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PROLOGUE


 I met Vera Atkins just once. In May 1998, a few weeks before her ninetieth birthday, I visited her at her home in Winchelsea, on the East Sussex coast. A collection of immaculate white-boarded houses on top of a hill, Winchelsea has a post office, a shop, a pub and a tearoom, all set around a large church and a green. At the bottom of the hill is Winchelsea railway station and a collection of more modest houses. Vera lived at the top of the hill in a house called Chapel Platt.

I pressed a buzzer on what looked like a sophisticated intercom and found myself staring at a little smiley face on a sticker. GIVE ME TIME TO LOOK AT YOU it read. A few moments later a woman appeared at the door. She looked at me carefully. Perhaps I was not quite what the video intercom had led her to expect. Now ushering me inside, she stooped somewhat and leant heavily on a stick. As she turned to lead the way I found myself staring at a perfect roll of white-grey hair, tucked under at the nape of her long neck.

Vera Atkins was a woman who had preserved her good looks remarkably well, and at nearly ninety she was still almost pretty. Tall despite the stoop and poised despite the wobble, she led the way into the large entrance hall, where a portrait of her hung on the wall. It showed Vera in old age, with the fingers of both hands brought together under her chin, to produce a thoughtful pose. ‘Brian Stonehouse painted that one,’ she said. ‘He was one of our agents. He survived four concentration camps.’

She told me to go on up to the living room on the first floor, as she would come up in ‘the contraption’. I saw that she was referring to a disabled lift which seemed to have been installed in an old dumb-waiter shaft. Vera sat in it, and it was like a box with its top sliced off  so that when I turned at the half-landing I saw her disembodied head emerging through the floor just above me.

It was such a distracting sight that I failed to notice the sea, which was visible from the window on the landing. At night, Vera told me, she could see the glow of the Dungeness Lighthouse as it flicked around. As we sat, I noticed that her face was brushed with powder, her lips touched with colour and a floral scarf was folded on her shoulders. Vera Atkins was an immaculate composition, disturbed only by clusters of very large diamonds on three rings which flashed each time she plucked a cigarette from a silver cigarette box - which was often.

I have never seen anybody smoke quite like Vera. Her selection of a cigarette was very slow and very deliberate; the neck of the cigarette was handled for quite a few moments then placed deep in the V of first and second fingers, before it was carefully inserted in the lips, which seemed to descend to take it in. The smoke was never inhaled, but taken into the mouth and then immediately exhaled so that she seemed to be permanently in a cloud of smoke. After a while - when she had made her judgement of me - she ceased to look at me at all and gazed straight in front, or over my head, through the window behind me and over the rooftops of Winchelsea.

 



I hadn’t come to interview Vera about her own life, but found myself doing so from the beginning. She didn’t tell me much. She never told anybody much. She said before the war she had been living with her mother in Chelsea, when, in February 1941, an ‘anodyne little letter’ had arrived out of the blue asking her for an interview at the War Office. This was how she came to join the London staff of Britain’s newest secret service: the Special Operations Executive, or SOE.

SOE was created amid the panic of July 1940, when Hitler’s advance through Europe seemed unstoppable. In April the Germans had seized Denmark and Norway and by May the Low Countries and France had fallen, forcing British, French and Belgian forces to retreat at Dunkirk. It was impossible to say how much time it would now take before Britain and its allies could amass a force with the strength to retake Europe. In the meantime, SOE was created to start an immediate fight-back. SOE was to organise a secret war: building up, organising and arming a resistance army from the peoples of the Nazi-occupied countries.

Inspired by Churchill’s own enthusiasm for guerrilla warfare, SOE  was opposed from the outset by many in government, who doubted that guerrilla tactics could achieve much against the mighty Nazi machine. Among rival intelligence services, particularly MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service, there was rancour and jealousy about the creation of a new secret body, to be staffed by amateurs, over which they, the established professionals, would have no control.

With little support, no time and only a handful of experienced staff, SOE set about recruiting, looking to the City and international business for its headquarters staff, who then organised SOE into country sections, covering Europe, the Middle East, the Balkans and Yugoslavia. In turn the headquarters staff looked for agents - anyone who was, first, able to speak the language of the country where they would operate and, second, brave enough to follow Churchill’s famous edict to ‘set Europe ablaze’.

When Vera was called for her interview in February 1941, SOE was still struggling to get properly started. It was nearly a year since the fall of France and nine months since SOE had been set up, yet its attempts to launch a secret war on French soil seemed to have stalled. Not a single British agent had yet been successfully infiltrated into France, from which Britain still seemed entirely cut off. There was not even any reliable information about the size or strength of any indigenous French resistance. General de Gaulle had set up his government-in-exile in London and his Free French were now also largely isolated from their homeland.

So, in the spring of 1941, the overwhelming priority for SOE was still to get British agents on the ground. Only with trained men in place could the potential of a civilian insurgency be assessed, and only once those agents had begun to form workable guerrilla cells could arms and supplies be dropped to the French resistance fighters. Vera would, by the end of the war, be playing a vital role in getting those agents behind the lines, but when she first joined, in April of that year, neither she nor most of her colleagues had much idea of what their role would be or how exactly this secret war was to begin.

When I probed Vera further about why she thought she had been chosen for this clandestine work she simply said: ‘One didn’t know.’ Then she was silent for a minute. Realising I was waiting for more, she added: ‘Let’s leave it at that.’

I tried asking Vera about her family background as I had heard she was of Romanian origin. ‘This is of no interest,’ she replied. ‘It is  something on which I have closed the book. I have closed the book on many things in life.’ Then she got up and offered me a drink.

 



But Vera had ‘closed the book’ on her past with such finality that it only made me more intrigued. The details of her life that were on the record at that time were these: Vera Atkins was born on 15 June 1908, somewhere in Romania. She came to live in England some time in the 1930s. In April 1941 she joined SOE and was soon appointed intelligence officer for F Section. By the end of the war she had become, in the words of a senior colleague, ‘really the most powerful personality in SOE’.

Vera never worked in the field, but coordinated the preparation of more than four hundred secret agents who were to be dropped into France. She had knowledge of every secret mission, shared in the handling of each agent in the field and had sole responsibility for the personal affairs of every one of her ‘friends’, as she called the agents. The majority of these she saw off personally on their missions. She was most intimately associated with the women agents, her ‘girls’.

When, after the war, more than a hundred of those agents had not returned, Vera launched and carried out almost single-handedly a search to establish what had become of them. On the first missing lists were sixteen women.

Across the chaos of bombed-out Germany she followed the agents’ trails to the concentration camps and helped track down many of the Germans who had captured and killed them. She gave evidence at Nazi war crimes trials, was awarded by the French the Croix de Guerre in 1948 and the Légion d’Honneur in 1995. The British, by contrast, waited until 1997 to honour Vera Atkins, finally bestowing a CBE on her.

As I listened to her, however, I realised just how sparse the known facts about Vera Atkins were. Who was this woman? How could it be that she had reached the age of ninety without anyone knowing more than this about her? I looked around but the room contained no clues. It seemed unremarkable, quite comfortable but colourless, with a pale-green carpet. At a glance I saw a few recent family photographs and lots of flowers - some in formal vases, some in little pots. The Daily Telegraph, open at the stocks and shares page, lay on a table in front of a very long sofa in faded pink. On the small table by Vera’s chair were a magnifying glass, an open letter, a coaster and  an ashtray. But there was not a book to be seen and only a few bland landscapes on the wall.

 



Vera returned with drinks and I tried once more to probe her. She was extremely well spoken; she articulated her sentences so carefully and her accent was so precisely English that it had, paradoxically, a foreign ring. But, for all its clarity, her voice was very hard to hear, because she spoke softly and in such deep tones.

I raised the question of SOE’s most famous disaster, the collapse of the Prosper circuit, and we discussed the women agents. ‘What did they have in common?’ I asked. She considered, and I wondered which of the women were coming to her mind.

‘Bravery. Bravery was what they had in common,’ she said. ‘You might find it in anyone. You just don’t know where to look. Their motivations were all different. Many women made good couriers or had worked in coding and had fingers like pianists - they made good radio operators. They might be artists or fashion designers. Why not? They had to be self-reliant, of course. Physical appearance was important. They were all attractive women. It gave them self-confidence. ’

‘What about Madeleine?’ I asked, mentioning the woman wireless operator whose story I had always found most compelling. Noor Inayat Khan, alias Madeleine, had worked with Prosper, the biggest F Section circuit. Noor, who took the English name Nora when she joined SOE, was the secret agent who played the harp and ‘could not lie’. ‘Do you believe today that it was right to have sent her?’ I asked.

Vera thought for a moment. ‘There were questions about Nora, about her suitability. But she wanted very much to go.’

She was now twisting a matchbox round and round in her hands and I strained to catch the words. ‘I drove with her down to the aerodrome. It was a perfect June day . . . the smell of the dog roses. Taking the agents to the aerodromes . . . was very tiring.’

I asked when she had realised that some of the agents were not coming back. Her thoughts seemed to be moving on, but she was hesitant about whether to give voice to them. She turned and looked me straight in the face. Her expression was now quite blank, almost cold. I was quite sure she wanted me to leave. ‘I’m really very tired, you know.’

After a few moments during which I fully expected her to rise and  usher me out of the room, Vera suddenly turned and looked at me again. ‘I went to find them as a private enterprise. I wanted to know. I always thought “missing presumed dead” to be such a terrible verdict. ’ Time suddenly telescoped to nothing, her voice was raised at least an octave and it was as if she was no longer peering into her past but setting off for Germany after the end of the war to follow the trail of her agents.

‘I remember it was a bitterly cold day when I was collected by Staff Sergeant Fyffe, who drove from Berlin, through the Russian zone, to Bad Oeynhausen in the British zone. When we got there I said: “Who is in charge here?” I asked if he would have time to see Squadron Officer Atkins.

‘Somerhough was his name. He had the quickest brain I have ever known. I just blew in that afternoon and told him I had arrived from Berlin by car. He received me and I explained in a few sentences what I wanted to do. I said: “I believe you have the camp Kommandants of Sachsenhausen and Ravensbrück in your custody. I would like to see them.”

‘He said: “They are tough nuts. One has escaped twice and the other has not yet been interrogated.”

‘I said: “I want to see them anyway.” Next I had to persuade him to let me work from his HQ. He said there was no room for another officer - especially a woman officer. But I persuaded him. I stayed there until I had traced every agent we had lost.’

With these words Vera finished as suddenly as she had begun, and turned to indicate that now I really must leave. It was as if she had been waiting to see my interest awakened before calling a halt to our meeting.

 



It wasn’t until after Vera Atkins’s death on 24 June 2000 that I was able to start trying to find out more about her and her ‘private enterprise’. I began my search in a garden shed in Zennor, Cornwall, that belonged to Phoebe Atkins, her sister-in-law. The shed contained Vera’s personal papers.

It must be said that this was a very classy kind of shed. Vera would have approved of it as a home for her papers. It had a heater, a kettle and a sofa bed, and I was not really alone there as I could see the back of Phoebe’s cropped white hair across the lawn as she read at her conservatory table. It was nice to know Vera was with us too. For  she hadn’t quite gone to her grave: her ashes were sitting on the shelf in Phoebe’s conservatory next to a potted plant and a pile of Cornish liberal party leaflets.

It was at Phoebe’s invitation that I had gone down to Zennor. She was the widow of the younger of Vera’s two brothers, Guy, who died in 1988. Phoebe and Vera were always close and after Vera died Phoebe took charge of Vera’s papers and had them carefully indexed. She wanted somebody to ‘do Vera’s life’, as she put it, but she was unsure who the author should be. She had been advised by experts on SOE to select an established historian, somebody with ‘gravitas’. But Phoebe, aged sixty-nine, who had trained at Camberwell College of Arts before moving to Cornwall to work as a farm labourer, said she was not interested in ‘gravitas’. She wanted somebody who would write about ‘Vera - Vera the woman’.

I began to trawl through the shed. There were a number of tempting boxes with neat labels such as ‘Personal correspondence’, ‘SOE’, ‘Female agents A-Z’, ‘Male agents A-Z’, ‘War crimes’. Yet, as I started to pull out the papers, I was disappointed. Many files were just a collection of newspaper articles. ‘War crimes’ seemed to be about the erection of memorials. Most of the photographs just showed Vera as an upper-crust Englishwoman, often presiding at dinners, or being chummy with the Queen Mother. There was only one that interested me. This showed Vera as a very young woman, tall and handsome, almost beautiful, standing with another young woman by a newly planted sapling, but where it had been taken the picture did not say.

I started looking around for other files, which perhaps had not been indexed and which, I liked to think, might be called ‘Romania’, ‘Childhood’, ‘Family’, ‘Education’ or even ‘Diaries’. They did not exist.

Instead there was a vast amount of material on the various media projects in which Vera had been involved over the years, including a large file called ‘Controversial Books’ which contained letters to and from authors about how they had got the SOE story wrong.

I came across a promising folder labelled ‘Vera’s letters’. These were in fact mainly postcards, most of them sent to her mother, so there was no room for Vera to say much, and they were in illegible, tiny, spiky handwriting. Here was one from Munich in February 1946, when, I knew, she had just arrived in the ruins of Allied-occupied Germany to  start interrogating war criminals. But when I had patiently deciphered every word, I found the card filled with a bland list of places and no information at all: ‘Dearest Ma, I’ve been on the move since last Sat: Frankfurt, Wiesbaden, Baden Baden (via Heidelberg) then on to Munich. Off to Nuremberg tomorrow. Fondest Love. V.’

When Vera did write at any length, the result was almost more frustrating than when she kept it short. Her longer pieces of prose - such as a synopsis I found for an autobiography - were so polished, so full of clichés, that I began to suspect that Vera herself would not have been the best person to tell her own story.

In another bulging box I found nothing but a pile of videos showing Vera’s appearances in TV documentaries and alongside were film scripts for various movies that she had advised on. Here was the entire screenplay for Carve Her Name with Pride, the 1958 film about Violette Szabo, perhaps the most famous of the agents Vera had sent to France. Flicking through the script, I looked for Vera’s lines.

‘Violette carrying Tania in her arms hurries to open the door in the hall of Burnley Road to Vera Atkins; Vera tickles little Tania’s cheek. “Pretty little thing, isn’t she? Is she your sister, Violette?”

‘“Well, no.”

‘“She’s not yours, is she? You didn’t say you had a baby, did you?”’

And in the next scene, watching Violette training, Vera says: ‘It takes time to turn a pretty girl into a killer.’

But I didn’t want to read others’ scripts. By now Vera’s personality was fading in front of my eyes, amid a pile of synopses and countless posed photographs. I was beginning to wonder if her life was really of any interest. Worse, I was beginning to wonder how much I liked her.

Phoebe’s little dog, Zilla, was barking at the door to come in. It was raining. I shuffled around a little and looked through some drawers, which I had not yet inspected. Here was a whole row of as yet unopened files with titles such as ‘Paris Files’, ‘Correspondence on Tracing’, ‘Buchenwald’, ‘Orders and Permits’, ‘Avenue Foch’, ‘Ravensbrück’, ‘Ravitsch case’, ‘Flossenburg’, ‘Mauthausen’, ‘Natzweiler’, ‘Karlsruhe Prison’, ‘Karlsruhe Gestapo’ and many more. The files contained the original documents relating to Vera’s investigation into the disappeared agents.

I pulled out a flimsy piece of brown paper. It was a statement made by a man named Franz Berg, who witnessed the killing of  women agents in Natzweiler concentration camp. I knelt on the floor to read.


I Franz Berg . . . make oath and say as follows: I am a waiter by trade, living in Mannheim. During my life I have received so far as I can remember twenty-two sentences of imprisonment. I cannot remember what they were all for but I can recall two cases of theft, several of obstructing the police and of causing bodily injury, and the last sentence of two years which I received for procuration.



Berg described how he started working in the crematorium at Natzweiler in 1943 and had an assistant named Georg Fuhrmann, who contracted an infection of the arm from one of the bodies that was being cut up in the mortuary. He said the first crematorium outside the camp used to work on Wednesdays and Saturdays, but when the new crematorium was built they used to burn bodies about three times a week.

I got up from the floor and sat on the sofa bed. Berg said that two English and two French women were brought to the cells in the crematorium building one afternoon in July 1944 around 3.30 and he remembered in some detail what they were carrying. They had suitcases and coats over their arms and, he thought, one had a travelling rug.


I was told on the evening of the day on which these women arrived to have the crematorium oven heated to its maximum by 9.30 and then to disappear. I went to the room in which I slept, in which were sleeping Georg Fuhrmann and Alex, a Russian from Leningrad.



A few minutes later the Kommandant of the camp and his men came to make sure that Berg and his cellmates were asleep. Berg pretended to be asleep.


There was a fanlight over the door from which it was possible to see the corridor outside. Fuhrmann, who occupied the highest bunk, was able to look through this without standing up. He whispered to me that ‘they are bringing a woman along the corridor outside’.

We heard low voices in the next room and then the noise of a body being dragged along the floor and Fuhrmann whispered to me that he could see people dragging something on the floor, which was below his angle of vision, through the fanlight.



I read on to the end of the statement, and saw that Berg had been interrogated by Squadron Officer Vera Atkins in April 1946. There was a tapping on the door. Phoebe was standing there, pointing at her watch. ‘We’re off to the Tinners for lunch,’ she said. Her daughter Zenna had just arrived for a visit.

I hoped that in the pub Phoebe and Zenna would be able to tell me more about Vera’s past than I had so far learned in the shed, but they said they didn’t know much at all. ‘We never talked about the past. With Vera one just didn’t,’ said Phoebe.

Zenna said she knew only ‘the answers to the questions a child might ask’ because she had talked to her Aunt Vera most when she was growing up. ‘And Dad was paranoid - he didn’t want anyone to know about his past.’ As if to illustrate the point, Zenna put a packet of her father’s papers on the table. He had written an instruction to Zenna on the envelope: ‘Deposit these documents in your bank with instructions to be destroyed unopened on your death.’

What Phoebe and Zenna were able to tell me was this. Vera had two brothers, Guy and Ralph. Guy, the younger, who married Phoebe in 1964, was educated at Oxford and then took an MA at Prague in 1937. After the war Guy taught African languages at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London. He had a genius for languages. Ralph, Vera’s elder brother, who died in 1964, was manager of an oil company in Istanbul before the war. Later he dabbled in business. Ralph had one son, Ronald, a journalist living in Lewes.

The mother of Ralph, Vera and Guy was Hilda Atkins, whose family came from South Africa, though of her precise origins they had no idea. Their father, Hilda’s husband, was Max Rosenberg, who was originally German, they thought. He trained as an architect. Phoebe had earlier pulled a fork from her kitchen drawer, engraved with a large ‘R’, to show me all that remained of a set of family silver designed by Max. ‘All the family possessions were stored on the docks and lost in the first bomb of the Blitz,’ she explained.

Zenna and Phoebe passed on whatever stories they had overheard. Guy and Vera sometimes reminisced about an idyllic childhood in a large house somewhere in Romania. The children had a pony and trap and a sleigh in winter ‘with those curly bits on’. Vera had a boat named after her on an ornamental lake.

Max Rosenberg was Jewish - of that they were sure - but they were unsure about whether Hilda had Jewish origins. Max died sometime before the war and the rest of the family took their mother’s name. ‘Guy changed his name before any of them,’ said Zenna, who had also changed hers. Her father, born Wilfred, took the name Guy as a young man. ‘Dad saw the dangers before any of them. After the war he still believed it could all happen again, so he wanted me to have a nice English name. He called me Lucy - but I didn’t feel like a Lucy. One day when I was in Bali I had a kind of nervous breakdown. I was about sixteen. I just went off on my own for a long time and wandered round. When I came back everyone was sitting there worried as hell and said: “Lucy, where have you been?” They said I looked a little crazed. I said: “I’m not Lucy. I’m Zenna.” Tall and striking, with electric-red hair, just dyed, Zenna indeed did not look like a Lucy. In fact in profile she had the handsome allure of her Aunt Vera in her youth. ‘An award-winning social entrepreneur,’ was how Zenna Atkins’s website, detailing her work with the socially excluded and the homeless, described her.

Although Phoebe and Zenna couldn’t tell me much, they suggested who might be able to, and gave me Vera’s address book. They also gave me advice: I should not expect to find information, as such, in the shed. Vera stored most of the information she valued in her head, and even this information she regularly erased. ‘She could close things down because she had a mental filing system,’ said Zenna. ‘I am the same. Once I have dealt with a problem I erase it from my mind, then I can’t open it up again unless somebody hits the right trigger.’

But the two of them said I would find clues. For example, Zenna had discovered photographs hidden behind other photographs in Vera’s frames. I should watch for ‘little habits like that’. And she said that although she had few facts to give me, she had heard a mass of stories from Vera as a child. If I ever had a question about Vera, she might be able to help as long as I ‘pressed the right trigger’. It would be a matter of luck.

 



Back in the shed that afternoon I stopped looking for answers and found that this most secretive of women had indeed left clues of a  sort. I found love letters. They were more like snippets of love letters; snippets of great happiness. Here was a champagne bottle label in an envelope with a letter, in blue ink on blue notepaper, that said: ‘My Sweet, My Lovely, My Darling - cross out the possessives if you like, but you are - My Darling, My Sweet.’ The top of the notepaper had been carefully cut off. There was no signature at the bottom, except for what looked like a dollar sign.

Even those things that had been so disappointing that morning were now not so. Vera’s postcards and letters to her mother seemed more interesting, precisely because they said so very little. And the posed pictures of Vera were more interesting now, when I put them together with other Veras I had begun to find. If I put the picture of her with permed hair, twin set and pearls next to the one of her in Paris - stylish suit, nipped in at the waist - she was simply not the same woman. And, tucked at random in a long, brown envelope, I found Vera on a mountain pony with a line of others on ponies, on the edge of a forest. A distinguished-looking man was having difficulty controlling his horse, and close to him was Vera, with bobbed hair and riding jacket, clearly in control of her mount. I turned the picture to find a date, 1932, and a list of names, including: ‘Count Friedrich Werner von der Schulenburg. German Ambassador to Bucharest and negotiator of Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. Executed in the anti-Hitler plot 1944.’

The more I pulled out files and envelopes the more snipped letters or parts of papers or unidentified photographs would fall out. Books had notes or cuttings tucked in them. It began to feel as if Vera had left a deliberate paper trail for me to find. Rather than write anything down, she preferred what the SOE training schools called the ‘flotsam’ method of information dissemination. The flotsam looked like nothing on first examination but in fact had been deliberately placed to lead the interested party down a particular route - in this case, the biographer. For Vera must have known somebody would be ‘doing her life’.

So the torn letters, the single page of a diary of her hunt for the missing, the carefully laid photographs which tumbled out before me were not the casual remnants of a life left behind, but a series of carefully considered signposts.

Then, as I packed things away, I noticed a card that had fallen to the ground. It had a photograph on the front, of a young woman whom I recognised as Nora Inayat Khan. This was a particularly beautiful picture of Nora. Faded and brown round the edges, it  captured her unusual aura of gentleness and strength. It was all in her large, dark eyes.

Opening up the card, I saw there was writing inside: ‘To Vera Atkins. With gratitude - a feeling I know Nora would have shared for your enterprise in following in her tracks in the German wilderness of the aftermath.’

The note was signed by Nora’s eldest brother, Vilayat Inayat Khan, and dated 1948. I stared at the picture for some moments. Just lying there as it was on the floor, I could so easily have missed it.




PART I

ENGLAND




1

 NORA


 Vera Atkins did not, as a rule, take too much notice of the opinions of others. When it was a question of judging the character of a particular agent, especially a woman agent, she liked to make up her own mind in her own time - which was usually within a few moments of their entering the room where she first met them, at Orchard Court.

The flat in Orchard Court, just off Baker Street in London’s West End, was a base used by SOE’s French Section, or F Section, where headquarters staff could meet new recruits and also brief those departing on missions. Agents were never allowed into SOE’s HQ in Baker Street in case they heard or saw something they did not need to know.

By the spring of 1943, when recruitment to F Section was fast picking up, a steady stream of young men and women would arrive at Orchard Court. The drill for new arrivals was by now well established. First, Park the doorman, in dark suit and tie, would lead the way (never asking names but always knowing exactly who a new arrival was) through the gilded gates of the lift and on up to the second floor. In perfect English or French, whichever they preferred, Park would then usher them into the flat and straight into a bathroom, because there was no space for a waiting room. ‘Back in the bathroom, please, sir [or madam],’ he would say if they wandered out, and here the agents sat on the side of a deep, jet-black bath, or on the onyx bidet, surrounded by black and white tiles, while they waited to see what would happen next.

Park would then lead the agent to meet Maurice Buckmaster, the head of F Section. A tall, slender, athletic figure (he once captained Eton at soccer) with angular facial features and fair, thinning hair, Buckmaster would shake the agent’s hand vigorously, then, perching momentarily on his desk, legs swinging, make a few warm welcoming remarks. To any recruit who seemed inquisitive he would say, ‘We don’t ask questions,’ firmly stressing the need for secrecy at all times. He would then stride off with the recruit down the hallway and, opening another door, say, ‘And this is Miss Atkins.’

Nodding towards Vera, Buckmaster would then explain, ‘Miss Atkins will be looking after you from now on,’ and as the door closed the new arrival’s eyes would fall on a woman seated at a table, who produced a smile - remote but welcoming. Vera then rose, tall and trim, in twin set or tweed suit, her fair hair rolled up at the nape of her neck. This mature woman in her mid-thirties, most recruits assumed, must be a woman of senior rank, though exactly what rank was not at all clear as there was no uniform and she was only ever called ‘Madam’ or ‘Miss Atkins’.

After proffering a hand, Vera settled herself again behind a small table, showing off nicely turned ankles and smart court shoes that looked expensive but probably were not. She then slowly lit a cigarette and her blue-grey eyes fixed upon the new recruit.

Vera appeared to know everything about the new arrival, and without referring to any piece of paper she could talk to them about their country of origin, about their family and about their special knowledge in any field - for example, she knew if they could fire a gun, fly an aeroplane, read a map or ski.

And Vera knew exactly where the new recruit was living, and if they needed accommodation she would offer to arrange it. She knew of their financial circumstances as well and could offer cash advances on request up to a limited amount each month. All this was very reassuring, because until they met Miss Atkins many of these men and women had felt somewhat disorientated by the experience of ‘special employment’, as their new work was called.

Some of the women had, just days earlier, been mopping floors at RAF stations. Many recruits were civilians, spotted by SOE scouts, while some had just escaped across the Channel from France and had never been to England before. Few knew exactly why they had been picked out for this secret work, though it was almost certainly  for little other reason than that they spoke native, or near native, French. Some were French, many had at least one French parent and most had a cosmopolitan background.

They had been invited first for a selection interview, perhaps with a Mr Potter, in a small, bare room numbered 055a, in the basement of the War Office. But Mr Potter would have said little about what exactly they would be doing. Once the MI5 search into their background had safely come back indicating ‘no trace’, they had been whisked off to sign the Official Secrets Act. But still they had no idea what it was they would be keeping secret.

Then the women went to Lilywhites to be measured for stiff new khaki serge uniforms, and found themselves transformed into members of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry. The FANY, as this was known, was an organisation of ladies of a certain social standing (and in many cases with fathers or husbands in the officer corps) who volunteered for military work, driving perhaps or packing parachutes. All women agents joining SOE were obliged to join the FANY to give them ‘cover’ while in secret training, but none yet knew anything of what that training would be.

So, when the door had closed behind them and they were alone, and when Miss Atkins began to talk a little about why they had been chosen from so many others for this special work, things started to make more sense. Those recruits who had clandestine experience, such as working on resistance escape lines in France, felt that Vera had some direct knowledge of what they had been through. The less experienced felt flattered that somebody as impressive and courteous as Miss Atkins was now taking time with them. It helped, for example, to be told exactly how they should explain their new position to friends and family.

A young woman recruit named Nora Inayat Khan, seconded to SOE from the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, or WAAF, had expressed particular anxiety from the start about what to tell her mother about her new secret work. Miss Atkins suggested phrases Nora might begin to use - vague hints about going away - so that her mother, to whom she was evidently close, would get used to the ties between them loosening.

And as Vera went on to explain the set-up in some detail, saying how their care and training would be arranged, and how she would be following their progress day by day, the agents’ confidence grew. 

If before the meeting closed Miss Atkins should suggest a change in their address, their appearance or perhaps their name, naturally they did not demur. Nora Inayat Khan took the name of Nora Baker to disguise her Indian origins. Above all else, the new recruits left Vera’s office with an impression that Miss Atkins was in control. Some now were even excited and eager to begin. They probably felt they had learned far more about their new work than in fact they later found they had. They had certainly learned nothing about Miss Atkins. All they knew was that she would be looking after them from now on.
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More than fifty years later I discovered that those young men and women interviewed at Orchard Court still knew nothing about ‘Miss Atkins’.

‘My deaa booay,’ said the former French agent Bob Maloubier, mimicking Vera’s accent. ‘For me everything about her was English.’ ‘Benenden and Kensington,’ said another, asked to guess her background. ‘I knew Atkins wasn’t her real name,’ said a third. How? ‘I once saw something on her file.’

One former staff officer, though, had caught a unique glimpse of Vera in her very earliest days. He had met her at a bridge party at exactly the time she joined SOE. ‘Now let’s see,’ said Peter Lee, reading through his diary for 1941. ‘When was it exactly? The tenth of March. Ha! “Played bridge - Blitz - Boodles hit - windows out of Brooks - shaking like a jelly.” I think it was round about then. It was at Elizabeth Norman’s house in Thurloe Square.’ Elizabeth, he explained, was the SOE secretary assigned to Room 055a, where SOE candidates were first interviewed. ‘The room had two tables, two chairs and a skylight.’

Peter explained that he had befriended Elizabeth because he wanted a job with SOE. ‘I had heard that her people were into cloak-and-dagger stuff and had the prettiest secretaries.’ Elizabeth often held bridge parties at her home and on one occasion a mutual friend brought Vera along to make up a four. ‘None of us knew who she was. But I remember she played a very good hand at bridge, probably because she carried everything in her head.’

Elizabeth Norman (now FitzGerald) recalled Vera at the bridge  party as ‘mysterious in some way’. She added: ‘Or rather she covered herself in mystery. And she was gracious - rather too gracious in a way that none of us really were. I think a friend of mine had met her on an ARP [Air Raid Precautions] patrol and just brought her along when we were short of a fourth person. She seemed to have come from nowhere. You see, she was so much older than us other girls. She had no context at all that I discovered. And we didn’t ask - one didn’t then. We had a sort of code, you know.’

Elizabeth herself had started as a ‘snagger’, a filing clerk, in MI5, which was the Eton or Roedean of Whitehall. She then moved to SOE, and recalled that F Section was considered ‘not quite top-notch’, ‘a mixed bunch, mostly City’, whereas the Balkan Section had the really ‘smart’, wealthy types, brought in from Hambros or Courtaulds.

One of Elizabeth’s jobs was to tick off recruits as they arrived for interview in 055a - ‘they were all told it was life and death but it didn’t seem to bother them.’ Often she was called over to Orchard Court to help out, usually by chatting to agents, and drinking cocoa with them to set them at ease before their departure. In the early days some agents were landed in France by boat, but later most were dropped by parachute or landed in small planes. The infiltrations were always done at night during the full moon. ‘I remember feeding éclairs to Odette as we waited for the moon to come up in the right place,’ said Elizabeth, referring to the agent Odette Sansom, who in October 1942 was whisked from Orchard Court to the French Riviera and landed by felucca, a small sailing boat. ‘And they also got their cyanide pills then.’

The atmosphere in Orchard Court was deliberately informal, with women smoking and handsome men always passing through and breaking into French, and nobody ever knew who anyone was as they all had aliases. Elizabeth herself had three aliases when she worked in the interview room. ‘They would ring up and say, “You have an interview with so and so,” and I would have to know the alias and whether that was an alias for somebody else. Then we picked up the green phone and said, “Shall we scramble?”’ At this she started to laugh.

If there was an opportunity, Elizabeth and friends would nip down to the bar on the corner to relax, ‘but if any non-SOE people came in we all had to shut up like clams’. There were a lot of  ‘bedtime stories’, she said, ‘and Gubbins was a lech’, she added, referring to Colin Gubbins, who became Executive Director of SOE in September 1943.

I said I could not imagine how Vera could have fitted into the world Elizabeth described. ‘In many ways she didn’t,’ she answered, looking up as if she was trying to picture Vera in her mind’s eye. ‘I often thought she seemed quite lonely.’

At weekends Elizabeth frequently used to go to Lady Townsend’s tea parties at the Grosvenor House Hotel in Park Lane. ‘It was all done so the men in town could meet a pretty girl.’ The girls all had to be introduced by another girl.

‘Would you have taken Vera?’

‘Oh, no, she was much too old. Most of her age group were at that time off in the country looking after their children.’

Later Elizabeth moved to other work in the Cabinet Office, but she observed from afar as Vera ‘reinvented herself’ as she progressed through SOE and seemed, by the end of the war, to have virtually taken over F Section.
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After meeting Vera and other F Section officers at Orchard Court, recruits left for an initial three weeks of assessment and training at Wanborough Manor, near Guildford, and then on to intensive paramilitary work - explosives, stalking and silent killing - for up to five weeks in the Western Highlands of Scotland. It was here that demolition training was also done and where agents - or so they claimed - became as familiar with plastic explosives as they were with butter. Then came parachute training at Ringway airfield, near Manchester.

Throughout their early instruction the agents were told they were undergoing straightforward commando training, and many still had little concept of what lay ahead. Then at Beaulieu, in the New Forest, where the agents at last began to learn the craft of clandestinity - using cut-outs (innocent intermediaries), boîtes-auxlettres (‘letterboxes’, places where messages could safely be left) and basic Morse code - the reality of their likely missions became clearer.

Though she rarely visited the training schools, Vera received regular reports from instructors as the agents progressed and she  became quite used to sceptical, if not downright damning, comments that came back to her about the women she was responsible for. The male staff at the schools appeared awe-struck by the ‘feminine’ qualities of the women, who were ‘painstaking’, ‘lacking in guile’ and ‘innocent’. What these young male officers really meant, in Vera’s opinion, was that women should not be serving behind the lines at all.

It was in early 1942 that Colin Gubbins had first secured authority, albeit unofficially, to send women behind the lines. Colonel Colin McVean Gubbins, a wiry Scots Highlander, at the time was ‘M’, or head of military operations in SOE, and as such was eager to draw in the best recruits. A brilliant and high-spirited professional soldier, who won an MC in the First World War, Gubbins was known by colleagues as ‘a whole hogger’ and he saw no reason why women could not do the job of secret agent as well as many of the men.

An influential band of lawyers seconded to SOE (mostly in a batch from the City firm of Slaughter and May) were utterly opposed, as were officials at the highest levels of Whitehall. Although SOE already employed scores of women - mostly as typists, drivers and clerks - women in the Army, Navy and Royal Air Force were barred from any armed combat. The statutes of the three services simply did not envisage women bearing arms and therefore there was no legal authority for servicewomen to carry out the kind of guerrilla work SOE had in mind. Furthermore, protested the lawyers, though all SOE’s agents would be without uniforms and therefore liable to be shot as spies, women agents would have even less legal protection in the field than men. The 1929 Geneva Convention and the 1907 Hague Convention on Land Warfare, the main legal instruments offering protection to prisoners of war, made no provision at all for protecting women, as women were not envisaged as combatants.

SOE operations in the field were organised around a system of circuits, or networks, each covering a specific sector of France. Circuits were structured around three key figures - an organiser, a courier and a wireless operator, or signaller - all normally recruited and trained in Britain.

At the head of the circuit was the organiser, whose job was to recruit local French men and women in his area, who were either  already working with another resistance group or willing to start. The circuit organiser was also responsible for arming and supplying these local resisters, arranging with London, through encoded messages sent by his wireless operator, for aircraft or ships to deliver weapons. The organiser would then identify sabotage targets in his territory - railway lines, power stations, factories and dams - which were to be destroyed when the signal from London came.

Within the SOE circuit, argued Gubbins, it was the job of courier that could best be carried out by women. With no other secure means of communication on the ground, couriers carried messages between circuits and sub-circuits, travelling long distances, often by bicycle or train, memorising their messages or writing them on silk paper or rice paper, which could easily be hidden or destroyed. Because they were constantly on the move, couriers ran the highest risk of being stopped and arrested. For male couriers that risk became greater with every day the war went on. From early 1942 all young men in France were liable to be picked off the street and, unless they were classified as essential workers, were sent to Germany as forced labourers. Women, however, could invent a hundred cover stories as they moved around, and aroused little suspicion. It was also considered that because women were less likely to be bodily searched, their messages could be niftily tucked in hems of skirts or, better still, in underwear.

In April 1942 Gubbins’s case for sending women was secretly nodded through by Churchill and his War Cabinet, but the decision was never to be avowed, and it was left to Gubbins to find a ruse both to get around the law and overcome opposition in the military. It so happened that his family and a senior FANY officer owned neighbouring estates in Scotland and, thanks to their informal talks, a solution was worked out. As a civilian organisation, the FANY was not subject to the rules governing the services, so deploying FANYs as armed agents could not be deemed to be breaching any statute. SOE’s women recruits - even those few who would be drawn from the ranks of the WAAF - would therefore be commissioned as members of the civilian FANY corps for as long as they served behind the lines.

Although women were also recruited for other SOE country sections (and for MI6), the majority were hired for F Section, and Maurice Buckmaster, who fully supported the use of women, now  had the ‘knotty problem’, as Vera once put it, of how to handle their affairs. If the use of women as guerrillas leaked out, the policy would have to be denied. Therefore neither the War Office nor any other government department could take official responsibility for the women and even the FANY, though offering ‘cover’, only saw its SOE members as ‘cap-badge FANYs’ and certainly took no responsibility for them in respect of, for example, pensions, training or welfare.

When in early 1942 Vera suggested to Buckmaster that, in addition to her other roles, she should take responsibility for the women, he therefore readily agreed. Miss Atkins, whom Buckmaster had promoted from secretary to junior staff officer, had already proved herself to be utterly loyal, tactful and discreet. She was obviously the right person for the job.

One year later F Section had already deployed eleven women behind the lines, most of whom were seen off by Vera, and each, in her view, had more than justified the decision to send them.

Yvonne Rudellat, born in France, was first spotted in the London hotel where she worked as a receptionist. A mature woman of forty-five, separated from her husband, Yvonne was nevertheless considered ‘unworldly’ by her instructors, although these same instructors also noted that this very quality would help her go unnoticed: ‘Her air of innocence and anxiety to please should prove a most valuable cover asset.’ By March 1943 Yvonne had not only bicycled hundreds of miles across the Loire region, delivering vital messages, but had also taken part in the blowing up of 300,000-volt electricity cables south of Orléans, winning the praise of her organiser, who said that she was ‘an extremely valuable colleague’ and was ‘fast becoming a demolition expert’.

Rudellat was one of several women working with SOE’s largest resistance group in France, led by a charismatic SOE agent named Francis Suttill, whose alias was ‘Prosper’. Another of Vera’s women, Andrée Borrel, was Suttill’s personal courier, and had been praised by Suttill himself as ‘really in every way the best of all of us’. Before escaping to England in 1942, Andrée had already worked with the resistance, smuggling shot-down Allied airmen out of France. So poor was Suttill’s French accent that it was doubtful he could have got his organisation up and running without the savvy Andrée to act as his negotiator. The couple had  travelled the length and breadth of central France posing as an agricultural salesman and his assistant but in reality recruiting followers, sabotaging railway lines and receiving arms drops. Over the first five months of 1943, 240 containers of arms and explosives had been dropped to Prosper’s cells by aircraft flying from England.

By late May 1943 Vera was preparing two further women to join sub-circuits of the Prosper network. One, a Frenchwoman named Vera Leigh, who before the war worked in an haute couture hat shop in Paris, had proved an excellent trainee. ‘Dead keen’ and ‘the best shot in the group’, said her instructors. However, the second woman due to join Suttill was causing Vera some anxiety; this was the young WAAF officer Nora Inayat Khan.

So large was Suttill’s network by now that he had urgently requested a further wireless operator (he already had two) to work with a sub-organiser and to act as back-up to his own wireless man. An acute shortage of qualified wireless operators meant that F Section had to pick out a new trainee, and the only one who was even near ready to go was Nora.

Twenty-nine-year-old Nora had a most unusual background. Her father, Hasra Inayat Khan, was descended from the ‘Tiger of Mysore’, the last Mogul Emperor of southern India, which meant Nora was by lineage a princess. Her father had also been a mystic teacher and philosopher who travelled the world spreading the word of Sufism, often taking his family with him. Nora was born in the Kremlin in 1914 as her father happened to be teaching at the Conservatoire in Moscow at the time. Nora’s mother, Ora Ray Baker, was a relative of Mrs Mary Baker Eddy, founder of the Christian Science Church, and had been born in America of British stock.

Nora’s origins, however, were not the concern; SOE agents often had unconventional backgrounds. What mattered to Vera was that Nora could pass herself off as French. This she most certainly could, for her main home as a child had been Paris, where she was educated, studying child psychology at the Sorbonne. After university she became a noted author of children’s stories, adapting legends and folklore for children and working on children’s programmes for Radio Paris.

However, Nora’s ‘childlike’ qualities, particularly her gentle  manner and ‘lack of ruse’, had greatly worried her instructors at SOE’s training schools. One instructor wrote that ‘she confesses that she would not like to have to do anything “two faced”’. Another said Nora was ‘very feminine in character, very eager to please, very ready to adapt herself to the mood of the company, the tone of the conversation, capable of strong attachments, kind hearted, emotional, imaginative’. A further observer said: ‘Tends to give far too much information. Came here without the foggiest idea what she was being trained for.’

Later, others commented that Nora was also physically unsuited, claiming she was so striking, with her Eastern, doll-like looks, that she would not easily disappear into a crowd. Physically tiny, Nora also received poor athletics reports from her instructors: ‘Can run very well but otherwise clumsy. Unsuitable for jumping.’ ‘Pretty scared of weapons but tries hard to get over it.’

But, as Vera pointed out at the time, Nora was training as a wireless operator and in that field she was getting quite adequate reports. Her ‘fist’, or style of tapping the keys, was somewhat heavy, apparently owing to her fingers being swollen by chilblains, but her speed was improving every day. Like many talented musicians - she played the harp - Nora was a natural signaller. Furthermore, insisted Vera, her commitment was unquestioned, as another training report had readily confirmed: ‘She felt she had come to a dead end as a WAAF, and was longing to do something more active in the prosecution of the war, something which would demand more sacrifice.’

So, when Suttill’s request first came, Vera saw Nora as a natural choice, and although her final training in field security and encoding had to be cut short, she judged her ready to go.

Nora’s new identity, or ‘cover story’, in France would simply have to be made to match her outwardly gentle character, said Vera. And by the time Nora came back to Orchard Court for her final briefings in May 1943, Vera had devised a cover story for Nora as Jeanne-Marie Renier, whose profession would be that of children’s nurse.

Buckmaster wholeheartedly agreed with Vera that Nora should go to France and was furious when the commander of B Group Special Training Schools said in his final report on Nora: ‘Not over-burdened with brains’ and ‘it is very doubtful whether she is really suited to the work in the field’.

‘We don’t want them over burdened with brains,’ wrote Buckmaster on the report; ‘nonsense . . . makes me cross’.

And yet, in Vera’s view, Nora had always been something of a special case. Her mission would be a particularly dangerous one, precisely because she was not going as a courier but as a wireless operator. Nora was in fact the first woman wireless operator to be sent by SOE to France. So successful had the women couriers been that a decision was taken in early 1943 to use women also as wireless operators, which was even more dangerous work, probably the most dangerous work of all.

The job of a wireless, or W/T (wireless transmission), operator was to maintain a link between the circuit in the field and London, sending and receiving messages about planned sabotage operations or about where arms were needed for resistance fighters. Without such communication it was almost impossible for any resistance strategy to be coordinated, but the operators were highly vulnerable to detection. Hiding themselves as best they could, with aerials strung up in attics or disguised as washing lines, they tapped out Morse on the keys of transmitters, often for hours and usually alone, as they waited for a signal in reply saying the messages were received. If they stayed on the air for more than twenty minutes, their signals were likely to be picked up by the enemy and detection vans then traced the source of these suspect signals.

When the signaller moved location the bulky transmitter had to be carried, sometimes hidden in a suitcase or in a bundle of firewood. If stopped and searched, the operator would have no cover story to explain the transmitter. In 1943 an operator’s life expectancy was six weeks.

But it was not only the special danger of Nora’s mission that had caused Vera extra anxiety in this agent’s case. Nora had also been harder to get to know than any of the other women; she had been harder to fathom. This unusually self-contained young woman had been brought up in an intensely spiritual way. There was something, as Vera saw it, ‘otherworldly’ about her. This impression was conveyed not only by her looks and manner, but also by her thin, quavering, pipe-like voice. And, as Vera had noticed during their first meetings, Nora’s powerful bonds with her family were particularly hard to break. Nora’s mother was a widow by the time the war started and was highly  dependent on her, the eldest of four children. Furthermore, Nora had a special bond with her elder brother, Vilayat. By early May, when the decision was taken to send Nora to France, Vera’s concerns had been allayed, but just as final preparations for the agent’s departure were beginning, her anxieties were once again aroused.

In mid-month Nora parted from her family in London for the last time. She had been staying at a country house in Buckinghamshire, a place where agents had a final chance to adjust to their new identities and consider their missions before departure. Vera was in touch with the agents at this time through their conducting officer, a companion - female in the case of women - who watched over them in training, reporting on their progress to Vera in London.

Nora’s conducting officer had told Vera that she had descended into a gloom and was clearly troubled by the thought of what she was about to undertake. Then two fellow agents staying with Nora at the country house had written directly to Vera to say they felt she should not go. Such an intervention at this late stage was most unusual. Vera decided to call Nora back to London, to meet and talk. They arranged to meet for lunch at Manetta’s, a restaurant in Clarges Street, Mayfair. Manetta’s was the kind of place Vera liked to meet: it was lively but had secluded corners.
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Vilayat Inayat Khan remembered trying to stop his sister going on her mission at exactly the time of the meeting at Manetta’s. I spoke to him at the family home in Suresnes, near Paris. Nora’s harp sat in a corner.

‘You see, Nora and I had been brought up with the policy of Gandhi’s non-violence and at the outbreak of war we discussed what we would do,’ said Vilayat, who had followed his father and become a mystic. ‘She said, “Well, I must do something but I don’t want to kill anyone.” So I said, “Well, if we are going to join the war we have to involve ourselves in the most dangerous positions, which would mean no killing.”

‘Then, when we eventually got to England, I volunteered for mine-sweeping and she volunteered for SOE, and so I have always had a feeling of guilt because of what I said that day.’

‘Might you have been able to stop her?’ I asked.

He said no, though in May 1943, when he was on leave, she came  suddenly to him and showed him a pill that, if she was captured, she should take to commit suicide, and ‘I was shattered, shattered. I knew what it meant. I said, “No, no this is going too far. Let’s go and say you are not going to do it any more.” She said, “I can’t do that,” but I think she was very disturbed.’

I asked Vilayat if Nora ever talked about the people she was working with or the job she was going to do. ‘No, because it would have broken her code, but somehow it all came through to me to some extent. I knew she was landing in France and I was scared stiff. And I was aware of new people in her life, somehow controlling her. I was aware of their presence. And I learned later, of course, that she had been given this code by Vera Atkins and the others to withdraw and say nothing and so on. But it was so difficult for her to be secretive with me. I could read right through her. I would not say that she betrayed her code, but I could read through what she was saying. That was her whole teaching.

‘Have you read her stories: Jakarta Tales?’ he asked, referring to one of the books Nora wrote for children. ‘It is all about a man who cannot lie.’

Did he remember Vera Atkins?

Yes, of course, he said, he had met her when the war was over. ‘I would have said she had short hair maybe, or it was pinned up. Was it? And I remember her as elegant. Not pretty, but she looked distinguished. She was not charming but rather remarkable in her way.’
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When Vera arrived at Manetta’s, Nora was already there waiting. Vera ushered her downstairs, where red-leather seats lined the wall. She did not wish to unsettle Nora in any way or give the impression that she or Buckmaster had any doubts about her. But she did wish to talk about the worries she had heard.

Above all else she wished to confirm that Nora believed in her own ability to succeed. Confidence was the most important thing for any agent. However poor Nora’s jumping or even her encoding, Vera knew that those agents who did well were those who knew before they set off that they could do the job. Her intention was to let Nora feel that she had an opportunity to back out gracefully should she so wish. Vera began by asking if she was happy in what she was doing. Nora looked startled and said: ‘Yes, of course.’

Vera then told her of the letter she had received and what was said in it. Nora was upset that anyone should think she was not fit for the job. ‘You know that if you have any doubts it is not too late to turn back,’ Vera said. ‘If you don’t feel you’re the type - if for any reason whatever you don’t want to go - you only have to tell me now. I’ll arrange everything so that you have no embarrassment. You will be transferred to another branch of the service with no adverse mark on your file. We have every respect for the man or woman who admits frankly to not feeling up to it.’ She ended by adding: ‘For us there is only one crime: to go out there and let your comrades down.’

Nora insisted adamantly that she wanted to go and was competent for the work. Her only concern, she said, was her family, and Vera sensed immediately that this was, as she had suspected, where the problem lay. Nora had found saying goodbye to her mother the most painful thing she had ever had to do, she said. As Vera had advised her, she had told her mother only half the truth: she had said she was going abroad, but to Africa, and she had found maintaining this deliberate deception cruel.

Vera asked if there was anything she could do to help with family matters. Nora said that, should she go missing, she would like Vera to avoid worrying her mother as far as possible. The normal procedure, as Nora knew, was that when an agent went to the field, Vera would send out periodic ‘good news’ letters to the family, letting them know that the person concerned was well. If the agent went missing the family would be told so. What Nora was suggesting was that bad news should only be broken to her mother if it was beyond any doubt that she was dead. Vera said she would agree to this arrangement if it was what Nora really wanted. With these assurances Nora seemed content and confident once more. And doubts in Vera’s mind were also now settled.

 



Vera always accompanied the women agents to the departure airfields, if she possibly could. Those who were not dropped into France by parachute were flown there in Lysanders, which were short-winged monoplanes and light enough to land on very small fields. The planes were met by a ‘reception committee’ made up of SOE agents on the ground and local French helpers. The reception committees were alerted to the imminent arrival of the plane by a BBC action message inserted as a message personnel; these were broadcast across France  every evening, mostly for ordinary listeners wishing to contact friends or family separated by war. The messages broadcast for SOE, agreed in advance between HQ and the circuit organiser, usually by wireless signal, sounded like odd greetings or sometimes aphorisms - ‘L’hibou n’est pas un éléphant’ (‘The owl is not an elephant’) - but the reception committee on the ground would know that the message meant a particular operation would now take place. ‘Roméo embrasse Juliette’, for example, might mean a Lysander flight was coming in that night.

Nora was to fly by Lysander with the June moon to a field near Angers, from where she would make her way to Paris to link up with the leader of a Prosper sub-circuit named Emile Garry, or Cinema, an alias chosen because of his uncanny resemblance to the film star Gary Cooper.

Once on the ground, Nora would also make contact with the Prosper organiser, Francis Suttill, and take on her new persona as the children’s nurse Jeanne-Marie Renier, using fake papers in that name. To her SOE colleagues, however, she would be known simply by her alias, which was to be Madeleine.

There were two Lysanders leaving that June night in 1943. Also departing would be two other women: Diana Rowden, who was going out as a courier to the Jura area in the east of France, and Cicely Lefort, who would be doing the same for the Jockey circuit in the south-east, as well as an agent named Charles Skepper, who was going to Marseille.

Two open-topped cabriolets took the group to the airfield at Tangmere, near the Sussex coast east of Chichester. It was a gorgeous afternoon and the hedgerows were smothered in dog roses. Nora hardly talked on the journey and to Vera she appeared serene.

By the time they reached the cottage at Tangmere that was used as a base for the pilots - members of the so-called ‘Moon Squadron’ - night had fallen and inside the cottage supper was being prepared. Places were laid along two trestle tables in front of bare, whitewashed stone walls. Part of the cottage had once been a chapel and random numbers around the walls were thought to have denoted the Stations of the Cross.

After the meal, Squadron Leader Hugh Verity, the genial head of Lysander operations, led the group into another small living room, which had been converted into an operations room. On a table were  a black telephone and a green scrambler, and on one wall was a large map of France bearing red marks, mostly over the coast, which Verity explained were high-risk areas for flak.

Vera and the three agents pulled up chairs as Verity started his briefing. The weather forecast, just telephoned in from the Met Office, was fair, with a slight risk of mist at ground level. Verity indicated the flight path on the map and showed the agents a photograph of the landing field, 3 kilometres north-north-west of Angers, which had been taken by an RAF Reconnaissance Unit. It showed a tiny open space surrounded by woods and a river looping towards the southern end. Verity explained that, from their seats under the glass hood of the plane, they would be able to follow the loops of the Loire, which on a clear night like this would be lit up by the moon. They would be surprised how quickly they got used to the moonlight, he said, and it was quite adequate for reading a map - or even for finding the hip flask of whisky stowed in front of their seat. Verity always tried to relax the ‘Joes’, as the SOE passengers were called. Nobody was allowed to know their names. And as he talked, Vera constantly watched for signs of nerves in her agents, observing just the occasional shaking cigarette.

After the briefing Vera said a few words. Air Ops in London had called to say that the BBC message announcing their arrival had already gone out, which meant the reception committee would be in place. She then took each agent to one side, to go over cover stories one last time and to carry out her final checks of their clothes and equipment.

It was Vera’s job to look meticulously through pockets, checking labels, laundry tags, examining every article of equipment and clothing for any telltale signs that these people had come from England. Then she completed their disguises with a packet of French cigarettes, a recent French newspaper or perhaps photographs of a ‘relative’ to go in a pocket or a bag. If any last-minute adjustment to clothing was needed, Vera could deftly stitch on a French manufacturer’s label or a French-style button. As she knew, the tiniest tricks could sometimes perfect a disguise.

Instructors had warned that Nora was so distinctive she could never be camouflaged, but on this operation Vera felt just as worried about Cicely Lefort’s poor French accent and Diana Rowden’s English looks. Born in England of Irish descent, forty-three-year-old  Cicely had married a French doctor and lived for a number of years in France yet had never lost her English intonation. Diana was thoroughly bilingual, having grown up in the South of France, where her family had a villa and a yacht. But she was English and educated at an English girls’ private school, and this showed - even down to the bow in her fair wavy hair.

The checks complete, Vera gave each agent a chance to see her alone, should they wish. She took Nora up to the bathroom, and as they spoke for a moment on the landing Vera was relieved to find that she seemed quite relaxed, almost elated. She even commented on a silver bird pinned to Vera’s lapel. ‘You are so clever, Miss Atkins. You always make sure you wear something pretty.’ Vera responded by unpinning the brooch and pressing it into Nora’s hands.

Just before 10pm a large army Ford station wagon arrived at the cottage. The group were then driven out to the tarmac, where the moonlight was now bright enough to light up the Lysanders. The group got out and stood huddled together as Verity briefly explained take-off procedures, describing how luggage was stowed under the wooden hinged seat.

Then Verity nodded to Vera, who moved forward, embracing Nora, Diana and Cicely and shaking Skepper’s hand, before taking several paces back.

The pilots signalled their passengers to step up to the ladder and climb into the plane. Nora, heaving both her ordinary suitcase and a much heavier one containing her wireless, was the last to board. She was so slight she could hardly get a foot on the ladder and an airman moved forward to give her a leg up.

Within moments the engines had started and were left ticking over for several minutes as the pilots carried out their checks. The engines briefly opened up to full throttle and then returned to fine pitch. As the first ‘Lizzy’ turned its nose towards the runway, Vera looked up towards the silhouetted heads in the passenger seats and waved goodbye.

Back at the cottage, Vera paused only to collect up the few oddments left behind by her agents - a novel, a coat and a small vanity case - and then asked her driver to take her back to London. The moon was now high in the sky. June had been an excellent month for the Lysanders.




2

 DISASTER


 Just as Vera’s colleagues knew nothing of her background, so nobody I spoke to in my researches knew what her real role was within SOE. Penelope Torr, F Section’s records officer, said she was ‘nothing special - the same as me’. But Pearl Witherington, perhaps SOE’s most outstanding surviving woman agent, said: ‘For me Vera Atkins was SOE. She still is.’

Details of Vera’s service would be in her personal file, I was told. SOE personal files were still secret. I would have to see the ‘SOE adviser’, who turned out to be an amiable man in a dark suit who wore a French beret out of doors. His secretary, Valerie, led me down a deserted corridor in the bowels of the Old Admiralty Building to find him. It got darker and there was quite a chill. She pointed to where Ian Fleming’s office once was and we talked about the suggestion that Vera was Miss Moneypenny, M’s alluring secretary in the James Bond books, as mooted in an obituary. Valerie thought this most unlikely as Fleming worked in naval intelligence, although he might have caught a glimpse of Vera when she came to Room 055a, which was also down here somewhere, along a corridor that connected to the old War Office.

Up stone steps, Valerie stopped outside a door bearing a picture of Maurice Buckmaster in late middle age, looking kindly, almost ecclesiastical, and smoking a pipe. The door swung open on to a tiny room and amid a pile of files - stamped ‘Secret’ or ‘Most Secret’ - sat the SOE adviser. ‘Closed until 2020,’ it said on one file identified by a yellow sticker as ‘pending release’.

The intention after the war was that all these files would remain secret indefinitely. SOE was closed down in January 1946, its staff sworn to secrecy and its papers locked away. But versions of the SOE story emerged anyway; in particular about the many agents who lost their lives. Sinister conspiracy theories were elaborated about SOE’s true wartime role and debate began about whether the organisation had served any useful purpose at all. So persistent were the questions that an official with experience in secrets was appointed to ‘advise’ the general public by reference to these files. But the questions kept on coming. So now, explained the SOE adviser, the files were finally being opened up and people could read what happened for themselves.

However, he added, I would have to wait at least a year or two to see the files, as before their release they were being declassified. This meant that all sensitive material was being weeded out for ever. Sensitive material meant anything the people ‘upstairs’ - the MI6 ‘weeders’ - felt should not be seen. I asked if Vera Atkins’s file had already gone upstairs and Valerie went to see.

In any event, the adviser told me, personal files often had nothing much between the parachute training and the casualty report. ‘Look at this,’ he said, picking up a file on one of the agents, Vera Leigh, which held two or three scraps of paper. ‘Born, Leeds. Abandoned by mother,’ said a note. She had once been put up for a George Cross but this was not pursued, and there was no explanation why.

‘The fact is that in those days if people died they scrubbed their files because they were of no further interest. You see, effectively whole periods of history were just junked. Only 13 per cent of the files remain.’

‘Why 13 per cent?’

‘I don’t honestly know. It was a figure handed to me by my predecessor.’

Immediately after the war many files were supposed to have been lost in a fire, but of course, said the adviser, ‘those conspiracy theorists’ did not believe in the fire. They thought the files had been deliberately destroyed as a cover-up.

Valerie then brought in a thick brown folder; Vera Atkins had not yet gone upstairs.

The adviser opened it and started to read very fast: ‘“Rosenberg,  alias Atkins. Vera May. ARC number: 334 Bow Street Magistrates 1937. Identity papers: expired Romanian passport.”’

He paused. ‘That’s interesting,’ he said.

I asked what an ARC was.

‘Aliens Registration Certificate,’ he replied. ‘Now, let’s see - “Languages spoken: French, German, English. Status: Single. Political views: None. Private means: Yes. ‘Do you ride, swim, ski, shoot?’ Answer: ‘Yes.’ ‘Do you drive a car, a motor cycle or a lorry, do you sail a boat, mountaineer, run, bicycle, fly an aeroplane, box, sketch or transmit Morse?’ Answer: ‘No.’”

‘She says she is fluent in German and French with some knowledge of Romanian. “Countries visited prior to 1939: Romania, France, Turkey, Greece, Austria, Germany, Italy, Switzerland, Egypt, Syria, Palestine, Hungary - etc. ‘What districts are you most familiar with?’ ‘Sussex.’”

‘She was put through the cards and there was “no trace”. Everyone was “put through the cards” - which meant checked for anything suspect in their background. If they found “no trace”, there was “nothing recorded against”.’

Vera’s personal file contained a jumble of information but among it all was the hitherto hidden fact that she was still of Romanian nationality, and so an ‘enemy alien’, when she worked for SOE. ‘She must have had important backers,’ said the SOE adviser, who advised me to find her naturalisation papers ‘if they haven’t been destroyed’.
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Vera always arrived at work by the same black cab. She had an arrangement with a driver, a Mr Lane, who collected her from her flat, where she lived with her mother, at Nell Gwynne House, Sloane Avenue, every morning and dropped her outside an office block in Baker Street. Through lack of space in Whitehall, Baker Street had become the address for SOE and several buildings here had acquired discreet plaques saying ‘Inter Services Research Bureau’. Staff called it ‘the firm’, ‘the org’ or ‘the racket’. Vera told acquaintances she had ‘a boring little job in Baker Street’.

The headquarters of SOE was at 64 Baker Street, where the executive director, known as CD, had his office, with most country sections located over the road at Norgeby House. On arrival Vera took the lift up to the second floor and walked down the corridor of F Section to  reach her office at the end, overlooking Baker Street, just before the door marked ‘F’.

The symbols for country section desk officers indicated their country and sometimes, though not always, their role. Maurice Buckmaster, as head of F Section, was simply ‘F’; the operations officer, Gerry Morel, was ‘F Ops’; the head of planning, Bourne-Paterson (nobody knew his first name), was ‘F Plans’; Nicholas Bodington, Buckmaster’s deputy (until he was removed for other duties), was ‘FN’; and Vera, in June 1943, was ‘FV’.

Buckmaster, who caught the bus to work, would usually be in before his staff arrived, and was always in before Vera, who was last of all to arrive. Once he tried to get every staff officer to sign in every morning, which Vera adamantly refused to do. Mornings, she told people, ‘are not my time of day’. But she was always in the office in time for Buckmaster’s morning meeting, held promptly at ten.

Forty-one-year-old Buckmaster had not been an obvious choice for a top job in SOE. Although he had served in the British Army’s Intelligence Corps at the outbreak of war, and was evacuated from Dunkirk, he had no knowledge or training in guerrilla warfare. The son of a Midlands entrepreneur, Buckmaster had shown an academic bent at Eton and gained an exhibition to study Classics at Oxford, which he then could not take up as his father had just gone bankrupt.

Instead he went on a cycling tour of France and stayed there, taking several jobs but showing a particular flair for public relations. Eventually he secured a responsible post as a manager with the Ford Motor Company in France, and it was his knowledge of French industry, gained with Ford, which caught the attention of SOE. But Buckmaster’s superiors had also been impressed by his ‘tireless zeal’.

Decision-making in SOE was rarely carried out by discussion. If a view was needed from a colleague a note was dictated, tucked into a brown envelope, picked up by a passing trolley and delivered. It would then come back marked ‘approved’, ‘I agree’ or sometimes ‘rubbish’ and also marked ‘F’ or ‘F Plans’, or perhaps ‘FV’. Anything important was copied to whoever needed to know. SOE had scores of messengers running around and a large typing pool, and every staff officer had a secretary or even two. Vera, by the end of the war, had three. And although the European country sections were largely in one building - Belgium, Holland and Poland were  just above France - there was little contact between sections for fear of leaks.

The ‘Ops’ (Operations) room was on the first floor of Norgeby House and was shared, but each country section had its own separate board with hooks on it. On this a duty officer would hang up notices detailing each section’s separate operations for the day - usually flights dropping weapons or agents - on their board, and then draw a curtain across it.

Even communication with the high command across the road was mostly carried out on paper. Neither CD nor his senior officers ever felt the need to cross to Norgeby House. Country section heads ran operations without day-to-day direction from above. Periodic council meetings were held to discuss policy, but in general the SOE hierarchy was built on trust and it went without saying that everyone was working to the same end.

If, therefore, ‘F’ needed a view from the top he could simply mark up a note for CD, AD/E (Assistant Director/Europe) or perhaps ‘C’, head of MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service, though relations between these two covert agencies were not good. MI6, protective of its territory, feared that SOE’s sabotage operations would endanger the quiet gathering of secret intelligence, which was its domain.

Also constantly at loggerheads with SOE was Bomber Command, which thought sabotage could be more efficiently carried out from the air than on the ground.

Country sections had little useful contact with MI5, the Security Service, either, though MI5 was constantly trying to exert oversight over SOE, which it knew (from bitter experience) was wide open to enemy infiltration.

Buckmaster’s section had not only to defend itself against rivals in Whitehall, however, but was also constantly wary of the Free French. General Charles de Gaulle, having set up his government-in-exile in London in June 1940, had established his own secret service department in a house in Duke Street, which ran entirely separate guerrilla operations into France and gathered its own intelligence on the resistance. The fact that the British were setting up their resistance circuits ‘infringed the sovereignty of France’, according to de Gaulle, so that relations between SOE and the Free French were little short of poisonous. A special section of SOE, known as  RF Section, was established purely to coordinate operations with the Free French.

F Section staff therefore welcomed their morning meeting in Buckmaster’s office as an important opportunity to talk in confidence to trusted colleagues. Only the inner circle attended the meeting: Major Morel, Major Bourne-Paterson, Major Bodington - if he was in the office - and one or two other senior staff. Buckmaster, whose rank was Lieutenant Colonel in June 1943, also liked Miss Atkins to be present, because, although she was of junior status, her views, when offered, were invariably pertinent. As he had recently noted on Vera’s personal file, she had ‘a fantastically good memory and quick grasp’, whereas he had a tendency to get ‘enmeshed in detail’ and ‘lacked fixity of purpose’, as his superiors had, in turn, observed about him.

By June 1943 Vera had informally been assigned not only responsibility for overseeing the women recruits but also the task of intelligence officer, which largely meant sifting all intelligence about life on the ground in France. In her encyclopedic brain Vera stored away the latest information on what papers an agent would need to move about; on whether ration cards were issued monthly or weekly; on the hours of curfew; or on the latest trend in hats in rue Royale. Gleaning the facts from magazines, intelligence sources or returning agents, she circulated highlights in little leaflets for the staff called ‘Titbits’ or ‘Comic Cuts’ after popular magazines.

Absorbing such information demanded considerable mental acumen, though as a mere GSO III - a General Staff Officer, grade III, the equivalent of an army staff captain - Vera did not enjoy a grade, salary or symbol that reflected her responsibilities. And she was not the only woman at the morning meeting. Penelope Torr, who dealt with records, had the symbol ‘F Recs’ and also carried the three nominal ‘pips’ of a staff captain, was present too.

The mood at F’s morning meetings in mid-June 1943 was generally positive. There had been setbacks in the spring - not least the capture of an organiser, Peter Churchill, and his courier, Odette Sansom - but a number of promising new agents had recently been sent out to the field. Vera reported, for example, on the successful departure of several agents during that month’s full moon. On the night of 15-16 June she saw off two bright young Canadians, Frank Pickersgill and John Macalister. Dropped by parachute to a  reception committee organised by a Prosper sub-circuit, the Canadians’ mission was to set up their own new circuit, Archdeacon, near the town of Sedan, in the Ardennes region of north-eastern France.

Vera also reported on the double Lysander flight of the following night, carrying Nora Inayat Khan and three others, who landed safely north of Angers. On the ground to meet them was Henri Dericourt, F Section’s new air movements officer, who was Buckmaster’s prize new recruit. A trick aviator who became a pilot with Air France, Dericourt had escaped to England in 1942 to look for work. Buckmaster, at that time in urgent need of an airman to organise his night landings and pick-up operations, had snapped him up and had him parachuted back into France with the alias Gilbert. As all at the morning meeting were agreed, air operations in and out of France were, thanks to Dericourt, running more smoothly now than ever before.

There was, nevertheless, anxiety in F Section in mid-June. This centred on Francis Suttill, alias Prosper. Educated at Stonyhurst College and a barrister by training, thirty-two-year-old Suttill had shown himself to SOE instructors to be highly resourceful and smarter than most. Although suffering a slight limp caused by polio when he was a teenager, he was athletic and had displayed a certain daring in training, which Buckmaster had admired. With his obvious flair for leadership, Suttill soon became the natural choice for F Section’s most challenging job: to establish a circuit based in Paris, covering a vast chunk of central France. Choosing his own alias - Prosper was a fifth-century French theologian who preached predestination - he keenly took up his mission, which was to rebuild blown circuits and then recruit afresh. His commitment to the task was beyond question. Raised in Lille by an English father who worked in the French wool industry and a French mother, Suttill had volunteered for the paratroops at the outbreak of war, saying: ‘My one wish is to be used in France.’

Such had been Suttill’s success in recruiting followers that by June 1943 his circuit, named Physician, was already poised to spear-head a general resistance uprising, planned to coincide with the Allied landings. Though the date of the landings was not yet known, the talk in French resistance circles was that it could happen as soon as autumn 1943. Suttill, always thinking ahead, had reported to  London in April that he was already planning for the landings by strategic placement of arms caches. He personally intended to ‘follow the enemy’ as they retreated.

Since then, however, Suttill’s normal ebullience had evaporated. Returning to London for briefings in mid-May, he seemed jaded and voiced fears of penetration of the circuit. Two of his best local agents, sisters who provided a ‘letterbox’, had been captured in April and a somewhat desperate bid to negotiate with the Germans for their release in return for cash had backfired. Instead of the handover of the two sisters, two prostitutes were produced.

Suttill was parachuted back into France on 20 May, but his most recent report home suggested that his mood had not improved. He named a colleague who was not to be trusted, encoding the name for fear his report might be intercepted. Most notable was Suttill’s intense antagonism towards desk officers back at HQ.

‘Your conception of a letterbox’, he had complained ‘appears to be a place where an agent usually covered in mud, carrying an obvious suitcase, can turn up at an unreasonable hour to be lodged and fed and laundered for anything up to three weeks.’ He even complained about Dericourt, alias Gilbert, the new air movements officer. ‘There has been a good deal of confusion this month over the Lysander receptions owing to Gilbert’s insufficient instructions. Henri, for instance, on arriving was given a bicycle and left to his own devices. As he cannot ride a bicycle he had to walk and came to me.’

The concern in Baker Street was that Suttill’s network, made up of intellectuals, farmers, communists and aristocrats, was riddled with rivalry, which was spreading distrust. Perhaps the network was simply too big for one man to manage.

Reading between the lines, it sounded to headquarters staff as if morale in Suttill’s own immediate team might be flagging too. He had asked HQ for ‘a short personal letter’ for his women couriers, Andrée Borrel and Yvonne Rudellat. Not that their morale needed ‘bucking up’, but they had been rather left out of it as far as personal messages were concerned, said Suttill.

On top of Suttill’s ‘show of nerves’, as HQ saw it, another member of Prosper, a wireless operator named Jack Agazarian, had flown home on leave with the June moon, bringing news of further arrests in the group.

During periods of uncertainty like this it was Vera’s practice to  spend as much time as possible in Room 52, the SOE signals room. In late June she was waiting every evening for the first messages of the departed agents to come in, and was particularly anxious for a message from Nora.

It was, in fact, not necessary for Vera to be physically in the signals room. Until early 1943 all SOE signals had been handled by MI6, but, under a new, more secure system, messages for SOE were now received first by wireless telegraphy staff at an outstation known as Home Station, where they were decoded before being passed to Baker Street over a secure teleprinter link.

The country section would be alerted by Room 52 over the scrambler that a message had come through, and that message would then be passed to a superintendent to classify according to a classification board - ‘Top Secret’, ‘Most Secret’, ‘Secret’ and so on - before being marked in an ‘in and out’ register and sent out for distribution. The messages would then be colour-coded according to where they were going and from where they had come: white for outgoing traffic, green for live traffic and pink for service traffic.

And there were five duplicating machines, so once a message had arrived in Baker Street distribution clerks rolled off sufficient copies and messengers distributed the messages on a trolley every half-hour during the day and every two hours at night. Country sections saw only their own signals, but every message that came in went to Colin Gubbins, whose secretary would sort them by colour code and tie them all to treasury tags.

On receipt of a ‘priority’ message an operator at Home Station signalled the word ‘flash’ to London HQ, whereupon extra paper and carbon was inserted at the London end and the ‘flash’ copy was stripped off the teleprinter without correction. It was stamped ‘subject to confirmation’ and immediately passed to the dispatch clerk, who sent it off by special messenger.

Rather than wait for the messenger’s trolley, however, Vera liked to be in the signals room in person. In her role as intelligence officer she insisted on seeing all telegrams in order to build up as accurate a picture as she could of all developments affecting every circuit in France. She knew nothing herself of signals operations and had never studied Morse code. But for staff officers in London, most of whom had never been in the field but at times felt that this was where they too should be, there was nothing to compare with the sound of the teleprinter’s  clacking. The messages created the illusion of instant communication with the agents, and with France, which by June 1943 had been entirely cut off from England for more than three years.

Immediately on entering the signals room, which was blacked out and was approached via a cordoned-off outer area, Vera could look up at a large blackboard high on the wall to see the call-signs of agents for whom a listening watch was being maintained.

In the middle of June, Vera was looking for the call-sign ‘Nurse’. Each wireless operator had a call-sign, most often referring to an article of clothing but sometimes to an occupation, in addition to an alias and a street name, to go with a cover story. The call-sign was part of the operator’s ‘signal plan’, which was designated as their particular set of frequencies, codes and transmission times. Nora Inayat Khan’s alias was Madeleine but her call-sign was ‘Nurse’.

Vera knew precisely what Nora’s ‘scheds’, or transmission times, were: on Sunday she would come on from 9.05, on Wednesday from 14.10 and on Friday from 17.10. But as there was always a chance she would transmit much later than her designated time, Vera would often wait late into the evening, eating perhaps in the SOE canteen.

Four days after Nora’s departure Vera was still watching for ‘Nurse’. Nora should by now have made contact with her sub-circuit organiser, Emile Garry (Cinema), and should also have been in touch with Prosper’s own people, based just outside Paris. The circuit’s core group met at an agricultural research college, the Ecole Nationale d’Agriculture, at Grignon, near Versailles, and several of the college’s staff worked for Prosper.

Nora might have tried and then failed to make her signal heard, but Vera had checked with Home Station over the two-way microphone and there had been nothing at all. She might have already been ‘DF’d’, or blocked by German direction-finders. (When the Germans isolated an enemy signal they first sent a beam out from a radio station and jammed the frequency, which for both the operator and receiver produced a high-pitched ringing noise.)

Then, on 20 June, instead of ‘Nurse’ the call-sign ‘Butcher’ came up on the blackboard. This was the call-sign of Gilbert Norman, alias Archambaud, who was Suttill’s principal wireless operator and the person most likely to have news of Nora.

The message from Norman, transmitted fast and clear, said Nora had safely arrived. She had not transmitted because her wireless set  was damaged on landing, and Norman requested a replacement radio for her ‘soonest’. He said he was giving her instruction in W/T from his own set, out at Grignon. Norman’s message was copied round F Section and set minds at rest. Two days later, on 22 June, ‘Nurse’ came up on the board, and, using Norman’s set, Nora sent a hesitant first message confirming her arrival. She could have had no better instructor in the field than Norman, whose own wireless training reports had been among the best F Section had ever had. Vera knew that Nora was now in good hands.

But within a few days more worrying news had reached London, again from Francis Suttill.

Wireless messages, though the most immediate, were not the only means of contact between the field and HQ. Agents could also send back longer, more detailed reports in SOE mailbags. These reports were written ‘en clair’ - that is, not encoded - though any ultra-sensitive details, such as names, places or signals details, were supposed to be encoded. As well as arranging the pick-up of agents on the landing fields, the air movements officer Henri Dericourt (Gilbert) was the ‘postman’ who collected agents’ mail from ‘letterboxes’ and put it on the Lysanders.

The report Suttill sent on the last flight of the June moon was his bleakest yet. Dated 19 June, it reached Baker Street five days later and said that Madeleine (Nora) had narrowly escaped arrest a few days previously. Suttill was blaming London for sending her to France with details of a ‘blown letterbox’. The letterbox was unsafe because the person who provided it had been in touch with another F Section circuit, known to have already been infiltrated by the Gestapo, as Suttill himself had warned London four months previously. ‘Had Madeleine gone there yesterday afternoon she would have coincided with one of the Gestapo’s periodical visits to the flat!’ he wrote. In a fury with whoever was responsible, he accused London of breaking a cardinal rule by allowing one circuit to be contaminated by contact with another. He then demanded that HQ take disciplinary action immediately against everyone involved.


In this case it at once becomes superabundantly clear that similar circumstances can arise at any time and that therefore the whole system of giving to any agent a letterbox of another circuit is an obvious invitation to disaster for that circuit.

I hope I have made myself clear. I state, in parenthesis, that it is now 0100 hours 19 June and I have slept seven hours since 0500 hours 15 June.



Suttill went on to warn London that all his letterboxes and passwords now in force would be cancelled from midday 19 June until he received a message from London saying: ‘The village postman has recovered,’ which would mean his rule was taken on board.

‘If you are not prepared to accept my suggestion I will of, course, on your instruction, immediately reinstate the letterboxes unconditionally. In such case please file this report carefully for production on the inevitable eventual “post mortem” of the “feu” [‘the late’ (i.e. dead)] Prosper organisation.’

With this report Suttill had also sent a letter for his wife, Margaret, a GP near Plymouth, thanking London for allowing him to write home. Personal mail carried by Lysander was a privilege not all agents received. One of Vera’s jobs was to pass on the mail, checking first for security breaches. ‘Dear Child,’ was how Francis Suttill always began letters to his wife. ‘It is nice to have the boys with me,’ he wrote, referring to the fact that after his last home leave he had brought a photograph of his two baby boys with him back to France, which was against the rules.

HQ had no chance to take action on Suttill’s threat. The following day, 25 June, a ‘flash’ message came out of the teleprinter in the signals room. It was from an F Section local recruit in Paris. Extra carbon paper was placed in the teleprinters by FANY clerks and the dispatch riders were put on stand-by.
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