal in the Indian Army and the British Army in India, and in 1896 sandy brown khaki (both in cotton and serge) was approved for British Army foreign service outside Europe. The South African War of 1899–1902 against the Boers, whose own homespun clothing was coloured like the land they fought over, permanently convinced the British that bright pillar-box red was best kept for the parade ground. Muddy field-manoeuvres needed dingier or dungier battledress, though they never got the colours quite right: Kipling described the colour of British WW1 khaki as ‘gassed grass’. After colonial wars in Cuba and the Philippines, the US army similarly adopted khaki in 1902, as did the Japanese fighting the Russians in Manchuria in 1905. The entire Imperial German army turned over to feldgrau, field grey, in 1910. Their Tuch or cloth mixed grey, blue and green fibres.

         Solomon took an interest not just in colours for clothing, for in the early days of the war he was carrying on his experiments with screens of dyed muslin and bamboo poles to cover trenches, according to his undated diary:

         
            I sent some of these screens, with drawings, to the War Office – they caught on, and I was asked to make fifty yards of them at Woolwich Dockyard, where materials would be found me as well as a little assistance in preparing them …

         

         Fifty yards of trenches were accordingly dug, and in the presence of large group of officers, including generals, Solomon fixed the screens over one section. An airman was detailed to fly over the scene, and reported he could see the uncovered trenches, but not the one that Solomon had camouflaged. According to Solomon, the officers present were enthusiastic, and his drawings of covered trenches were sent to France. At this stage, the commander-in-chief, Sir John French, turned down Solomon’s ideas. But his time would come.

         
            * When Sir Samuel Montagu, a patron of the arts and benefactor of the Jewish community, received a letter signed ‘S. Solomon’ asking for his help because the writer was in some distress, he hurried to help the young student. He was received, however, by Simeon Solomon, not young Solomon Solomon. Simeon was a superb pre-Raphaelite artist but he was also a gay man who had been arrested in a public lavatory in 1873 and charged with committing buggery, and finally died as an alcoholic indigent in St Giles’s workhouse. After this visit, Montagu sharply advised Solomon to sign his letters Solomon J. Solomon. (Many years later, Solomon’s daughter would marry Montagu’s grandson.)
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            Engineering Opinion

         

         Just as camouflage brought painters, designers and artists into WW1, so the propaganda effort required authors, critics, poets and playwrights to lend a hand. Like ‘camouflage’, the word ‘propaganda’ did not have an entry in the eleventh edition of Encylopaedia Britannica, but everybody knew about it by the end of WW1 when the twelfth edition came out. Of course the concept was not wholly new. As Samuel Johnson observed in the eighteenth century:

         
            Among the calamities of war may be justly numbered the diminution of the love of truth, by the falsehoods which interest dictates and credulity encourages … I know not whether more is to be dreaded from streets filled with soldiers accustomed to plunder, or from garrets filled with scribblers accustomed to lie.

         

         Arthur Ponsonby, the author of Falsehood in War-Time, recognised that the lie was an extremely useful weapon in warfare, deliberately employed by every country ‘to deceive its own people, to attract neutrals, and to mislead the enemy’. He wrote this book because he thought the ‘authoritative organization of lying’ in wartime was not sufficiently recognised: ‘The deception of whole peoples is not a matter which can be lightly regarded.’ Ponsonby knew that famous writers were better able ‘to clothe the rough tissues of falsehood with phrases of literary merit’ than statesmen.

         As early as 2 September 1914, Charles Masterman, a member of Asquith’s cabinet, called a meeting of senior British writers to get together a response to German propaganda leaflets and manifestos. In one room were gathered some impressive names, among them J. M. Barrie, Arnold Bennett, G. K. Chesterton, Arthur Conan Doyle, John Galsworthy, Thomas Hardy, Gilbert Murray, George Trevelyan, H. G. Wells and Israel Zangwill. Also invited but not able to attend were Arthur Quiller-Couch and Rudyard Kipling.

         
      
    

         After a second meeting on 7 September 1914 with writers and editors from the respectable British press (no pacifists or socialists were invited), Charles Masterman set up a War Propaganda Bureau at Wellington House, Buckingham Gate, in London. Its mission was to sell the British line and counter the arguments of ‘The Unspeakable Prussian’ to educated elites in Allied and neutral nations, rather than in Britain or Germany and Austria. By June 1915, this discreet clearing house had distributed 2.5 million copies of speeches, booklets and official publications in seventeen different languages. A year later, it was distributing a million illustrated newspapers every fortnight, and had helped publish 300 books and pamphlets.

         Anthony Hope Hawkins, author of The Prisoner of Zenda, was the War Propaganda Bureau’s literary adviser. Arnold Toynbee and Lewis Namier were among the historical consultants. William Archer, translator of Ibsen, headed the Scandinavian department. G. K. Chesterton wrote a tract called The Barbarism of Berlin. Arthur Conan Doyle tackled a history of the campaigns in France and Flanders. John Galsworthy wrote articles. The historian G. M. Trevelyan wrote and lectured on the Serbs and the Austrians before leaving for Italy. John Masefield wrote one book on Gallipoli, and another on the Somme. Popular novelist Mrs Humphrey Ward promoted her 1916 paean of praise to the war workers, England’s Effort: Letters to an American Friend, on tour in the United States.

         The USA was considered the most crucial country to get on side, and so the War Propaganda Bureau put the Canadian-born romantic novelist Sir Gilbert Parker in charge of the public relations campaign aimed across the Atlantic. The basic propaganda message was that the decent British and their allies were honourably muddling through against the Schrecklichkeit or ‘frightfulness’ of the belligerent Kaiser and his ruthless Huns. The rape of plucky little Belgium was the first atrocity to be cited. The Imperial German army certainly killed at least 5,500 civilians in Belgium, but some of the more imaginative bestialities they were accused of probably owed more to fantasy than truth. ‘War is fought in this fog of falsehood,’ wrote Ponsonby. ‘The fog arises from fear and is fed by panic.’

         1915 brought a rich harvest of war atrocity stories from Belgium, most notably the execution of the British nurse Edith Louisa Cavell in October 1915. The matron of the Berkendael Institute in Brussels who stayed at her post when it became a Red Cross hospital after war broke out, Miss Cavell, the 49-year-old unmarried daughter of a Norfolk vicar, was formally tried and shot by German firing-squad in Brussels for the crime of helping Belgian, British and French soldiers escape from German-occupied territory into neutral Holland. The British never denied that she had done this. The Germans incurred a propaganda disaster by prosecuting and executing Edith Cavell for treacherously undermining the German war effort, without pausing for merciful gestures and without considering the publicity it would generate.

         Her execution duly caused outrage in the UK, and in the USA. Killing a nurse in wartime hardly wins public approval, and Edith Cavell’s death was milked by British propagandists as the murder of an angel of mercy. She became the perfect symbol of Belgian martyrdom, and a justification for the war. The War Illustrated (30 October 1915) has a drawing of a glaring-eyed prognathous Prussian approaching a figure lying on the ground. Headlined ‘The murder of Nurse Cavell’, the caption reads:

         
            The ill-fated woman had no strength to face the firing party, and swooned away, whereupon the officer in charge approached the prostrate form, and, drawing a heavy Service pistol, took his murderous aim, while the firing-party looked on.

         

         In March 1920, Queen Alexandra unveiled Cavell’s memorial statue in St Martin’s Place in central London, just north of Trafalgar Square, the heart of the British Empire, between the National Portrait Gallery and the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields.

         M. R. D. Foot, once a wartime intelligence officer, pointed out in his book MI9: Escape and Evasion 1939–1945 (written with J. M. Langley) that Norman Crockatt, the head of this secret organisation founded in WW2 to help servicemen get out of enemy territory, traced the rivalry between different British secret services back to Edith Cavell. She had in fact been working for the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS or MI6), but had been exposed through helping prisoners of war to escape. This was why the older set of spooks, SIS, wanted nothing to do with MI9, because SIS ‘were determined to prevent evaders and escapers from involving them in any way’.

         Her secret role was also revealed in Paul Routledge’s Public Servant, Secret Agent: the enigmatic life and violent death of Airey Neave. Foot, reviewing it in the TLS in May 2002, noted

         
            a story on which I have had to sit for a generation: that Edith Cavell, shot by the Germans in Brussels in 1915 for having helped scores of British soldiers to escape into Holland, had, in fact, been an exceptionally well placed spy, despised in the Secret Service for having turned aside from her duty as a spy to perform a work of mercy.

         

         Cavell’s work could not be acknowledged for the usual reason: the secret services have to stay secret in order to be effective. She probably also suffered because of her sex and the popular view of it in the media. Women did not have the vote then and they did not serve in the armed forces; feminine heroism was mostly framed in terms of self-sacrifice. Thus to call nurse Edith Cavell anything like a ‘spy’ (with all its lurid connotations then) would mean sliding her down the scale of female achievement, away from worthies like Florence Nightingale towards houris like Mata Hari. Compromising her virtue might have diminished her propaganda value. When the British Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, included Edith Cavell in his book Courage: Eight Portraits in June 2007, he also made no mention of her secret service activities.

         
             

         

         Perhaps the major cause célèbre of WW1 propaganda was the sinking of the Cunard passenger liner RMS Lusitania, torpedoed by U-20 off Ireland on 7 May 1915. One hundred and twenty-eight American lives were lost, and the incident outraged the USA, whose government protested that such an attack on a passenger ship was a flagrant breach of the rules of war and, as Assistant Secretary of the Navy F. D. Roosevelt put it, ‘piracy on a vaster scale of murder than old-time pirates ever practised’. In short, it was an act of ‘terrorism’.

         The German government’s defence was that the Lusitania was an armed merchantman built with British government funds, mounted with hidden guns and quite prepared to ram submarines, and that she was carrying Canadian troops for the Western Front as well as thousands of crates of illicit munitions (which, they said, the torpedo caused to explode, thus sinking the ship in eighteen minutes). They added that this was a war zone in wartime and that the Imperial German ambassador in Washington DC, Count Bernstorff, had placed notices in US newspapers stating that British and allied vessels might be attacked, so there was fair warning.

         Some of these arguments are not true. The Lusitania was unarmed and had no hidden guns, and there was only one Canadian soldier on board, running off with his mistress. Others are half true: the Lusitania was indeed carrying four million rounds of.303 rifle ammunition and 5,000 3.3-inch Bethlehem Steel shrapnel shells not yet filled with explosive, but marine archaeology does not suggest the ammunition blew up. Certainly the British government was not anxious to publicise the existence of munitions on a passenger ship, which would have undermined their righteous indignation. In any case, the German justifications could never carry as much emotional weight in world public opinion as the distressingly horrible deaths of 1,200 innocent people, including many women and nearly a hundred children, a third of them babies. This was one of the great shock-horror stories for newspaper front-page headlines: ‘The Huns Sink the Lusitania’ said The Daily Sketch on 8 May; ‘Full Story of the Great Murder’, ‘Lusitania Survivors’ Terrible Stories’.

         When the Lusitania sailed on her last voyage the passenger list included a small, deaf, angry designer called Oliver Percy Bernard. The immediate outlet for his rage on board the Cunard liner was British caste and class snobbery, but the fires of his anger had been long stoked by the frustrations of life.

         Born among ‘vague and violent people’ in Lambeth, where his father boxed with bare knuckles, Oliver ‘Bunny’ Bernard had been sent as a 13-year-old orphan to learn backstage theatrical arts in Manchester, where he taught himself to draw by paying attention to trees, carefully drawing their boles, branches and bark. From a lonely adolescence, Oliver Bernard grew into an outsider who liked the theatre but was cold-eyed about

         
            the tiresome vanity of successful actors, the emotional insincerity of favourite actresses … those who practise deception are most deeply deceived; those who excel in the simulations of grief are most early reduced to tears; the liar falls most completely for the lie.

         

         By 1915 he was a successful stage architect and scenic artist. Oliver Bernard loved the effects that music and drama could achieve but loathed the ‘consecrated humbug’ of grand opera in London, Boston and New York, so often a world of ‘beasts and bitches’, charlatans and frauds. Unloved, unhappy in love, resentful of the rich lording it on board, ashamed to be a non-combatant in wartime, and remembering how ‘deafness and discriminating methods of muddled recruitment had prevented him from becoming cannon fodder in 1914’, it was a rather disgruntled and acerbic ‘Bunny’ Bernard who paced the deck of the Lusitania as her sirens hooted into the Atlantic fog.

         On the sixth day out, the sun was shining off the south-west of Ireland, and the passengers’ mood on board the floating luxury hotel brightened. After lunch, around 2.15 p.m., Bernard went up on deck. The smooth, still sea was like ‘an opaque sheet of polished indigo’ and the horizon was undisturbed by the smoke or sails of any other vessel. Bernard’s reverie was interrupted by ‘a frothy track snaking up … like an express’. The torpedo was nearly seven metres long and weighed over a ton: it carried 160 kilos of high explosive in its nose, and was travelling at over 80 kph towards the ship.

         Oliver Bernard felt a slight shock through the deck, as though a tugboat had run into the giant liner. Then there was a terrific explosion. A column of white water rose high in the air, followed by an eruption of debris. Lumps of coal bounced on the deck. He was no longer alone. Fellow passengers in the floating hotel appeared from everywhere in a rush of trampling feet, wails and cries. Bernard dutifully went down to B deck to fetch his lifebelt from his cabin. The lights were all out. He fell down tilting stairs; could not balance; reeled in darkened corridors to his cabin. Back on the crowded deck, a woman demented with fear snatched his lifebelt from him. No one knew what to do, and there was no loudspeaker system to tell anyone. Passengers had no lifejackets or put them on wrongly. As the ship canted more to starboard and dipped down forward, Bernard began taking off his clothes, methodically folding his coat, waistcoat, collar and tie, carefully putting his tie-pin in his trouser-pocket like a man about to have a wash. But ‘Bunny’ could not swim. He slid down the steep sloping deck and in ‘a wild lucky splash’ scrambled into a lifeboat that had to be hacked away from its bow davit. By rowing frantically they only narrowly missed engulfment by a huge smokestack as the ship slid sideways under the waters. From the boat they watched the triumphant sea pouring into the funnel’s steaming black maw, and then the Lusitania’s mastheads disappearing.

         
      
    

         ‘All that remained was a boiling wilderness that rose up as if a volcanic disturbance had occurred beneath a placid sea.’

         
             

         

         Public anger burned long on the fuel of the Lusitania story. Gruesome horrors lasted for weeks: the morgues and mass graves at Queenstown; the bloated corpses with seagull-pecked faces washing up on Irish beaches; the pathetic stories; the private griefs. The propaganda press feasted on it in words and graphics. Rioting mobs in Liverpool and London sacked shops with Germanic names. That emotional barometer, D. H. Lawrence, said, ‘I am mad with rage myself. I would like to kill a million Germans – two millions.’ The Liberal government in Britain ordered the arrest and internment of up to 30,000 ‘enemy alien’ males.

         The Lusitania incident not only destroyed German propaganda hopes in America, but fitted right into the War Propaganda Bureau aim of demonising the Germans. There was no shortage of material that month. On 15 May 1915, The Times added more details to a completely untrue story it had run on 10 May about a Canadian soldier being crucified by German bayonets on a barn wall in Belgium. This was just a gobbet of tainted meat to add to the ghoulish feast of the official Bryce Report into the Alleged German Outrages in Belgium, published on 13 May 1915 and distributed by Wellington House to almost every important newspaper in America and in twenty-seven languages to many countries around the world. Its author, James Bryce, was a distinguished jurist, member of the House of Lords and former ambassador to Washington DC, who had helped Roger Casement to expose the involvement of British-owned companies in atrocious exploitation of rubber-tappers in the Amazon in 1907. But his Royal Commission report on Belgium is naïvely credulous, luridly recounting ‘witness’ stories of mass rape, amputation and baby-bayoneting, collected without any cross-examination or corroboration.

         ‘Your report has swept America,’ Charles Masterman wrote to Lord Bryce, ‘As you probably know even the most sceptical declare themselves converted, just because it is signed by you!’ War Propaganda Bureau operatives in America told Masterman: ‘Even in papers hostile to the Allies, there is not the slightest attempt to impugn the correctness of the facts alleged. Lord Bryce’s prestige in America puts scepticism out of the question.’

         
      
    

         Some sceptics did want to spoil the horror stories, including a furious Roger Casement, but he was just a cranky, homosexual Irish nationalist who would soon be hanged for high treason in Pentonville prison on 3 August 1916. The US lawyer Clarence Darrow went to France later in 1915 and could not find any of Bryce’s eyewitnesses, though he offered $1,000 to meet any Belgian child amputee. The Pope, the Italian Prime Minister and David Lloyd George also had diligent inquiries made, but no one ever found the supposed handless kiddies. The atrocity stories were designed to unite people against the foe.

         But not everyone in Britain shared these views. The brilliant, gentle cartoons of William Heath Robinson, born into a family of illustrators in 1872, are a wonderful deflation of both sides in the combat. He said that ‘the much advertised frightfulness of the German army’ gave him one of his best opportunities as an artist, and in such books as Some ‘Frightful’ War Pictures (1915), Hunlikely! (1916) and The Saintly Hun: a Book of German Virtues (1917), he ridiculed the demonisation of the enemy by accusing Germans of minute failures of sporting etiquette but also showing them in improbable acts of saintliness. German aeronauts protect the modesty of a young Englishwoman in her attic; an enormously fat, be-helmeted Prussian general withstands the tempting aroma of a pie carried by a starving child, and another ‘benignant Boche returning good for evil’ offers a cigar to a British soldier as the latter impales him with a bayonet. Heath Robinson was a good advertisement for British amateurishness and larkishness, and an antidote to the over-serious simplicities of propaganda.

         
            They are masters of propaganda, you know. Dick, have you ever considered what a diabolical weapon that can be – using all the channels of modern publicity to poison and warp men’s minds? It is the most dangerous thing on earth. You can use it cleanly – as I think on the whole we did in the War – but you can use it to establish the most damnable lies.

            John Buchan, The Three Hostages (1924)

         

         John Buchan was not well known enough to attend Charles Masterman’s first meeting of writers in Whitehall on 2 September 1914, but he later became the master of propaganda in journalism, fiction and history. Buchan wrote many books for Masterman’s War Propaganda Bureau, and in February 1917 he became Masterman’s boss when the Prime Minister appointed him director of the Department of Information, charged with coordinating all British propaganda.

         Buchan was the son of a Church of Scotland minister and understood that effective propaganda was linked to deep belief. The word ‘propaganda’ is religious in origin, coming from the Roman Catholic Church’s congregatio de propaganda fide, ‘congregation for propagation of the faith’, a body set up to aid the missionary work of the Church. But Buchan links propaganda to less orthodox spirituality in his novel The Three Hostages, published in 1924, the era when Lenin, Stalin and Hitler emerged:

         
            The true wizard is the man who works by spirit on spirit. We are only beginning to realize the strange crannies of the human soul. The real magician, if he turned up today, wouldn’t bother about drugs and dopes … The great offensives of the future would be psychological, and … the most deadly weapon in the world was the power of mass-persuasion …

         

         In March 1918, Lord Beaverbrook took over the Ministry of Information, and John Buchan was renamed director of Intelligence for the last eight months of the war. Anthony Masters, in Literary Agents: The Novelist as Spy, says Buchan’s work then is ‘shrouded in mystery’, but some idea may be gathered from Anthony Clayton’s Forearmed: A History of the Intelligence Corps (1993):

         
            John Buchan, later Lord Tweedsmuir, was commissioned as a lieutenant in the Intelligence Corps in 1915 to assist with the communiqués for, and later for an official account of, the Battle of the Somme … Deception plans and misleading information were used by GHQ Intelligence on occasions – false reports being given to the Press or drafted into carefully prepared political speeches.

         

         Other clues are in his fiction. John Buchan was a classical scholar who energised a new literary genre, the paranoid spy-thriller, for popular consumption in the early twentieth century. The story is often a sinister plot that threatens England. John Buchan was fascinated by deception and ‘the veiled prophets who are behind the scenes in a crisis’. His adventures often involve joining up disconnected pieces of information to reveal a picture of the problem or danger which then has to be resolved by decisive, heroic action. Such popular books have upbeat endings because the hero always prevails and restores order, but they also articulate in an interesting way the anxieties and prejudices of the author’s group.

         Buchan’s new hero first appeared in October 1915 in his ‘shocker’, The Thirty-Nine Steps, which sold 25,000 copies by Christmas. This hero, Richard ‘Dick’ Hannay, is first encountered as a rough-and-ready mining engineer from Rhodesia, bored in London in May 1914 until he gets caught up in a fast-moving adventure of murder and escape that eventually unravels a German spy ring called the Black Stone, Der Schwarzestein. In chapter V, Hannay remembers Peter Pienaar, an old Boer scout in Rhodesia, telling him that the secret of playing a part was to think yourself into it. ‘You could never keep it up, he said, unless you could manage to convince yourself you were it.’ In chapter X, Hannay recalls Pienaar’s advice that the secret of effective disguise was to blend fully into your surroundings. Hannay then remembers hunting a dun-coloured rhebok with his dog in the Pali Hills in Rhodesia:

         
            That buck simply leaked out of the landscape … Against the grey rocks of the kopjes it showed no more than a crow against a thundercloud. It didn’t need to run away, all it had to do was to stand still and melt into the background.

         

         The leader of the German Black Stone spy ring is a master of disguise who successfully impersonates the British First Sea Lord in front of his military colleagues, precisely because they are expecting to see him and so take him for granted. ‘If it had been anybody else you might have looked more closely, but it was natural for him to be here and that put you all to sleep.’

         In the final chapter, Hannay realises the ruthless German spy ring has also managed to camouflage itself into ‘the great, comfortable, satisfied middle-class world, the folk that live in villas and suburbs’. Hannay remembers the old scout’s theory of ‘atmosphere’ in matching your surroundings: ‘A fool tries to look different: a clever man looks the same and is different.’

         In Buchan’s second Richard Hannay adventure novel, Greenmantle, Hannay pretends to be an anti-British, pro-German Boer called Cornelius Brand in order to travel deep into the Kaiser’s Germany. This exploit is modelled on the true story of John Buchan’s friend and fellow Scot, Edmund Ironside, the future Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS). As a young officer in 1903, Ironside went undercover in German South-West Africa (now Namibia) to investigate German activities during the revolt by the Herero people. The Intelligence Department helped disguise the burly Ironside as a Boer ox-cart driver in battered hat and veldskoens. He grew a beard, smoked Boer tobacco in a foul pipe, and spoke authentic colloquial Cape Dutch. He was soon accepted, but was horrified one day to see his white bull terrier proudly trotting alongside his wagon in a bright collar proclaiming his owner’s name: ‘Lt. Ironside: Royal Artillery’. Nevertheless, Ironside managed to bluff his way through and even got a German medal (which he later displayed to Adolf Hitler).

         Greenmantle was Buchan’s tenth novel and thirtieth book and remains one of the finest novels of the imperial ‘Great Game’, perhaps second only to Rudyard Kipling’s 1901 novel Kim. There is an allusion to the fact that Kim, the boy spy, worked with a red-bearded Afghan horse-trader called Mahbub Ali when the fictional head of the Secret Service in Greenmantle, Sir Walter Bullivant, says:

         
            I have reports from agents everywhere – pedlars in South Russia, Afghan horse-dealers, Turcoman merchants, pilgrims on the road to Mecca, sheikhs in North Africa, sailors on the Black Sea coasters, sheep-skinned Mongols, Hindu fakirs, Greek traders in the Gulf, as well as respectable Consuls who use cyphers.

         

         The classic opening chapter of Greenmantle, ‘A Mission Is Proposed’, was chosen by Graham Greene and Hugh Greene to open their 1957 anthology, The Spy’s Bedside Book, in tribute to the author whose memoirs Memory Hold-The-Door recorded that one side of his WW1 duties ‘brought me into touch with the queer subterranean world of the Secret Service’.

         ‘You Britishers haven’t any notion how wide-awake your Intelligence Service is,’ the American agent John S. Blenkiron flatteringly says in Greenmantle, adding, ‘If I had a big proposition to handle and could have my pick of helpers I’d plump for the Intelligence Department of the British Admiralty.’ From November 1914 on, British Naval Intelligence had as its director Admiral W. Reginald Hall, who had commanded the battle cruiser HMS Queen Mary at the Battle of Heligoland Bight, and inherited OB40, the cryptographic department led by Sir Alfred Ewing, which cracked German military and diplomatic codes. ‘Hall is one genius the war has developed,’ the American ambassador in London wrote to US President Wilson. ‘Neither in fiction nor in fact can you find any such man to match him.’

         John Buchan’s character Sir Walter Bullivant, the spymaster in Greenmantle, was very like Admiral Sir Reginald Hall. Though small, Hall was the archetypal forceful naval officer, from the dome of his bald head to the cleft in his clean-shaven chin. His eyes glared out under bushy eyebrows above a great hooked beak of a nose. This look of an alert peregrine falcon, with a disconcerting eyelid twitch, earned Hall the nickname ‘Blinker’. Hall wielded his power ‘vigorously’, according to F. H. Hinsley, the historian of British Intelligence, ‘building up his own espionage system, deciding for himself when and how to release intelligence to other departments, and acting on intelligence independently of other departments in matters of policy that lay beyond the concerns of the Admiralty’. Translating from the bureaucratic, that means he was a ruthless and cunning rogue elephant. His biographer, Admiral Sir William James, said: ‘There was nothing Hall enjoyed more than planning ruses to deceive the Germans.’

         ‘Blinker’ Hall had a genius for picking people. He hired civilians whose professional work was analytical, like academics, bankers, lawyers, scientists, and mixed them with the artistic: actors, authors, designers, dilettantes, etc. He also employed clever women at a time when that was unusual, like the formidable, cigar-smoking Lady Hambro who marshalled the secretaries.

         John Buchan knew Reginald Hall well, and Greenmantle can be read as a novel about an imaginary British intelligence operation involving disguise and deception, that uses insider knowledge of other operations. It begins a year on from the end of The Thirty-Nine Steps: Major Richard Hannay of the (fictional) Lennox Highlanders is back in England recuperating from wounds received in the real Battle of Loos in late September 1915. ‘Loos was no picnic,’ says Hannay, in a typical stiff-upper-lip understatement of the catastrophe which left 8,000 dead. Loos was the big attack in the grimy Belgian colliery district where the British first used their own chlorine gas, 140 tons of it, five months after the Germans used gas at Ypres. The 6th battalion of the Royal Scots Fusiliers, which lost three-quarters of its officers and half its other ranks there, got its new commanding officer in France early in 1916: Lieutenant Colonel Winston S. Churchill.

         
      
    

         
             

         

         John Buchan begins Greenmantle with Richard Hannay convalescing from Loos in the same Hampshire country house as his friend and brother officer who has just saved his life, ‘Sandy’ Arbuthnot, the second son of Lord Clanroyden. Arbuthnot is a man with a ‘passion for queer company’ – in the old sense. In London, we learn, you get news of Sandy Arbuthnot from ‘lean brown men from the ends of the earth … in creased clothes, walking with the light outland step, slinking into clubs as if they could not remember whether or not they belonged to them’. Sandy Arbuthnot is a creature of romantic imperial fantasy:

         
            He rode through Yemen, which no white man ever did before. The Arabs let him pass, for they thought him stark mad and argued that the hand of Allah was heavy enough on him without their efforts. He’s blood-brother to every kind of Albanian bandit. Also he used to take a hand in Turkish politics, and got a huge reputation … We call ourselves insular, but the truth is that we are the only race on earth that can produce men capable of getting inside the skin of remote peoples.

         

         Buchan based Sandy Arbuthnot on a real-life crusader for small nations, the Honourable Aubrey Herbert, second son of the Earl of Carnarvon. Semi-blind at Eton, reckless at Oxford, Herbert had nevertheless got a First in History, joined the diplomatic service as an honorary attaché and was an MP for seven years. At the start of the war he had had an officer’s uniform made by a military tailor and slipped into the ranks of the Irish Guards as they left for France. Smuggled on to a troopship in Southampton by officer friends, he went off to war with the BEF as an interpreter. Within a month he was wounded, captured, freed, sent home.

         In Salonika, Aubrey Herbert had acquired a ferocious Albanian bodyguard called Kiazim who sprouted daggers and pistols and took him to hashish dens. He learned fluent Turkish in Constantinople, and like his fictional counterpart travelled widely. Herbert’s only known comment on the character that Buchan based on him was ‘He brings in my nerves all right, doesn’t he?’

         Greenmantle ends at the fall of Erzerum, in Turkey, in 1916. This is where the daring deception is finally revealed. In real life, Britain and Russia were fighting Germany and Turkey, and in Buchan’s novel, a British deceiver manages to infiltrate the German-inspired Islamist revolt. Richard Hannay, the Boer scout Peter Pienaar and the American John Blenkiron help their Russian allies to find the weak link in the Turkish defences, and join the grey-clad Cossack cavalry in the final ride across the snow. Ahead of them, in the van of the charge, is one man …

         
            He was turbaned and rode like one possessed, and against the snow I caught the dark sheen of emerald. As he rode it seemed that the fleeing Turks were stricken still, and sank by the roadside with eyes strained after his unheeding figure … Then I knew that the prophecy had been true, and that their prophet had not failed them. The long-looked for revelation had come. Greenmantle had appeared at last to an awaiting people.

         

         The radical ‘Islamic’ prophet, Greenmantle, turns out to be a British intelligence officer in camouflage: Sandy Arbuthnot. But he also looks and sounds exactly like Lawrence of Arabia, pursuing British policy in native disguise. T. E. Lawrence, that master of dressing up, was impressed by Buchan’s ‘clean-lined, speedy, breathless’ books. In 1933, he wrote perceptively to Edward Garnett about John Buchan’s novels:

         
            For our age they mean nothing: they are sport, only: but will a century hence disinter them and proclaim him the great romancer of our blind and undeserving generation?

         

         John Buchan’s adventures are the premier novels of twentieth-century camouflage and deception. Their villains pass as fine gentlemen at ease in society, and their heroes are also disguised. ‘For men who live so dangerously, they are oddly conventional,’ observed Graham Greene. Buchan’s constant theme is shamming, pretence, tactical deception.

         
            ‘I found out in the war that it didn’t do to underrate your opponent’s brains. He’s pretty certain to expect a feint and not to be taken in. I’m for something a little subtler.’

            ‘Meaning?’

            ‘Meaning that you feint in one place, so that your opponent believes it to be a feint and pays no attention – and then you sail in and get to work in that very place.’

            John Buchan, John Macnab (1924)

         

         The subliminal effect of the Richard Hannay adventures on the generation that fought in WW2 was immense. As boys or young men, all of them had read Buchan. Their coeval George Orwell speaks for them:

         
            Personally I believe that most people are influenced far more than they would care to admit by novels, serial stories, films and so forth … It is probable that many people who would consider themselves extremely sophisticated and ‘advanced’ are actually carrying through life an imaginative background which they acquired in childhood from (for instance) Sapper and Ian Hay.

         

         Richard Usborne wrote Clubland Heroes, a study of the fictions of John Buchan, Dornford Yates and Sapper, and was himself in the Special Operations Executive (SOE), set up by Winston Churchill on 19 July 1940 ‘to co-ordinate all action by way of subversion and sabotage, against the enemy overseas’. Usborne said that almost every single SOE officer he ever met in WW2 pictured himself as Richard Hannay or Sandy Arbuthnot.

         John Buchan’s Dick Hannay novels also exemplify the British success in deception in both World Wars:

         
            ‘See here, Dick. How do we want to treat the Boche? Why, to fill him up with all the cunningest lies and get him to act on them.’

            John Buchan, Mr Standfast (1919)
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