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			For my father, and for Lesley,

			for first taking me to the heart

			of the Josephine Baker story.

			 

			 

			And for Peter Watson –

			gone but not forgotten.

		

	
		
			Epigraphs

			‘What is the use of living, if it be not to strive for noble causes and to make this muddled world a better place for those who live it after we are gone?’

			Winston Churchill

			 

			 

			 

			‘More is achieved by love than hate.

			Hate is the downfall of any race or nation.’

			Josephine Baker
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			Author’s Note

			The writing of this book has presented an unusual set of challenges, and mostly due to the secrecy that surrounded, and still surrounds, operations of the security services. In 1949, the main protagonist of this book, Josephine Baker, who was a special agent serving on espionage duties for the Allies during the Second World War, told her biographer, Marcel Sauvage, precious little about her wartime activities on behalf of the Allies, and very deliberately so. She rarely if ever spoke or wrote in detail about any of her wartime work, and went to her grave in 1975 taking many of those secrets with her.1

			In 1975, the year of Josephine Baker’s death, Colonel Paul Paillole, her immediate chief at the Deuxième Bureau – basically, the French equivalent of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) or the American CIA – published his own account of his war years, entitled Services Spéciaux 1935–1945. In The Author’s Introduction, Paillole explained why he came to take the decision to break the rigid code of secrecy, by which he still felt bound some three decades after the end of the Second World War, and which is defined by the saying that ‘What is secret should remain secret.’ He had chosen to do so to counter falsehoods that had arisen in the interim, while still acknowledging that much could not be written, and that the code of silence was one in which he still ardently believed and by which he was bound. As Paillole made clear, even after the thirty-year-rule had elapsed, any such public release of material still needed to be processed through the relevant French authorities.2

			A few years earlier, the acclaimed French Resistance hero, Colonel Rémy – real name Gilbert Renault – who became a prominent author after the war, wrote his own account of Josephine Baker’s war and that of her Deuxième Bureau partner, Captain Jacques Abtey. It is entitled J.A.: Épisodes de la vie d’un agent du S.R. et du contre-espionnage français. In the introduction to that book, which is based upon extensive interviews with the key protagonists, Rémy explained how the aim of writing it was chiefly to honour Josephine Baker and her colleagues’ war effort. It was a homage chiefly to her – and Captain Abtey’s – wartime service. That a man of Colonel Rémy’s stature felt compelled to tell their wartime story reflects the importance and status it held, at least in Colonel Rémy’s eyes.3

			However, Rémy also outlined how the constraints of secrecy binding French security service agents were far more stringent than what was expected of those who served in the French Resistance. In short, those waging the espionage war were privy to secrets of far greater sensitivity and longevity than those who had waged a guerrilla war to drive out the enemy. As Rémy explained, the war of the shadows – the espionage war – never ended, whereas the role of the Resistance was over once peace was declared. The sensitivities and the need for secrecy regarding the former endures. As a result, even in Rémy’s account some names, places, dates, and even the events portrayed had been suitably disguised. Much had been left out, due to issues of ongoing sensitivity and secrecy.4

			In 1949, and again in 1967, Captain Abtey wrote accounts of his wartime service, the first book entitled La Guerre Secrète de Joséphine Baker, and the second, 2ème Bureau Contre Abwehr (which is co-authored with an Abwehr – German military intelligence – veteran of the Second World War). In the latter volume, Abtey writes of how the rules concerning French intelligence work require that any files concerning those operations are closed to the public for several decades at the very least. Indeed, some of the most important Second World War-era files concerning Captain Abtey and Josephine Baker’s wartime service were only released to the public in 2020, more than seventy-five years after the events they pertain to. As a point of note, the French government and the French security services should be applauded in deciding that files concerning the activities of their intelligence agencies can be released after appropriate time has elapsed. As far as I am aware, there are no such laws or practices concerning the equivalent British agencies, and few if any files, no matter their vintage, are ever released to the public.5

			I also believe that the concept of ‘plausible deniability’ has been applied to some, if not all of the above accounts, as any number of the activities described therein – or indeed deliberately left out of some of the accounts – were on the very cusp of what was legal and sanctioned and acceptable, at least outside times of war. Needless to say, the war and the long and savage occupation of France pitted French men and French women against each other, and loyalties were often conflicted and opaque. The history of much of this remains sensitive, and often accounts were written with a view to not upsetting the status quo, or to avoid attracting opprobrium to the protagonists. Stories concerning French collaboration with the Nazis during the Occupation remain particularly sensitive. The rights and wrongs are still hotly debated and for many this remains a sensitive subject.

			Then there are the intricacies and layers of secrecy which attach to the wartime operations of special agents themselves. Rarely in reports submitted to military and political leaders are the sources of the intelligence made clear, only the reliability of those sources (I elaborate upon this further in the main body of this book). Moreover, during the Second World War agents of different Allied nations had a vested interest in claiming ownership of key war-winning intelligence as delivered to their taskmasters, regardless of its true genesis. As just one example, the 12 Apostles – the American Vice Consuls who were dispatched to French North Africa to spy on behalf of US President Roosevelt – hoovered up intelligence from a vast array of largely non-American sources, and took the lion’s share of the credit for having secured it. Josephine Baker was by then a French national, as were many of her special agent colleagues; the Polish spymaster codenamed Rygor was another key source for the Apostles.

			As one final layer of intrigue, there is also a supposedly fictional account that deals in some depth with Josephine Baker and Jacques Abtey’s wartime service, but which is, by the author’s own admission, actually a true story in which he has had to disguise some names, dates and minor details. That extraordinary tale, written by Austrian author Johannes Mario Simmel, and called in English It Can’t Always Be Caviar, tells the wartime story of Hans Müssig, a German national, although Simmel uses the pseudonym ‘Thomas Lieven’ for Müssig in the book. Müssig, a fervent anti-Nazi, was a most unusual character. He was also something of a French intelligence agent and he proved a very useful and dynamic colleague for Jacques Abtey and Josephine Baker, one who refused to be hamstrung by tradition or convention.

			Unpicking and sifting the fact from the fiction and identifying the deliberate obfuscations in the above accounts, and cross-referencing that with the wartime and post-war files and the plethora of other documents that have survived, has been a challenge. Very likely, I have not always reached the right conclusion, although I have endeavoured strenuously to do so. Nevertheless, I believe that the story as told in the following pages is as close to the truth as can ever be reached from the vast amount of often-contradictory material that is available. It remains the most credible, plausible and convincing account, one backed up by the most numerous and reliable sources.

			 

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War activities described in these pages. Throughout the decade spent researching and writing this book I have sought to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. If there are further witnesses to the stories told who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will endeavour to include further recollections, where relevant, in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied special agents operating far from friendly territory tended to be stressful and traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning such work. The written accounts that do exist tend to differ, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. Nevertheless, I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place and time. Where various accounts of a mission or an event appear to be particularly confused, the methodology I have used to determine where, when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that account. The dialogue used in the pages that follow is in all cases taken from either contemporaneous accounts, or from accounts written after the war by the individuals portrayed.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct any in future editions. Likewise, while I have attempted to locate the copyright holders of the photos, sketches and other images, and of the written material quoted in this book, that has not always been straightforward or easy. Again, I would be happy to correct any errors or omissions in future editions.

			 

			Note: ‘Black girl.’ ‘Coloured.’ ‘Negro.’ ‘Wench.’ These and other terms in Flame Of Resistance may be found by readers today to be offensive, but they were the language used at the time. As this was the language used then, I have included such phraseology when quoting from the actual words used by the characters portrayed, or their writing, in an effort to relate this story as authentically as possible, remaining true to the time in which it took place. In doing so, I seek to reflect the realities of the age depicted and so as to avoid censoring history. We need to learn the vital lessons from the past. That being said, I have rendered the N-word as ‘n*****’, as readers may find it particularly troubling.

		

	
		
			 

			Preface

			I like to think every book begins with a journey; a first step. This one has involved an exceptionally long and tortuous and at times challenging road. There are several reasons for this, and I go on to enumerate them in the section that follows, but much of it has to do with the fact that Josephine Baker and her fellow special agents operated wholly in the shadows during the Second World War, and in many ways they wished their wartime exploits to remain obfuscated thereafter. But for now, to start with, I’d like to tell the story of what first opened my eyes to Josephine Baker’s secret war – what set my feet firmly on the path.

			My father and my stepmother, Lesley, live in France, in a beautiful medieval-era château that they purchased as a near-ruin with cattle still living in some of the buildings. Over the next several decades they renovated and restored it painstakingly – stone by stone, tile-by-tile and ornate carving by ornate carving. A labour of love. So ancient are the roots of the place, that some of the building-blocks have been reused from castles of an even greater vintage, from which medieval knights set forth to prosecute the Crusades. In some places, the huge stones boasting carvings of crucifixes or coats of arms or other heraldry have been reused in a somewhat haphazard fashion, for the building of this new – fifteenth-century! – château, such that they appear upside-down or skew-whiff, the writing or iconography seeming at first glance to be scrambled. A few of the carved building blocks even originate from the ruins of a Roman villa, and a bronze statue discovered in the grounds is now housed in the Louvre museum, in Paris.

			Unsurprisingly, a love of châteaux – and of ancient history and of buildings of all types – runs deep in their blood. So it was that several years back they took a trip to the Dordogne and, among a number of visits to other historic sites, they decided to take a look around the Château des Milandes. Milandes – both the amazing, turreted château itself and the splendid gardens – is open to the public, and they went there expecting to enjoy a day immersed in the centuries-old history of the place, as expressed in the magic and majesty of limestone, slate, iron, oak and stained glass. They did indeed experience a day of magic and wonder, but not quite as they had anticipated.

			Château des Milandes happened to be the wartime and post-war home of one of the most famous and highly paid female entertainers of the 1920s and ’30s, Josephine Baker. As a black American singer and dancer she had emigrated to France in the early 1920s, when still only nineteen years old, seeking fame and fortune. She would find it chiefly in Paris, from where she would become a global star of stage, screen and song. At first, in the early 1920s, she set Paris alight with her sexually charged, ‘exotic’, semi-naked dance routines, which both scandalised, provoked and captivated her audiences. But as the years progressed and her fame mushroomed – she was reputedly the most photographed woman in the world by the late 1920s – she matured into a singer, dancer and movie star with real gravitas. She gained superstar status and fabulous riches, and she was admired and courted by the wealthy, the famous and royalty alike. Just prior to the war she had made Château des Milandes her home, after Paris, and it has been preserved to this day as a fabulous memorial to her life and works.

			But what most surprised both my father and Lesley during their visit was that Josephine Baker had also played a little-known, clandestine role during the war, as a sometime Resistance fighter and very possibly also a special agent or spy. Indeed, one entire wing of the château – the French Resistance Room, to them the most striking – is dedicated to displaying and showcasing the story of Josephine Baker’s war years. Of course, they had known of the star’s existence, but they had not known that she had carried out a series of daring wartime exploits that had earned for her no less than the Médaille de la Résistance avec Palme, the Croix de Guerre, and the Légion d’Honneur, France’s highest decoration for civil or military service.

			It would be an understatement to say that their interest was piqued, and shortly they reached out to me, for obvious reasons. In due course I took my family to visit, with my father and Lesley there to help guide us. To say we were captivated is an understatement. The château itself is enchanting, but its owner, Angélique de Saint-Exupéry, has done an incredible job in renovating the place and transforming it into a living memorial to Josephine Baker’s life and work. The day flew by, and as we spent the last hour exploring the château grounds – which are breathtaking – we were tailed everywhere by a black and white cat. My youngest daughter, who is a total sucker for animals, whether dogs, cats, rabbits, squirrels or whatever, promptly named the moggie ‘Patch’, and by the end of our visit she was carrying Patch everywhere.

			At the exit, one of the charming young ladies who worked at the château asked us if the cat was ours. Surprised, we told her no, we presumed it lived at Milandes. No, she told us, it was a stray that had only just turned up. She was worried that the cat would get reported to the local vet, who would very likely have her destroyed. My daughter was distraught. We should adopt Patch, she insisted. Fathers cannot say no to daughters. It is an established fact. I told the young assistant that I would telephone her the following morning, and that if no one had come to claim Patch we would drive right over and fetch her. Of course, as fathers tend to, I had an ulterior motive: it would be an excuse for me to return to the château and spend a little longer in the French Resistance Room, studying more closely all the fantastic history it reveals.

			As luck would have it, by the next morning Patch had been claimed. The interest of the Lewis family moved on: Patch would not after all be spirited to England, and there were other sites to see and adventures to be had. The Dordogne, it has to be said, is full of both. But my mind did not move on. It remained captivated by the story embodied in Château des Milandes. As I pondered it I found myself wrestling with a conundrum. How was it that a woman of such global renown could have ended up performing some sort of ‘grey’ role, serving as a spy in the Second World War? Surely, her very notoriety and fame militated against any such clandestine role. And surely, a woman of such unique and distinctive celebrity would have been the least likely candidate ever to spy for France, or for any of the Allies.

			And so, as one tends to, I began to dig.

			The story that emerged was simultaneously mysterious, tantalising and sensational. Josephine Baker had been born into poverty in St Louis, Missouri, in the American Midwest, a city that hugs the banks of the sluggish, meandering Mississippi River. She had left as soon as she was able, making her way to New York, seeking the limelight of the Broadway stage. But by her own account, prejudice – America was still prone to racial segregation and the so-called Jim Crow laws – held her back. In 1925 she had sailed for France, seeking to escape all of that, and very quickly she had captured the hearts of Parisians. She found France to be largely free of prejudice, as was wider Europe, at least in comparison to what she had experienced in the USA. Paris was the city that embraced her, that she fell in love with and made her home.

			But then had come the rise of Nazi Germany. Josephine, who told many versions of her rags-to-riches life story, seemed to have little fixed, immutable past, or wider history, but by the late 1930s she had become transfixed by a burning hunger to fight and to defeat the threat emanating from Berlin. To her, the rise of Hitler, Goering and Eichmann, plus the Führer’s other henchmen, threatened all that she had come to believe in and all that she held dear. If the forces of Nazi Germany invaded, she would once again be forced to flee from prejudice and hatred. But where could she go, if the entire world was to be engulfed in the struggle for freedom, as seemed inevitable? Where would she run to next? Or should she choose instead to stay and to fight?

			In truth, there was little debate in Josephine’s mind. She had always been a fighter, ever since she had packed her bags and left St Louis, with little or no idea of how she would make it in the world. She resolved that whatever the cost, whatever it might entail, she would stay and embrace the struggle. Of course, she had little idea what form the fight might take, and even less sense of how a black woman of such global renown could possibly play a role. That was until she was approached by a French intelligence agent called Captain Jacques Abtey, though he was not using his real name at the time. Abtey and his bosses at the Deuxième Bureau – an arm of what would be the equivalent of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), or the CIA – had a very clear sense of how Josephine might help fight the war of the shadows. It was exactly because she was so famous, instantly recognisable and universally loved – at least outside of Nazi circles – that she could serve such a potent role.

			So it was that Josephine was recruited as an ‘Honourable Correspondent’ – what amounts to a voluntary, unpaid, freelance intelligence agent, or spy. So far, so good. But it was now that things began to get a little challenging, the road ahead less well-travelled or clearly defined. The story of Josephine Baker’s wartime exploits, and that of her closest fellows, her band of brothers – for almost exclusively she was surrounded by male spies and assorted male adventurers during the war – remained enigmatic and shrouded in mystery. I wondered why this was so? Why, when her life of stardom was so incredibly well publicised – there have been dozens of books written about Josephine Baker the superstar; thousands of media articles – did her wartime exploits remain so veiled in obscurity? It did not make a great deal of sense.

			The deeper I dug, the more I began to detect answers; reasons. First, there was the wholesale destruction of wartime files that took place as France’s secret agencies, in a helter-skelter retreat from the advancing forces of the enemy, put to the torch tonnes of archives. When Paris was evacuated, prior to the June 1940 arrival of the enemy, hundreds of funeral pyres smouldered across the city, as the last of those sensitive papers were consumed by the flames. Then, those files that did remain were very often seized by the invading forces, and in many cases carted back to Germany, so they could be studied in detail, in an effort to ensure that Berlin won the intelligence war. And when the tide of war finally turned, and Germany itself was invaded by the Allies, much of what survived of those archives was seized by the Allies, often never to be returned. In the case of the Russians, the French were still trying to secure the return of the wartime papers of the Deuxième Bureau – that is, if they even still existed – many decades after the end of the war.1

			Sadly, yet more wanton destruction took place immediately post-war, and very often because the secret agencies that proliferated in wartime weren’t seen as being needed – or indeed very much in favour – in a time of peace. As just one example, with the Special Operations Executive (SOE) – Churchill’s Ministry for Ungentlemanly Warfare, which was charged with waging clandestine war behind enemy lines – some 85 per cent of all their files were destroyed. With the British Special Air Service (SAS), which, like the SOE, was disbanded at war’s end, it is only due to a small miracle that any records survive today. There are numerous similar examples from wartime agencies across the Allied nations. And in the case of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, even if that agency’s wartime files have been preserved, the SIS has a blanket policy of absolute secrecy: nothing is ever released to the public, and it appears likely that nothing ever will be.

			All of that being said, it is remarkable what actually has survived and is available to study. My search – my job of detective work, for that is exactly what it felt like – took me deep into the London National Archives, at Kew, where thankfully key wartime files have endured, including those concerning a smuggling fleet operated by His Majesty’s Government to run weapons, explosives, radios and secret agents to and from enemy-occupied lands, while at the same time smuggling illegal goods, and which quickly became a highly profitable, self-financing, blockade-busting intelligence-gathering operation. Extraordinary. If it featured in a James Bond novel it would be criticised as fanciful, but it is entirely true. It took me to one of the French equivalents of Kew, Le Service Historique de la Défense, which is housed in the vast and severe-seeming Château des Vincennes, where wartime files are secreted of such a sensitive nature that they would only be released in the final stages of my research, after more than seventy-five years had passed since they were sealed. Without having access to those archives, this story would have been exceedingly difficult to tell.

			It took me to several Paris archives, and from there to municipal museums across France that memorialise the history of the French Resistance; to the Churchill Archives Centre, in Cambridge; to the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library archives at Yale; and to the archives of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), an agency which itself collaborated with Josephine Baker and her fellows during the war, only to turn against her post-war. It took me to archives spread across Germany, and to an esteemed British professor of German and military history, and to an RSHA (Reich Security Main Office) internal telephone directory from the war years, which he insisted I should read. Plus it took me into the heart of the New York Mafia, who at the outbreak of the war had cut an ultra-secret deal with the American Government, codenamed Operation Underworld, to use the Mafia’s extensive criminal networks to aid the Allies’ cause. Again, quite extraordinary.

			It took me to veterans of the conflict who had also fought and served in the war of the shadows; it took me to interview those who performed on stage with Josephine Baker and grew to know and love her, and to understand what made her so suited to a clandestine role. It took me to the sons and daughters of the key characters who made up Josephine Baker’s shadow army – French, American and British – to hear from them the stories of those who had served in a knife-edge battle waged in the depths of fear, wherein betrayal, capture, torture and death were only ever one step away. Finally, it took me to the private family archives of one of the war’s foremost SIS agents, who was also one of the chief models for Ian Fleming’s James Bond, a man whose wartime exploits would once again be considered as fantastical fiction, if they weren’t 100 per cent true, and whose role in Josephine Baker’s wartime story is utterly captivating.

			It took me to requesting that files be opened that were never going to be opened, or not for a good while anyway: some of these secrets remain just that – secrets which are not yet ripe for the telling, or at least not as far as those in power are concerned. It took me through a series of seemingly wild goose chases, where I knew the files I wanted existed and were supposedly open to the public, but where no official actually seemed able to place their hands upon them. It compelled me to open and keep rigorous records of several dozen files of my own research – shelves groaning under the load – as I tried to piece together, to fathom, to cross-reference and to elucidate the story of Josephine Baker’s war. Repeatedly, I had to sift fact from fiction and to flush out the deliberate obfuscations that have taken place concerning much of the war in France – including Josephine’s story – which of course pitted French men and women against each other, turning Resistance fighter against collaborator against special agent against soldier against spy. Much of this history remains raw and controversial and disputed to this day. Much remains inconvenient and unsaid.

			Some of this journey – of necessity – was ‘digital’. Researched partly during a time of Covid, it meant that some overseas journeys simply were not possible. Regardless, I do not believe my inability to go to certain locations or physically sit in certain archives has lessened the reach of my research. And for all the twists and turns and the rabbit holes and the blind alleyways, I kept being pulled back into the story, like a twitch on the thread. Never for one moment did Josephine’s wartime tale disappoint. Indeed, it is more incredible than I had ever imagined possible, and defined by raw courage, maverick daring, double- and triple-bluff and fabulous chutzpah. It is full to the brim with the intrigue, the cut and thrust and the unique tradecraft of the world of espionage, plus the dagger-in-the-back that so often comes with it. Of course, it also delves deeply into the world of the Resistance fighter, the guerrilla operator and the regular soldier. It involves bribery, corruption, torture, assassinations, fake passports, currency trafficking, high-society partying, exotic locations to die for, stunning desert adventures, lovers’ trysts and much, much more. It also involves unimaginable selflessness, bravery, courage and sheer guts and generosity of spirit on a scale to take the very breath away.

			Josephine’s adversaries more often than not proved merciless, murderous, cut-throat and immensely cunning, turning deception, manipulation and the power of raw fear and prejudice to their ends. Mostly, when facing them, her only defence was her extraordinary self-possession, her courage and her nerve. On many levels she had been an actor all of her life: from her earliest years, her career and her life had played out on the public stage. And on many levels, that ability to act – to be all things to all people, when necessary – was her greatest asset as a spy.

			But there was something else, something perhaps of even more significance: Josephine had never once had it easy. At every stage she had had to fight, to graft and to work unbelievably hard to get ahead. Josephine was blessed with a core of steely fortitude – an unbreakable spirit that was hard wired into her soul. Always and everywhere her ability to survive, to suffer but to keep going no matter what, to remain undaunted and to believe that good would triumph over evil, shines through. Even at the Allies’ darkest hour, even when serving alongside long-lived, seasoned agents, it was Josephine who proved the chief inspiration; a powerhouse; unbreakable. From the very earliest days she was their muse, and in time it would become clear that the student – the rookie agent – was fast becoming the master. 

			Of course, Josephine was a flawed human being; a vulnerable individual, who tended to wear her foibles and her insecurities on her sleeve. But as with so many tragic heroes, she is all the more laudable for it. Arguably, bereft of her human flaws she would never have made such a fine special agent. Her own failings made her better able to empathise with and to understand the failings, foibles and the weaknesses of others, including her enemies, and to turn those to her advantage. Moreover, the finest special agents need to have been schooled in life, and ideally in the school of hard knocks. They need to have been rejected, to have failed, to have had to fight and fight again, and they need to have learned to deal with all the repeated setbacks. During the war, this was one of Josephine’s stand-out attributes: no matter how dark the fates seemed and how impossible the odds, she never once contemplated giving up or giving in.

			On that level, Josephine had much in common with those wartime leaders whom she most admired: General Charles de Gaulle, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill. Disregarding any controversy that may surround such figures today, during the war – and during their lives – Josephine was drawn to their unbreakable, unshakeable spirit of resistance. She was equally at home rubbing shoulders with world leaders and senior generals as she was with tribal chiefs, Moroccan street beggars, Spanish gypsy dancers or the poorest of the poor in a Paris tenement block. Hailing from the background that she did, with the tough upbringing she had had, and having endured the prejudices and setbacks of her early years, and ultimately having enjoyed the runaway, stratospheric successes that she had in Paris and worldwide, she could relate.

			She was also a groundbreaker and a pioneer. The deployment of women on front-line operations – whether espionage or warfare – is still the subject of fierce debate. Yet almost eighty years ago Josephine was leading men on missions to the front lines of war and beyond, often operating deep within lands menaced by the enemy, and sometimes, inevitably, she would be forced to operate alone. Of course, she was not the only one doing so. There were numerous women who served in the Resistance and on clandestine operations against the Germans, but it was certainly not the norm. In that sense she broke the mould. She became a role model for women the world over, and would do so increasingly during her life and work post-war.

			During seven years of wartime operations – she was recruited as a special agent prior to the war – she risked her life again and again, the cumulative effect of which was to lead her repeatedly to the very brink of death. By her own admission, and by the accounts of those who served alongside her, she was stalked by the Grim Reaper repeatedly. But while there was such a vital cause to fight for – vanquishing Nazism – she remained unwilling to shuffle off this mortal coil. She believed we die only when we decide we are ready to die. She was certainly not willing to do so during the Occupation, when sweet freedom needed to be fought for and won. And incredibly, during the process of doing all of that, she would never once accept a penny of pay from the Allies, and indeed she would exhaust much of her pre-war fortune, selling off her precious gems and gold – the fruit of the superstar years – to finance her activities and the Allied cause.

			The war was Josephine’s coming of age. It was a watershed moment; a pivot in her life and career. Before it she had been a glittering and beguiling superstar, blessed with beauty, talent and an ability to charm and to connect with her audience that few performers have rivalled. Prior to the war, she had been an inspiration to many of the world’s foremost performers. Shirley Bassey would say of her that she was the ‘grande diva magnifique’ – a performer without equal, and a singer and dancer who would very likely never be rivalled. After the war, Josephine would again become a celebrated superstar, but she would also take up the cudgels for the battle for freedom and civil liberties in all its forms. She would never forget the lesson of the war years: freedom must be fought for, every day. She would herself remark that all of her accolades from the long years of fame and fortune were as nothing compared to her wartime work.

			That being said, this is not a book telling Josephine Baker’s life story: there are many of those. Rather it recounts the story of her wartime exploits as a special agent for the Allies and as a spirited and brave supporter of the Allied troops. The wider canvas of the war provides a vital backdrop, while Josephine’s earlier life serves to flesh out her character, elucidating how and why she was such a unique and extraordinary figure. It shows how she, along with her band of fellow agents and assorted adventurers, helped turn the tide of the war and made a very real contribution to Allied victory. Even prior to the war, Josephine had been identified as an enemy of the Nazi state – top figures in Hitler’s circle despised all that she stood for. She was targeted, but of course she was not alone in facing a gruesome fate if unmasked by the enemy. All those who worked with her, and helped her, and inspired her, and guided her – and at times taught her how to be a world-beating special agent – faced the same terrible consequences if captured.

			They were an unconventional band. They were brazenly, astoundingly brave. But they were also mavericks, law-breakers, and at times they tore apart convention. They opted to cut deals with whoever they had to – gangsters, forgers, fugitives, assassins – to wage war in freedom’s cause. The ends justified the means. They spoke truth to power. They told the unvarnished truth and said what needed to be said, even when it was not what Allied leaders might want to hear, and damn the consequences. Unsurprisingly, in doing so they were not always looked upon with great kindness or sympathy from those on high. Even so, they did what had to be done, no matter what the risks or the cost, until the war was won.

			 

			Damien Lewis
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			Chapter One

			A Traitor Unmasked

			As his chauffeur nosed the sleek black Rolls-Royce through the dawn streets of Paris, Wilfred ‘Biffy’ Dunderdale had little inkling that his actions over the coming months would have such immense historic significance, or that he would end up serving as a role model for the world’s most famous (fictional) secret agent, ‘007’ – James Bond.1

			As the chief of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service – SIS; also known as MI6 – in France, it was almost inevitable that Dunderdale, and Bond’s creator, Ian Fleming, would serve together in the espionage capitals of the world. Indeed, they would first do so in Paris just as the city was poised to fall to Nazi Germany’s onslaught.2 The two men had a great deal in common: both were scions of wealthy Scottish dynasties; both would join Boodle’s, the centuries-old London club steeped in diplomacy and espionage, where they would rub shoulders with the likes of Winston Churchill; both were Royal Naval commanders by profession, which served as their entry-point into the world of espionage. Clichéd though it might sound, both were also drawn to fast cars and fine wine, and they were destined to become firm friends.3

			With swept-back dark hair, eyes creased with laughter-lines and a deep dimple in his chin, Dunderdale was blessed with boyish – almost mischievous – good looks. Charming, suave, impeccably-dressed – his father was a shipping magnate, and Dunderdale was of independent means – he was often to be seen wearing gold Cartier cufflinks, a long ebony cigarette holder clamped between his teeth, the same as favoured by the fictional Bond, and with a bottle of vintage ­champagne never far from hand.4

			Yet beneath the chummy, clubbable, debonair look, this Paris spymaster was no soft touch, as the level expression behind his gaze hinted at. Belying his diminutive stature – Dunderdale stood five-feet-six-inches tall – he was a tough and resolute foe, not to mention loyal to a fault. He’d earned the singular nickname ‘Biffy’ due to his prowess at boxing, and he was known to have something of a cutthroat, piratical streak. Beneath its immaculate and sumptuous exterior, his Rolls-Royce was no pushover either: it was fitted with concealed bullet-proof steel plates and glass.

			A hugely likeable, if eccentric and unconventional character, Dunderdale was determined to do whatever it took to get the job done, and no matter who he might rub up the wrong way. His actions that spring 1938 morning would epitomise that spirit. In the Irish capital, Dublin, British intelligence agents had stumbled upon what increasingly looked to be the work of France’s greatest pre-war traitor. That man’s identity was yet to be unmasked, but right now Dunderdale had on his person evidence of treachery and perfidy most foul, and at such a level that all of France was threatened, not to mention her foremost ally, Great Britain.5

			As Dunderdale appreciated, such disloyalty could not go unchallenged; the betrayer needed to be hunted down before any further harm might be wrought. The world teetered on the brink of war. Much that the politicians might deny it, those fighting the war in the shadows – the war of the secret services – knew what was coming. Adolf Hitler was hell-bent on avenging what he saw as the injustices heaped upon Germany following the First World War, and of winning global domination under the credo of Nazism; of forging his dark kingdom – his Third Reich. And if he succeeded, as Dunderdale and his colleagues well knew, freedom would die in darkness.

			At first glance Dunderdale and his chauffeur – Paul Kilesso, a gnarled giant of an Ukrainian – were the most unlikely of pairings. But ever since Dunderdale’s youthful recruitment into the SIS, the two had been inseparable – firm friends; loyal unto death. Kilesso, a former cavalry officer, had fought at Verdun, in the Great War, in defence of France, and Dunderdale had convinced him not to return home at war’s end. Instead, he had persuaded Kilesso that he would be far better off running the Hotel du Havre, at 37 Boulevard Montparnasse, in Paris, which was operated as a SIS safe house, being used to harbour agents, cash and espionage equipment. Kilesso doubled as Dunderdale’s driver, just as he was doing today.6

			Quietly, smoothly, he nosed the gleaming Rolls into a vacant parking spot in Paris’ 7th arrondissement and killed the engine. To their front, cloaked in the shadows of that early spring morning, lay the Avenue de Tourville headquarters of the Deuxième Bureau, France’s counter-espionage service. Though woefully understaffed, the handful of men beavering away beneath this ancient domed edifice were some of the best spy-hunters in the business; past-masters at turning the enemy’s strategies, resources and agents back against them. If only they had a smidgen more money and agents and clout, they would be unbeatable. But backing from the political hierarchy was woefully lacking, as Paris fervently – blindly – gambled that France wouldn’t be catapulted into another war with the old enemy.

			In short, too many heads were buried too firmly in the sand.

			Inside the Avenue de Tourville headquarters, Dunderdale’s Deuxième Bureau colleagues were on tenterhooks. Little could or ever would be said over open phone lines. Paris, indeed, all of France, was awash with German agents, as the Abwehr, Nazi Germany’s much expanded intelligence service, sought to overwhelm and subvert her enemies. Berlin had watchers and listeners everywhere. Germany’s omnipresent Forschungsamt – the ultra-secret telephone, mail and radio intercept and code-breaking service – had spread its tentacles across the length and breadth of Germany, as the Nazi elite turned that nation into a terrifying police state, one in which all dissent was crushed. With a staff numbering several thousand, the Forschungsamt had extended its reach into France and Britain, for the sea was no impediment to radio-interception.7

			As for the Abwehr, so brazen had their agents become, they were openly taking telephone calls at the German embassy in Paris, from sources across France, knowing that the Deuxième Bureau was bound to be listening. It was almost as if Germany’s intelligence service was challenging Paris – the French authorities – to challenge them. To do something. To indulge in an act of ‘provocation’, one that could be used as ‘justification’ for ever greater belligerence, provoking an ever-more vitriolic tide of propaganda from Joseph Goebbels – Reichsminister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda – plus an ever-more vigorous beating of the drums of war.

			Dunderdale’s colleagues at the Deuxième Bureau manned the German Desk, though they were but a paltry few. Their chief, Commander Paul Paillole, was exactly what Dunderdale would expect from such a man in such a position. A champion fencer, Paillole had been schooled at Saint-Cyr, the foremost French military academy – the equivalent of Britain’s Sandhurst or America’s West Point. After service in the North African colonies, chiefly Algeria, he had fully intended to follow a traditional soldier’s career. His posting to the Deuxième Bureau had come completely from out of the blue, but true to form – a rigorous man of duty – he had made the cat-and-mouse game of counter-espionage very much his own.8 

			Tall, slender, dark-haired, with angular, almost emaciated features, Paillole had proved a demanding boss, one keen to forge ever closer links with the Deuxième Bureau’s foremost ally, the Secret Intelligence Service. In him, Dunderdale had found a committed opponent to the rise of Nazi Germany, an enthusiastic anglophile and an archetypal patriotic Frenchman. By contrast, Paillole’s deputy, and Dunderdale’s other key partner in this war of the shadows, wasn’t exactly cut from the same cloth, or so first appearances might suggest.

			Captain Maurice Léonard Abtey – known to all as ‘Jacques’ – was blond, with pale-blue eyes and classic Nordic good looks, and he was as much at home speaking German as French. Born and brought up in the Alsace region, on France’s eastern border with Germany, in lands which historically were claimed as much by Berlin as by Paris, Abtey readily admitted that their family name was very likely of German origin.9 His family was steeped in German culture as much as it was that of France. Prior to being recruited into the Deuxième Bureau, he had graduated from the French Centre for Advanced Germanic Studies, in Strasbourg, becoming ever more immersed in the German nation’s language and values.10

			But in fact it was his very ‘German-ness’ that made him such an asset. Abtey could talk like the enemy, think like the enemy and he looked like the archetypal Nazi foe. Perhaps in an effort to undercut his ordered, disciplined, Germanic side, there was something of the rebel – the spirited maverick – in Abtey, just as there was in Dunderdale.11 As the latter liked to cruise the streets of Paris in his bullet-proof Rolls-Royce, so the former was in the habit of commuting to work not on the Paris metro, nor even by bicycle, but paddling a kayak on the grey-green waters of the Seine, which weaves its way through the heart of Paris with a meandering, looping ease.

			From early spring to the darkest days of winter, kayak-time proved decompression-time – a precious hour away from the desk and the mind-bending intrigues of work.12 Living in the Vanves suburb of Paris, the six-kilometre paddle took Abtey beneath the Billancourt and Alma bridges, whereupon he would tie up his canoe and make the remainder of the commute on foot. ‘Once on the water, I forgot about spies, suspects, reports, intelligence, anonymous letters,’ Abtey would write. Or most usually he would.13 In the coming weeks his thoughts would keep drifting to the very betrayal that Dunderdale was in the process of uncovering.

			Late the previous evening Dunderdale had telephoned unexpectedly, keeping communication to the absolute minimum. Might he call around at the Deuxième Bureau’s office first thing the following morning, he’d asked? Before agreeing to a meeting, the staff on the German Desk had asked the obvious question: was the matter as serious as it seemed it might be?

			‘It’s serious,’ Dunderdale had confirmed, simply.14

			Nothing further needed to be said: Dunderdale’s reputation went before him. Brought up and schooled in Odessa, Ukraine, from where his father ran the family shipping business, his entry into the world of espionage had begun spectacularly, if somewhat prematurely. At age eighteen he’d joined the Royal Navy, being mentioned in dispatches twice for individual acts of bravery towards the end of the First World War. He’d then volunteered for an unusually hazardous mission, one aimed at discovering if the communists – who were even then seizing power in Russia – had got their hands on some particularly sophisticated weaponry.

			At the height of the war the American armaments firm, the Electric Boat Company (today part of General Dynamics Corp.), had sold Russia a dozen partially assembled mini-submarines, Russia then being an ally.15 As far as anyone knew, the mini-subs were still in Odessa, the Black Sea port city to where they had been shipped. Dunderdale spoke fluent Russian and had only recently graduated from school in Odessa, plus for some reason he still had his school uniform with him, packed in a trunk and stowed aboard the Royal Navy vessel on which he served. Put ashore dressed as an Odessa schoolboy, he made for his former housemaster’s home, seeking to discover what exactly had happened to those diminutive submarines.16

			‘What on earth are you doing here, Dunderdale?’ his former housemaster greeted him, with undisguised incredulity.

			Having explained his unlikely mission, the housemaster banished the schoolboy spy to the attic, for his discovery would spell trouble. He happened to have a relative who worked in the Odessa docks, he explained, from whom he was sure to discover the fate of those mini-subs. Dunderdale, meanwhile, was to remain hidden at all times.

			‘Your Latin was always behind,’ the housemaster scolded, as he banished his former pupil to the room beneath the eaves. ‘You can work up there to improve it!’17

			The very next day the housemaster had the answer to Dunderdale’s quest, and the teenage agent left his hideout and made his pre-arranged pick-up with the Royal Navy – mission accomplished, or almost . . . It was decided that those mini-subs could not be left in communist hands. They were subsequently sabotaged, in a dramatic mission of underwater derring-do, in which Dunderdale again played a key role. For such extraordinary bouts of heroism, in June 1921 Dunderdale would earn an MBE – The Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, a chivalric honour. He was just twenty-one years old.18 Recruited into the SIS – what else was anyone to do with him? – a string of similarly colourful adventures followed, before Dunderdale earned his Paris posting. A born secret agent, a good decade later he was resolutely stalking that city’s streets, intent on defeating those enemies who plot and scheme in the shadows.19

			Exiting his Rolls-Royce, Dunderdale stepped into an ancient clanking lift with a sliding wire door, which spirited him into the bowels of the Avenue de Tourville headquarters, set directly beneath the giant Dome of the Church of the Invalides. Prior to the Eiffel Tower being built, this was the highest building in all Paris, and it houses Napoleon Bonaparte’s tomb. There, deep in the catacombs, a small, dark iron door barred the way. To be admitted, Dunderdale had first to ring a bell set into the centuries-old stonework, before announcing his name and purpose into a wire mesh-covered peephole. Only when the doorkeeper was fully satisfied as to his identity was he permitted entry.20

			The closely guarded domain of French counter-espionage exuded spycraft, plus a certain respect and esteem for one’s adversary – in this case, chiefly the Abwehr. On one wall was displayed the motto of the German intelligence service from the First World War: Der Nachrichtendienst ist ein Herrendienst – the Intelligence Service is a service of gentlemen. In other words, theirs was a higher calling, and only those with courage and an unbreakable moral fortitude need apply.21

			According to Paillole, honour was critical in such a seemingly amoral profession: ‘We had to be all the more rigorous, for we were dealing with terribly ambiguous, frightening and sometimes sordid situations.’22 Serving as an intelligence officer required very different qualities from that of a regular soldier. As Paillole had learned, you had to throw off the military straitjacket; flexibility and lateral thinking were key. You had to learn the rules, in order to break the rules, before rewriting the rules. Somewhat unexpectedly, Paillole had found this suited him down to the ground, and it was something that likewise seemed to come naturally to his colleague, Jacques Abtey.23

			Once admitted into Paillole’s lair, Dunderdale took from a locked leather briefcase a thick envelope addressed in French to a Dublin mailbox. Tipped off by the FBI, MI5, Britain’s domestic intelligence service – Ireland was seen as domestic, or home, territory – had learned that the Dublin post office box served as a ‘dead letter drop’ for the Abwehr, an anonymous and supposedly untraceable address in a neutral country to which could be sent sensitive information. MI5 had set up surveillance and intercepted this and a previous missive before they reached German hands.24

			What had led the FBI to the innocent-looking PO box was in itself one hell of a tale, concerning a concerted effort by Berlin to establish a spy ring deep inside the USA. But that was firmly FBI business. The first envelope had been steamed open, and found to contain a single, brief page – an alert as to when the next substantive cache of documents would arrive from France. It had been resealed and returned to the PO box, so as not to arouse suspicion. But the present parcel now being delivered by Dunderdale was an entirely different matter: it was stuffed thick with papers.

			With great care, Paillole and Abtey proceeded to steam open the envelope and photograph the contents, which concerned certain details of the French naval fleet stationed in the Mediterranean. The pages looked as if they had been torn from a school exercise book, and the intelligence they contained was handwritten, with only an ‘A’ for a signature. It provided precious little to go on as to the identity of the traitor. Frustratingly, the postmark was from a post office in Paris, not so far distant from the Deuxième Bureau’s Avenue de Tourville headquarters.25

			Paillole ordered the envelope resealed, after which it was to be dispatched to its intended destination post haste. Admittedly, they would be delivering valuable intelligence into the hands of the enemy – the Abwehr. At that time the modern French fleet was the fourth most powerful in the world, after Great Britain, the USA and Japan. If war was coming, those French warships were bound to play a key role in the defence of Western Europe. But that was a price Paillole deemed worth paying, to keep the traitor active and to buy time to hunt, trace and trap him.

			Paillole’s team rushed into action. At the headquarters of the French Admiralty, the naval intelligence staff were ‘flabbergasted’ at the details the handwritten notes revealed. The first line read: ‘The Mediterranean fleet can set sail in twenty-four hours.’ The nation’s warships had indeed been placed on an extremely high state of readiness, but only a few score French naval officers were aware of this. That narrowed the field of suspects a little. A foremost expert was asked to analyse the informant’s handwriting. He concluded that the mystery author ‘A’ was a young man aged around thirty, thickset and powerfully built, but who lacked both a high degree of education and a strong personality.

			Paillole and Abtey crunched the numbers, looking for a naval officer who fitted the description and whose surname began with ‘A’. That narrowed the field a little more. But for now at least, all they could do was await the traitor’s next move.

			 

			Bar an enlightened few, all of Paris was in denial. Less than two decades had passed since the First World War had come to a close, and France was still trying to shake off the war’s long shadow: just short of two million French soldiers and civilians had perished, so many more wounded. This was a city – a people – that was war-weary, that hungered for entertainment, for laughter and for light. To that end, a short drive from the Deuxième Bureau’s Paris headquarters, one of the city’s most-celebrated entertainers was giving Parisians and foreign visitors alike exactly what they hungered for, and as almost no other female performer seemed able to.

			At her own nightclub, Chez Josephine, the distinctive figure of Josephine Baker, superstar, stepped into the limelight . . . or rather the muted, intimate lighting that conjured up just the kind of cosy, magical feel that such a venue required. American by birth, in part a descendant of slaves, Josephine had been brought up in grinding poverty, and it was in France – and chiefly Paris – that she had first found fame and fortune. As a result, she loved the city and its people with all her heart and soul. Her nightly performances at Chez Josephine embodied all of that. She gave to her guests all that she had, somehow making each and every one of them feel special, as if she were dancing and singing and glittering and captivating especially for him or for her.

			That ability to reach out and embrace and touch her audiences was one of her most unique and potent assets. One of the other things that distinguished her, and indeed her club, was her runaway love of animals. One of the signatures of her acts was the exotic four-legged cast who joined her on stage, Josephine herself appearing like the ‘most beautiful panther’, as the famous French novelist Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette would describe her. Several of Josephine’s menagerie had taken up residence in her club, which gave it a distinctive Doctor-Dolittle-esque air, as Toutoute the goat and Albert the pig cavorted with the guests . . . for of course, if a goat and pig could take to the floor, what excuse did the human clientele have not to let their hair down and dance?

			The moment that Josephine breezed into Chez Josephine, more often than not at one o’clock in the morning, having already performed an evening show at one of Paris’ top theatres, the atmosphere was transformed. She would step between the tables, pulling beards and patting bald heads and everywhere making light and laughter, before dousing Albert with a few squirts of Je Reviens perfume, by Worth. As she did so, it became obvious that her greatest talent wasn’t her voice, though it was captivating, or her svelte, lissome form, though she could dance like almost no one else seemed able; it was her sheer strength of personality and her ability to relate; to forge connections. Her very presence made a world menaced by war seem a better, brighter, more joyful place, and in the intimate environ of her club she could truly sparkle.

			Stepping onto the dance floor she would begin to twirl and gyrate to the beat of the jazz, improvising her steps seemingly without thinking, almost subconsciously, as the rhythm found its pace and its place in her soul. She could do so endlessly, for hours, hypnotically, never seeming to tire. But eventually, realising she was dancing mostly alone, she would drag the remainder of her guests out into the limelight. Soon, the entire establishment would be rocking with the beat as the good times rolled.

			‘I want people to shake off their worries the way a dog shakes off his fleas,’ declared Josephine of her club.26 ‘I never amused myself more. I made jokes . . . Everyone did the Charleston, the boys, the maîtres d’hotel, the cook, the cashier, the errand boys, the goat and the pig . . . all in the midst of streamers, balls and all night the lights keep changing.’27

			A reviewer for the French language newspaper, Le Soir, would paint an enchanting picture of Chez Josephine: ‘Midnight. Naked shoulders . . . Blue chandeliers throw a soft light . . . to the slow dying of the jazz . . . A world exhausted . . . Suddenly a shiver goes through the sold-out room . . . Josephine Baker has just made her entrance. Simple, quick, amiable, she slides between the tables . . . Joy, absent until now, has returned . . . She dances, then suddenly remembering she is the owner . . . she forces a customer to dance with her . . . until everybody is on the dance floor.’28

			By anyone’s reckoning, Josephine had succeeded in her aim: she had taught Paris to enjoy itself again and to rediscover its heart. The people loved her for it. Or at least, mostly they did. By her own account, she had left the land of her birth, America, due to the segregation and the Jim Crow laws that had meant she really could not make it as a performer there. By contrast, Paris – all of Europe – had embraced her. She had found it remarkably free of prejudice; a promised land in which she could be all she had dreamed she might be and more. But from time to time the unwelcome sentiments of her youth and her teenage years had come back to haunt her, even here.

			A few years back she’d been invited to announce that a twenty-seven-year-old American called Charles Lindbergh had made the first solo transatlantic flight, landing his aircraft, The Spirit of St Louis, at the nearby Paris Le Bourget airfield. Of course, Josephine was overjoyed and she felt hugely honoured. Not only was she American by birth, but she hailed from the city of St Louis, after which Lindbergh had named his aircraft. As she knew full well, people both sides of the Atlantic were transfixed by Lindbergh’s incredible exploits, which had monopolised headlines.

			She was performing that evening at the Folies-Bergère, a Paris music hall which then was the most famous and lavish in the world. ‘Good news, ladies and gentlemen,’ she announced, pausing theatrically to make the announcement. ‘Charles Lindbergh has arrived.’ The news caused such an outpouring of joy and wonder that it almost, but not quite, stopped the show. Later, she and fellow revellers retired to a chic Paris restaurant, L’Abbaye de Thélème, the motto of which, fittingly, was ‘Do what you will.’ The place was awash with joviality, as figures toasted Lindbergh’s success. But then an American seated with his wife at a nearby table was heard to say, loudly: ‘At home a n***** woman belongs in the kitchen.’29

			A stunned and horrified hush settled over the room. The restaurant manager went to investigate. The American repeated the remark. ‘You are in France,’ the manager told him, ‘and here we treat all races the same.’30 Still, Josephine was mortified. It was a painful reminder of all that she had fled from, finding in Europe a kind of sanctuary and freedom that she had never imagined possible. Yet a little over a decade later, with the relentless rise of Nazi Germany, all of that – all that she held dear and all that she cherished – seemed to be falling into shadow once more.

			 

			The next communication from the mystery traitor, ‘A’, popped into the Dublin mailbox, this one announcing that he was ready to deliver a very large cache of documents. Still there were no decisive clues. Then, in mid-August 1938, Dunderdale retrieved a fourth missive from the Dublin PO Box: a postcard, also mailed by ‘A’, but this time dispatched from Antwerp. Several things struck the Paris spy-hunters most powerfully. Antwerp was in Belgium, a neutral nation, and as a neighbour of both Germany and France it was the perfect place for a French traitor to rendezvous with agents of the Abwehr.

			Via contacts in Belgium, Paillole gathered all the Antwerp hotel registration cards for 16 August 1938, the date of the postcard from ‘A’. There were hundreds of them, each of which required a painstaking study to compare the handwriting with that of the mystery traitor. But after a gruelling search by Jacques Abtey, plus a fellow agent, Major André Bonnefous, they scored a stunning breakthrough . . . although at first Abtey feared it was ‘too good to be true’.31

			He rushed over to Paillole’s office, almost speechless with excitement. In his hand he clutched one of the hotel registration cards. It read:

			 

			Surname: Aubert

			First name: Henri

			Date of birth: 12 July 1914

			Profession: Officer

			Nationality: French32

			 

			The handwriting was a carbon-copy of that of the traitor hitherto known only as ‘A’.33

			The net closed quickly. While there were several individuals in the Mediterranean fleet named Aubert, only one fitted the description – a young officer serving on the destroyer Vanquelin, based out of the French port of Toulon. When a sample of his handwriting was acquired it proved the perfect match. The priority now was to uncover the full extent of Aubert’s treachery. Ideally, Paillole’s team would then take Aubert’s place, so as to feed the enemy false information, in an attempt to undo whatever damage he had wrought.

			It was vital to confront Aubert in absolute secrecy. If word leaked to the Abwehr, the game would be up. They decided to arrest him on a Sunday when he was scheduled to be on guard duty, but the Vanquelin otherwise largely deserted. A cover story was concocted, to explain what was likely to be a long absence. On the allotted day, several Deuxième Bureau agents, all dressed in civilian clothes, headed for a rendezvous with the ship’s captain, who was in full uniform complete with white gloves and sword.

			Together, they headed for Aubert’s cabin. The captain knocked, a well-built individual answered, at which point the agents shoved him inside and closed and bolted the door. Aubert stared at the men in ashen-faced silence – a rabbit caught in the headlamps. One glance at his desk betrayed exactly what he had been up to. The French naval codebook lay open, and Aubert had been painstakingly copying the details into yet another exercise book.

			‘Aubert, you have dishonoured the Navy,’ the Vanquelin’s captain declared, aghast. ‘All you have left to do now is atone for your crimes.’34

			‘Honour and Homeland’ was the motto inscribed in gold lettering on every French warship, but Aubert had sold out ‘his comrades, his brothers, his country’, Abtey noted, in ‘a most horrible crime’.35 For those wondering what on earth Aubert’s motive might be, the answer was to be found in letters scattered across the young naval officer’s desk, hailing from a certain lady. While Aubert remained tight-lipped about his treachery, on her identity he was immediately forthcoming.

			‘She is my friend,’ he protested, as the letters were siezed. ‘This matter is none of her business.’36

			Having made a note of her name – Marie Maurel – and address, Paillole’s men paid her a visit. It turned out that Marie Maurel, Aubert’s mistress, lay at at the root of his betrayal. Under her avaricious influence the besotted young naval officer had turned traitor, and all so that he would have enough funds to set up a love-nest.

			Under interrogation Aubert revealed the breathtaking scope of his treachery. At their 18 August rendezvous in Antwerp, he had met with seasoned Abwehr agent Fritz Gibhardt. Gibhardt, a captain in the German Navy, had been a very deliberate choice: the meeting was to be navy man to navy man, a none-too-subtle attempt by the Abwehr to forge some easy ‘camaraderie’. In truth, they need not have worried greatly. Aubert was accompanied by Marie Maurel, and once she smelled the money there was no turning back. Gibhardt himself would go on to describe her as being ‘cold as a fish . . . He was under the law of this girl. We owed this choice recruit to her.’37

			Incredibly, Aubert handed Gibhardt two suitcases stuffed full of documents, including reams of technical reports stamped top secret, detailing the warships of the French fleet and their armaments. Gibhardt could barely believe his eyes.38 Among many other highly sensitive papers, there was a detailed report concerning the Surcouf, a state-of-the-art French submarine then viewed as being the most advanced such design in the world.39

			When Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, the head of the Abwehr, heard of the incredible haul, he summoned Gibhardt to his Berlin headquarters. ‘Let’s congratulate ourselves that this woman exists,’ Canaris enthused, referencing Aubert’s lover, ‘for without her this boy would never have come to us.’ Knowing what a hold this gave them over Aubert, they set upon seizing the greatest prize of all: the key to the French Navy’s encrypted codes, which would prove ‘invaluable to the German Navy’.40

			Sure enough, Aubert proceeded to send the Abwehr copies of the French naval codebooks, via which their wireless telegraph (radio) messages were encrypted, before transmission between vessels and headquarters. ‘Possessing this code, the Germans were able to decipher all movement orders concerning our ships,’ Abtey would write of Aubert’s treachery.41 The head of the Deuxième Bureau put it even more starkly: ‘Had we been at war, the enemy would have read our manoeuvres like an open book and we would have faced disaster.’42

			In light of Aubert’s revelations, many wished to change the French naval codes immediately, but Paillole argued otherwise. To do so would alert the Abwehr. Instead, they should continue to use the ‘burned’ codes, while they worked up a plan to turn Aubert’s treachery back on their adversaries.

			A new missive ‘from Aubert’ was penned by Paillole’s team. The message was typeset, the author claiming that he was worried about surveillance, hence the extra precautions. With Dunderdale’s help, it was slipped into the Dublin PO Box, as if Aubert were still very much in action. The Abwehr’s response was entirely as intended: they congratulated ‘Aubert’ on his precautions, and on the excellent intelligence he was providing. Money was dispatched, the banknotes secreted between the pages of a novel, which was posted to the address of Aubert’s mistress.

			The woefully underfunded Deuxième Bureau pocketed the cash. It went into a special fund, which also banked the proceeds from several other double-cross operations targeting the cash-rich Abwehr. Mostly, these involved so-called ‘penetration’ agents that the Abwehr believed were providing high-quality information, but which were in truth feeding them false intelligence. The Abwehr’s generous pay-offs went straight into the Deuxième Bureau’s slush fund. It was money for a rainy day, and few doubted that dark and stormy days were coming.43

			The book posted to Aubert’s mistress also contained his next instructions, painstakingly rendered into ‘micro-dots’ – tiny, condensed lines of text, which could be hidden beneath full stops. Once removed, they were legible under a microscope. For months Paillole’s team continued to play the Abwehr, feeding them false intelligence, during which time the French Navy were able gradually to readjust their codes, undoing the worst of Aubert’s treachery. At the beginning of December 1938, ‘Aubert’ warned his Abwehr handlers that his payments had to be doubled, as a ‘Christmas Bonus’ was very much in order. Even as Paris prepared to celebrate the festive season, more Abwehr cash flowed into the Deuxième Bureau’s slush fund.

			But all good things must come to an end.

			At dawn on 8 March 1939, Ensign Henri Aubert was executed by firing squad. He died more bravely than he had lived, sincerely expressing his regret.44 His mistress was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment, seeming callously indifferent to the fate of her erstwhile champion. Aubert’s mother had begged the authorities for clemency, but to no avail. Aubert was the first to be sentenced to death for treachery in France for many a year. There had been other traitors, yet they had received lenient custodial sentences, for the law had only recently been changed to allow fitting punishment for selling one’s country to the Nazis.

			Paillole and Dunderdale worried it would all be too little, too late. They were shutting the door after the proverbial horse had bolted. They feared that Hitler’s rise would prove inexorable, the spread of his poisonous ideology unstoppable. Paillole was convinced that Germany was already too powerful militarily, and that France would not be able to stand against the onslaught, and that the only hope of their – and Great Britain’s – salvation lay across the Atlantic, in the USA.45

			Under Hitler, Germany had become a one-party state ruled by a sinister personality cult. The SS permeated the Nazi party, and chillingly every member swore an oath ‘to obey Hitler unto death’. Ninety-five per cent of German children had joined the Hitler Youth – Hitlerjugend – and were brainwashed in Nazi ideology: reunification of all Germanic peoples, seizure by force if necessary of Lebensraum – land for the Aryan elite – and virulent antisemitism. The Gestapo and all security services were firmly under Nazi control, and a terrible fate awaited any who tried to stand against them. They were to be sent to the concentration camps, like Dachau, which was ruled with extreme brutality by the SS Death’s Head – Totenkopfverbände – units.46

			Under Goebbels, Minister for Total War, the line pumped out from Berlin, backed by massive budgets and masterly propaganda, was that Germany’s sole aim was to defeat the threat from the east. Hundreds of thousands of copies of the Hitler Youth magazine, Wille und Macht – Will and Power – flooded France, driving home that same message: there was nothing to fear from Berlin, which was the much-needed bulwark against communism. In Paris there seemed neither the will nor the means to resist, especially as the memory of the terrible bloodshed of the First World War still lay heavy on people’s minds. Senior French figures even made proclamations like: ‘German influence fertilises the French spirit!’47

			For those who knew the truth, it was all so disheartening.

			 

			As Berlin cranked out the propaganda, so the enemies of the Nazi state began to be targeted. Josephine Baker was one: she would find herself the subject of Goebbels’ personal vitriol. In 1937, a new and groundbreaking show, En Super Folies, had opened in Paris, with the express aim of promoting the city’s upcoming Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques dans la Vie Moderne – a six-months-long festival showcasing global art, culture and technology. Among others, there would be a British Pavilion, a Spanish Pavilion, a Soviet Pavilion and, of course, a German one, too. The headline performer of En Super Folies, which was designed as a prelude to the Exposition, was Josephine Baker.

			By now she had starred in two movies, for the first of which, Siren of the Tropics, she’d been signed up aged just twenty-one. She’d also performed La Créole, a comic opera by the German-born French composer Jacques Offenbach. Her star was at its zenith, and the producers of En Super Folies commissioned a giant painted frieze to publicise the show, depicting Josephine draped in jewels and feathers, drinking a toast with a top-hatted gentleman. The Exposition was defined by a global theme and the show echoed that. It opened with a series of distinct routines, each set in contrasting regions of the world. One, ‘La Jungle Merveilleuse’, was set in the jungle, complete with a massive stage-elephant. Another was set in the snowy wastes of the North Pole, with Josephine cast as ‘the Queen of the Far North’, complete with sled and huskies. A third was set firmly in Africa, from where Josephine’s ancestors would have hailed.

			Josephine’s dear friend, the acclaimed writer Colette, was there to see one of the earliest performances. ‘We love her assured, penetrating, emotional voice . . . and we do not tire of the gentleness, that affecting desire to please,’ Colette wrote. But she was most struck by the ‘African Josephine . . . covered by a white woollen oriental cape, and swathed in veils,’ the stage bedecked ‘in colours both fiery and pure blue, the delightful entrance to the Oudayas garden in Rabat . . . Her eyes huge, outlined in black and blue, gaze forth, her cheeks are flushed, the moist and dazzling sweetness of her teeth shows beneath dark and violet lips . . .’48

			As Collete’s review foreshadowed, Josephine’s performance in En Super Folies was a sensation. But not with everyone. As the grand pavilions rose above the Paris skyline, many built in stark, modernist style, that of Nazi Germany seemed the biggest and the brashest, dwarfing Great Britain’s. Its design by Hitler’s architect, Albert Speer, sought to embody the power and potency of the new Germany. Above the pavilion thrust a rank of flagpoles, on each of which flew the signature emblem of the Nazi state, one co-opted from ancient history – the Swastika. It was a grim portent of what was to come.

			Ironically, the German pavilion lay just a short walk from Josephine’s iconic club, Chez Josephine. If anything, the Spanish pavilion struck an even more controversial tone, as it featured Picasso’s shocking, chaotic and tortured painting, Guernica, whose screaming faces and dismembered limbs commemorated the bombing of the Spanish city of that name. Just a few months earlier the Luftwaffe had levelled that Basque city, killing over two hundred civilians. Italian warplanes had also taken part in the raid, some 75,000 troops from fascist Italy joining German forces fighting on the side of the Spanish leader General Franco in the Spanish civil war.49

			Not content with such provocations, Goebbels issued a propaganda leaflet, which denounced the ‘decadent’ artists of the day, who were declared to be the enemies of all that Berlin stood for. On the front cover, in pride of place and epitomising all that Goebbels and Nazism abhorred, was an image of Josephine Baker. Jumping on the bandwagon, Benito Mussolini, Italy’s fascist dictator, proclaimed that Josephine was henceforth banned from visiting Italy. The Italian Pavilion – which vied to rival Germany’s – nestled beneath the Eiffel Tower, in the heart of Paris, gazing out over the river Seine. Presumably, she was not welcome there either.50

			The lines were drawn. It was not even a case of if you are not with us, you are against us. If you hailed from the Untermenschen – the sub-humans – you were precluded from membership of the Übermenschen, the Nazi master-race, by the very essence of your being: your colour, your ethnicity, your religious beliefs or your political views . . . You were condemned by the blood or the convictions that ran through your veins. If Jew, black, Gypsy or Slav – indeed, simply for nurturing a belief in freedom and democracy – you were by definition an enemy of the state. Immutably so. And on any number of those counts Josephine Baker was first and foremost a high-profile – and reviled – adversary.

			Of course, Josephine knew this. She railed against the tide of hatred, intolerance and totalitarianism emanating from Berlin. That autumn she was to fall for and marry a French industrialist, Jean Lion, who just happened to be Jewish. It gave her double the reason to abhor – and to fear – the ascendency of Hitler and his ilk. But other than speaking out and posturing, the question was – what could she do about it? With the clouds of war gathering ever more thickly, what else could a high-profile superstar – and a natural-born enemy of the Nazi state – do to stop the seemingly inevitable?

			 

			Shortly after Aubert’s execution, another parcel arrived at the Deuxième Bureau’s headquarters. Paillole opened it, only to find an espionage thriller by the French author Robert Dumas. But this book contained no hidden banknotes or micro-dotted messages. Instead, a slender sheet of paper fluttered out, on which was written the one word, in French: ‘Congratulations’. It was the Abwehr’s way of letting Paillole know that his adversaries had discovered the double-cross.51

			While Aubert’s trial had been held in the strictest secrecy, word had leaked out. Unsurprisingly, the Abwehr had been watching and listening, and they’d realised then how they had been played. But what the Aubert affair had proven most powerfully was the vital importance of close, almost seamless cooperation between those Allied intelligence agencies facing a common and powerful enemy, such as Germany then constituted.

			In the spring of 1938 Paillole travelled to London to meet with senior figures in British intelligence, including Sir Stewart Menzies, chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, otherwise known as ‘C’. Two years earlier, Dunderdale had first brought Paillole to the British capital, for a round of high-level talks. As the Americans had no foreign intelligence agency, that left the SIS as France’s natural ally.52 In terms of the double-cross served on the Abwehr, the Deuxième Bureau had more than shown its worth. London offered fulsome praise. In that department, certainly, Paillole and his colleagues had proved to be the ‘masters’.53

			But in many other respects the French intelligence services were woefully lacking. Aubert should have been caught far earlier. A string of clues had been missed, a clutch of errors made. If it hadn’t been for American vigilance, and British brotherhood and tradecraft, Aubert might never have been unmasked. Of course, it all boiled down to a lack of manpower; of agents. Paillole had just a handful for the entire German Desk. But the moribund French Government remained implacable: there was little appetite to increase funding or to boost the Deuxième Bureau’s numbers.54

			Sadly, the SIS wasn’t in a great deal better shape. The British, labouring under an appeasement-minded administration, had refused to boost the coffers and manpower of that nation’s secret agencies. Quite the contrary: to Churchill’s horror, the budget of the SIS had been slashed during the interwar years. ‘With the world in its present condition of extreme unrest and changing friendships and antagonisms, and with our greatly reduced and weak military forces, it is more than ever vital for us to have good and timely information,’ he had railed, but to very little effect.55

			As a result, SIS’s French operations were stretched to breaking point. While Paillole viewed Dunderdale as a past-master of espionage – ‘un camarade séduisant, d’une élégance raffinée’; a seductive comrade of refined elegance – even the poise of this long-lived Paris spymaster seemed in jeopardy.56 With war threatening, SIS headquarters worried that Dunderdale was at risk of burnout, especially with the impossible burdens he was forced to shoulder – liaising with his French counterparts, hunting traitors, running agents and gathering much-needed intelligence.57

			After the Aubert affair, it was obvious that the Deuxième Bureau had to find more recruits, but how? There was in fact an alternative to hiring full-time agents: volunteers could be called for. Traditionally, such individuals were known as ‘Honorary Correspondents’ (HCs). They tended to hail from all walks of life, as long as their daily business took them into situations that could yield useful intelligence. The key qualities sought were a certain independence of means, for no one could afford to pay them; an unbending moral rectitude, and a heartfelt patriotism. A dash of abhorrence for Nazism wouldn’t go amiss, but frankly the HCs would need to be recruited from a broad spectrum.

			And of course, they would need guts, front and daring in spadefuls. The risks involved were legion, for the Abwehr would draw little distinction between a professional and a voluntary spy. Indeed, Nazi Germany had shown far fewer qualms than the French when it came to punishing their traitors. In recent years, two high-society ladies, Benita von Falkenhayn and Renate von Natzmer, had been seduced into spying on their country. A dashing Polish Army officer, Jerzy Sosnowski, who worked for Polish intelligence, had sought them out because they worked at the German War Ministry. But once their treachery was uncovered, they were taken to a Berlin prison and each beheaded by an axe.58

			Beheading – as far as Berlin was concerned it was perfect pour encourager les autres. An axe-blade cleaved to the neck – that had become the default punishment for treachery and espionage. Horrifyingly, the Gestapo would add their own macabre twist to the method of beheading – head facing upwards on the block, so the condemned man, or woman, could see everything, including the axe-blade flashing down.59 Despite such risks, the Deuxième Bureau was in desperate need of HCs. They would need to be sought. Those ready to take the plunge regardless of the dangers would need to be found, forming a coalition of the courageous and the willing.

			That would draw into the Allies’ sphere one of the most unusual candidates ever to have played the espionage game.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			An Honourable Spy

			Not long after the conclusion of the Aubert affair, the suggestion was made to Jacques Abtey that he should recruit as an Honorary Correspondent one of the foremost superstars of Europe. The recommendation was not without a degree of controversy. Firstly, the nominee was a woman and in the distinctly chauvinistic atmosphere of the late 1930s, women were not looked upon very kindly across the world’s intelligence agencies. After the Aubert affair, Admiral Canaris had reiterated his strong opposition to using female agents.1 Likewise, Britain’s SIS had few women in its ranks.

			Abtey remained undecided. On the one hand he cited the infamous case of Mata Hari, the cabaret dancer of supposedly Asian descent, but who was in reality Dutchwoman Margaretha Zelle. Recruited as an Honorary Correspondent during the First World War, she was found guilty of being a double agent and of selling secrets to the Germans. She was shot as a traitor, and few in the French espionage milieu had ever forgotten.2

			On the other hand, Abtey had little option but to resort to ‘people acting voluntarily out of pure patriotism . . . gratis pro Deo’ (free of charge), and some of those who stepped forward were bound to be women.3 As far as he saw it, a woman could be ‘as brave as a man, have as much tenacity, as much willpower and could be counted upon to be discreet’. In some ways he believed a female agent could be ‘superior’, being more innately intuitive and also being able to fly under the radar.4

			Even so, the present, world-famous nominee was clearly no spy by nature. How could someone with such a high profile possibly serve as an undercover agent, operating in the shadows?5 For any such individual the ‘ability to go unnoticed’ was key. Surely, the very fact of her stardom – her notoriety – ruled her out.6

			HCs were required to have a keen intellect, a razor-sharp memory, so as not to get ensnared by one’s own lies, an ability to make people talk, plus the self-possession to retain a cool head when all around were losing theirs. The very best such agents never carried a weapon. They had no need. They got out of the direst of situations by relying upon their mental faculties, their composure and an iron-willed self-control. As far as Abtey knew, this star of stage, screen and song was hardly renowned for her powers of discretion, and as any trawl of news-clippings would reveal, she had contradicted her own life story several times over.7

			But Abtey’s single greatest objection was based upon patriotism. First and foremost, any credible HC had to be a true French patriot. Without a burning love of country, there was no heart; no iron core of principles from which to keep taking risks. Abtey wasn’t sure if this woman was even French. She certainly hadn’t been born in France. She hailed from across the Atlantic, and while she had spent the best part of two decades resident in Paris, for much of that time she had been touring the world’s capitals, giving sell-out shows. Admittedly, her ability to travel widely offered the perfect excuse to spy, but even those performances weren’t without their controversies.

			The prevailing image of this icon was of her stalking the Paris streets, together with her cheetah, Chiquita, held on a diamond-studded leash, and of her near-naked stage shows. Rumoured to be one of the wealthiest women then alive, even her ethnicity was clouded in mystery. While her mother, Carrie McDonald, was a black American, she had variously claimed that her father was a famous black lawyer, a Jewish tailor, a Spanish dancer, or a white German then resident in America.8 Whatever her father’s true identity, what was not up for debate was her Native American heritage: one of her grandmothers, Elvira, was descended from the Apalachee, a fierce warrior tribe originating from the southern United States.9

			All things considered, Abtey remained sceptical. But Daniel Marouani, the foremost champion of this superstar, would brook no dissent. Marouani certainly had form, for he served as a part-time HC, while also managing a top casino in Cannes. His younger brother, Félix, worked as the impresario – the theatrical agent – for this famous individual, and he too recommended her. She might well be an exceptional artist, Abtey argued, but she was ‘a little eccentric’, not to mention ‘une grande amoureuse’ – a seductress. Well, Daniel Marouani countered, who in the world of espionage wasn’t?10 More to the point, she was actually ‘more French than the French’.11

			She had more reasons than most to abhor the Nazis, and to want to fight them with every essence of her being. That she was a woman of singular courage was beyond doubt. A few years back, she had been returning from a tour of Europe when a bomb had exploded beneath the train she was travelling on. The attack was deemed to be the work of terrorists with communist leanings. It proved mightily effective: the locomotive and nine carriages were blown off the tracks, tumbling into a ravine. Dozens were killed and injured. As the survivors sat in the carriages ‘frozen with fear’, our heroine did the only thing she could think of to bolster everyone’s spirits . . . she began to sing.12

			Faced with Marouani’s relentless badgering, Abtey finally relented. After all, nothing ventured, nothing gained. Having persuaded Abtey to make the journey across Paris to meet this superstar, Marouani volunteered to drive. So cash-strapped was the Deuxième Bureau that the agency boasted not a single motor car. As befitted a superstar of the era, she had made her home in a beautiful neo-Gothic mansion set amid the rolling parklands and lakes of Le Vésinet, a suburb on the city’s western outskirts cradled in a bend of the Seine, and favoured by the wealthy of Paris.

			Despite the favour Marouani was doing him – ‘an extremely resourceful boy, burning with the desire to do well’ – Abtey kept a scowl on his face the entire journey, feeling sure this was a complete waste of time.13 The car pulled through the imposing gateway of Le Beau Chêne, the grand, turreted villa, whereupon Abtey heard a cheerful and unaffected cry ring out from the direction of the gardens: ‘Hello.’14

			He turned, only to spy an unmistakable figure emerge from the bushes, her face shaded by a battered felt hat, one hand thrust into a pair of old gardening trousers and the other clutching a dented tin can brimming with snails. Despite the wholly unexpected attire – Abtey had supposed he’d find her draped in a designer gown and dripping with jewels – there was no mistaking the striking features or the dazzling smile.

			Josephine Baker, superstar, was bidding him welcome.15

			Abtey had come bearing an assumed identity, as any spy should, and Marouani introduced him as an Englishman, ‘Mr Fox’. For an instant, Josephine Baker threw a shrewd glance in his direction, and he realised in that moment that he was as much on trial here as was she. They turned towards the sumptuous residence, at the entrance to which she deposited her can of snails – not to cook and eat, as one might imagine in France, but for feeding to her ducks – as a white-coated butler ushered them inside. There, a roaring fire and a bottle of iced champagne awaited.16 Having filled their glasses, the butler quietly withdrew.

			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Fox,’ Josephine declared, raising her glass. ‘To France.’ And so they toasted the mother country.17

			As they talked, Abtey was struck by several things, perhaps best summed up in the phrase – this was not at all what he was expecting. The house impressed with its sombre, tasteful elegance. She impressed, with her simplicity and unpretentiousness; her almost childlike quality, at turns playful and pensive, and her schoolgirlish habit of wrinkling her forehead when lost in thought. Instinctive, innate, she tended to make up her mind about people almost instantly. Though he was only to learn this later, Abtey had made an unexpectedly favourable impression, for he too was up for judgement on this day.

			Josephine had been anticipating an archetype of a security services agent as she saw it – someone in the vein of the fictional 1930s French detective, Inspector Jules Maigret; a gruff, downbeat individual, wearing a dark overcoat and sporting a pudding-bowl haircut, above a porcupine moustache, with clothes smelling of stale tobacco and grease.18 She’d steeled herself to be speared by a bristly stare from beneath bushy eyebrows. Stylishly dressed, handsome, well-travelled, multilingual – Abtey spoke fluent German, French and English, plus some Arabic – her visitor was a far cry from all that.19

			Who would ever have expected an officer of the Deuxième Bureau to be ‘young, blond, athletic, bursting with life?’ she would write of their first encounter.20

			The surprise, on both sides, was complete. As they relaxed beside the fire, and Josephine chatted away, Abtey began to appreciate what had made her such a global sensation. This beautiful, bewitching woman possessed an almost unique ability to reach out from the stage and connect with her audience. As Jean-Pierre Reggiori, one of Josephine’s youngest-ever dance partners, who she nicknamed ‘Little Page’, pointed out, this gift of Josephine’s to touch her audience, to connect, was a truly remarkable and rare thing.

			‘Not only could she sing, dance and act wonderfully, but she always went one hundred per cent. Always,’ Reggiori would remark of Josephine. ‘Even in Paris, with its famously reserved clientele, she broke down barriers, and talked to and with her audience. She reached people. She gave herself to her audience. She made personal connections as almost no other performer was able to.’21

			Little by little, Abtey outlined exactly why he had come, and what exactly was expected by the Deuxième Bureau of an Honourable Correspondent. Josephine’s response left him almost speechless, and very close to awestruck. If what Abtey was hearing was genuine, Marouani had been fully vindicated, proving himself a fine judge of character.

			‘France has made me all that I am,’ Josephine declared, simply. ‘I shall be eternally grateful to her . . . I gave my heart to Paris, as Paris gave me hers. Captain, I am ready to give my country my life. Dispose of me as you will.’22

			As Abtey studied her ‘beautiful, slightly misty’ eyes – the windows into the soul – he detected that this apparently fearless pronouncement seemed genuine. She burst out laughing, breaking the somewhat awkward silence that had settled between them.23

			‘I’m glad to be dealing with such a young, friendly man as you,’ she declared, light-heartedly. ‘You know how I had imagined you?’ Playfully, she went on to describe a ‘short, paunchy gentleman’ with a grubby bowler hat, fierce eyes and a smelly cigar. But Abtey – Mr Fox – was quite different. ‘You have an accent that is not French, nor is your name? Excuse me, but you are the first officer of the Deuxième Bureau that I have ever met.’24

			Did this gentle inquisition betray a ‘certain mistrust’ towards him, Abtey wondered? The way she had turned the tables, putting the Deuxième Bureau agent in ‘the hot seat’, was remarkable. It boded well for Josephine’s potential as an HC.25 By way of answer, Abtey explained that he hailed from the border country – Alsace – making him an Alsatian, but that for now at least she should continue to call him ‘Mr Fox’.

			For a long moment the flames that sprang from the fireplace crackled and hissed, throwing tortured shadows across the ebony statue that stood in one corner of the room. Dusk had fallen, and in the dancing half-light Josephine Baker appeared to Jacques Abtey as a ‘true goddess of the night’.26 This was the moment when he somehow had to make her recruitment as an HC official.

			‘You will accept me to work for France?’ she ventured, somewhat timidly.

			‘From now on, you are one of us,’ Abtey confirmed, simply.27

			Josephine seemed overjoyed. She demanded what the first task was that she might usefully perform. Abtey explained that he wanted her to work her magic at the Italian embassy. She was to befriend a certain individual there, an attaché, who Abtey hoped would prove a font of intelligence. France and Britain were desperate to learn of the Italian Government’s intentions, should Germany declare war, and Miss Baker was known to have a particular ‘in’ with the Italians.28 A while back she had endorsed Mussolini’s 1935 invasion of Ethiopia, in East Africa, having fallen in love with the Italian nation and its people while on tour there, being struck most powerfully by the long history and striking beauty of this land of contrasts.29



OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/FlameOfResistance_halftitle.png
THE FLAME OF
RESISTANCE





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/Quercus_Logo_Bitmap.png





OEBPS/font/HelveticaNeueLTPro-BlkCn.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png
Damien Lewis

THE FLAME OF
RESISTANCE

The Untold Story of
Josephine Baker’s Secret War

uuuuuuu





OEBPS/image/9781529416770.jpg
Damien Lewis

AMERICAN BEAUTY.
FRENCH HERD. BRITISH SPY

——n

The Untold Story of
Josephine Baker’s Secret War






