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A NOTE ON SOE

Churchill’s Special Operations Executive was an entirely new departure in warfare. On 16 July 1940, Churchill gave Hugh Dalton, Minister of Economic Warfare, the task of shaping the new organisation, exhorting him to ‘set Europe ablaze’. In The Fateful Years Dalton explains that SOE’s purpose ‘was to co-ordinate all action by way of subversion and sabotage against the enemy overseas’. SOE, initially known as SO2, was to absorb a Section D (‘D’ for destruction) set up within the Secret Intelligence Service in April 1938, but would be


on a much greater scale, with wider scope and largely manned by new personnel. It would be a secret or underground organisation. There would be no public announcement of my new responsibility, and knowledge of the activities of the organisation would be kept within a very restricted circle. As to its scope, ‘sabotage’ was a simple idea. It meant smashing things up. ‘Subversion’ was a more complex conception. It meant the weakening, by whatever ‘covert’ means, of the enemy’s will and power to make war, and the strengthening of the will and power of his opponents, including in particular, guerrilla and resistance movements.



In a much-quoted letter that Dalton wrote to Lord Halifax on 18 July 1940, he said: ‘We must organise movements in enemy occupied territory comparable to the Sinn Fein movement in Ireland, to the Chinese guerrillas now operating against Japan, to the Spanish Irregulars who played a notable part in Wellington’s campaign or – one might as well admit it – to the organisations which the Nazis themselves have developed so remarkably in almost every country in the world.’

SOE started in offices in Caxton Street near St James’s Park but soon moved to Sherlock Holmes territory in Baker Street, taking over the offices of Marks and Spencer and steadily expanding to occupy six large buildings in the vicinity, under the cover name of the Inter-Services Research Bureau. Maurice Buckmaster was appointed to the newly formed F (French) Section in 1941; this was distinct from de Gaulle’s parallel RF Section. In Italy SOE was known as No. 1 Special Force.

From the very start Dalton, known by his staff as Dr Dynamo, achieved a very judicious mix of open-minded, able and energetic insiders who had experience in government, with outsiders principally from the City, the law, industry and commerce who had drive and entrepreneurial flair and a willingness, indeed a positive relish, to mount daring, unconventional operations fettered by a minimum of red tape.

Churchill proposed that Dalton should employ as his chief adviser the wily Sir Robert Vansittart (who quickly saw the talents of Christina Granville) and Dalton himself obtained Gladwyn Jebb, private secretary to Sir Alexander Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, to smooth relations with government departments. Dalton’s first chief executive was not a career civil servant but an outsider, the businessman and MP Sir Frank Nelson. When he retired prematurely from exhaustion, Dalton brought in Charles Hambro who, he said, ‘kept more balls in the air than any man I knew’. Hambro was a merchant banker, who served on the Court of the Bank of England and was chairman of the Great Western Railway. The banking skills of Hambro and those he recruited were a great advantage to SOE, resulting in many financially beneficial transactions, including some £70 million made on currency deals, the equivalent of over £1,000 million today.

Nelson recruited the Australian, George Taylor, whom Dalton described as ‘always belligerent, persistent and ingenious’. Julian Amery, in Approach March, says that Taylor was ‘very quick to grasp new ideas [and] probed them until he had extracted the last ounce of relevant information. He would then marshal all the departmental and military arguments for and against the course of action involved. When these brought him up against a difficulty he never tried to evade it, but worried away until he had found a solution.’

Colin (later Sir Colin) Gubbins, who had impressed Dalton at a dinner by his account of the British Military Mission to Poland in 1939, was put in charge of training and operations, taking over as head of SOE from Hambro in 1943.

Recruitment from outside was essential not only to SOE but to the war effort in general. Max Nicholson, who was brought into the Ministry of Economic Warfare to run Allied shipping during the vital battle of the Atlantic, says: ‘The home civil service simply could not supply from its own ranks people with the necessary drive and ability to undertake tasks essential to success in the war.’ As the war spread across the globe, overseas headquarters were set up in Cairo and then in Algiers, as well as offices in India, Ceylon and Australia, with a large number of sub-missions in other countries, particularly neutral ones. At its peak some 10,000 men and 3,000 women were working in SOE offices and missions, helping an estimated two to three million active resisters in Europe alone.

In 1942, an American counterpart to SOE, the OSS or Office of Strategic Services, was set up under ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan, who had many friends in SOE’s top echelons.

After the war, OSS was to develop into the CIA, while Baker Street was closed down, a number of its functions being absorbed within the Secret Intelligence Service.



Chapter 1


RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING




A new form of warfare was developed and has come to stay and may prove in a future War even more important than in thelast one . . .


A Brief History of SOE





The girls who served as secret agents in Churchill’s Special Operations Executive were young, beautiful and brave. At a time when women in the armed forces were restricted to a strictly non-combatant role in warfare, the women of SOE trained and served alongside the men. They fought not in the front line but well behind it. If caught, as were fifteen of the fifty women sent from Britain to France, they faced harsh and sometimes brutal interrogation by the Gestapo and thereafter the horrors of a concentration camp – which only three of them survived.


SOE operated all over Europe, Africa, the Middle East and the Far East, but the majority of its women agents went to France. They were trained as couriers and wireless operators, and in a few cases took on an effective leadership role, charged with running Resistance circuits – known in French as réseaux. As able-bodied men became increasingly subject to the STO, the Service du Travail Obligatoire (forced labour in Germany), young women had the advantage of being able to move about more freely and were less subject to suspicion.


Couriers did essential work, carrying money and messages to and from Resistance groups concerning recruitment and arms drops. From the time of the D-Day landings, they were involved in ambushes and hit-and-run attacks on German troops, as well as sabotage on a vastly increased scale. Couriers had to be used because the post was subject to censorship; telephone calls had to be placed through local operators who often listened in to calls; and anyone wishing to send a telegram or make a telephone call from a post office had to produce an identity card.


Agents in the field communicated with SOE by radio, tapping messages out in Morse code and using increasingly sophisticated ciphers. As the Germans had remarkably effective tracking equipment, agents were supposed to limit their time on air, but they often had to send lengthy messages, which exposed them to great danger, particularly in city areas. As more agents were caught, SOE began to supplement their numbers with women operators. Women, of course, constituted the overwhelming majority of radio operators in Britain and at overseas bases, but from June 1943, when Noor Inayat Khan was flown in by Lysander to serve as radio operator to the Cinema circuit, increasing numbers of women radio operators were infiltrated into France.


Why did women volunteer for such hazardous work? The most common reason for people serving their country in the war was that they wanted ‘to do their bit’, a modest way of expressing a national commitment to defeating Nazi tyranny. To serve behind enemy lines required courage and commitment of an altogether greater order, and the quality that unites the women who became agents was a steely determination to play an active role in inflicting real damage on the enemy.


With Violette Szabo, it was burning anger at the death of her legionnaire husband in the fighting at El Alamein. With the 21-year-old Paola Del Din, it was the wish to carry on the work of her brother Renato, killed leading the first attack on the fascists in a garrison town north of Udine.


In the eyes of her instructors, Noor’s willingness to risk her life appeared at first to be a reaction to a broken engagement. However, it soon became clear to them that she was in fact motivated by idealism and a longing to be more active in the war effort.


In almost every case women agents had to conceal the nature of their work from their family and friends. Paola Del Din was an exception, having the help of her mother in preparing for a dangerous solo journey to break through the German front line in Florence and contact SOE. In addition, there were cases where brothers and sisters – or even, in one or two instances, husbands and wives – both served SOE. The most notable examples are the impressive group of Mauritian agents: the three gallant Mayer brothers, Percy, Edmund and James, and Percy’s wife Berthe who continued her husband’s radio transmissions from Madagascar after his arrest; Claude de Baissac and his sister Lise; the sisters ‘Didi’ and Jacqueline Nearne and their brother Francis. In a few cases, notably Odette Sansom and Violette Szabo, it meant leaving young children behind. Not surprisingly some in SOE had severe doubts about this, even if the children were entrusted to loving grandparents, but the women who made this difficult choice approached it in the same way as men with young children, deciding that this was a time when service to country was paramount.


No less remarkable is the youth of many of the girls. Paolo Del Din set off for Florence four weeks before her twenty-first birthday. Violette Szabo was just twenty-three when SOE dropped her in France; Christina Granville and Peggy Knight were twenty-four when they embarked on their missions. Alix d’Unienville was twenty-five, Paddy O’Sullivan twenty-six, Pearl Witherington twenty-seven and Noor Inayat Khan twenty-nine when they were sent behind enemy lines.


The background of the men who initially ran SOE was predominantly public school, Oxbridge and the City. Yet within SOE there were no distinctions between officers and other ranks. Recruitment and promotion were on grounds of ability. Violette Szabo had been working at the perfume counter in the Bon Marché store in Brixton when war broke out. Peggy Knight was a secretary for the Electricity Company in Walthamstow when she was recruited.


The obvious special ability that all these women possessed was their command of languages. They were not being sent to serve as guerrillas based in the mountains of Greece or Yugoslavia where they would be unlikely to meet the enemy except in battle. Their mission was to pass themselves off as ordinary citizens and to move safely through the numerous checkpoints and controls operated by both the Germans and the Vichy authorities, whether the Gendarmerie or the hated French paramilitary police known as the Milice.


Just as escaping prisoners of war in Italy were under threat from the Italians’ sharp eye for every detail of dress, so the French have an extraordinarily acute ear for subtle intonations of speech. Because of this, SOE agents would sometimes carry papers suggesting they were of Belgian or Swiss parentage or came from overseas colonies.


Mary Herbert, who worked with Claude de Baissac, was told when she was arrested that she had a queer accent and was asked to explain it. She replied that she had lived in Alexandria and spoke French, English, Spanish and Italian and a smattering of Arab, which was sufficient to upset anyone’s pronunciation. (She did not tell them she spoke German and after a while the Frenchman who was questioning her said to the Gestapo chief in German, ‘I do not think we shall get anything out of this woman.’ All this she reported to SOE on her return in 1944.)


SOE’s policy of recruiting increasing numbers of women must also have been influenced by the resourcefulness and success of two of its very early female agents. The first was the Polish countess, Krystyna Skarbek, better known as Christine Granville, or Christina, who was one of SOE’s bravest and longest-serving agents. She volunteered and was enrolled in December 1939, before SOE itself had been formed, entering German-occupied Poland over the snow-covered Tatra Mountains and later being parachuted into southern France. The second was Virginia Hall, who thanks to her American citizenship was able to operate under cover of being Vichy correspondent for the New York Post and was only forced to flee as the Germans poured into the Unoccupied Zone in November 1942.


Not surprisingly, the arrival of beautiful young women was to cause some serious heartache, in some cases among their fellow agents. While in Hungary Christina proved a latter-day Zuleika Dobson, prompting at least one rejected fellow agent to attempt suicide by throwing himself into the Danube – unsuccessfully, as it was frozen. Margaret Pawley, a FANY (First Aid Nursing Yeomanry) who was with Christina in Cairo, observed: ‘She was not beautiful in the formal sense, but she had qualities of fascination which men found irresistible. When she entered a room every officer looked up.’ Her mesmerising powers of attraction meant that throughout the war men around her were falling under her spell. Despite her feelings for her husband Jerzy Gizycki (also a British agent), whom she called her Svengali, followed by her long and fond attachment to her fellow agent the Pole Kowerski (later Andrew Kennedy), she had a succession of romances with other agents serving with her.


Pearl Witherington, by contrast, was to meet her fiancé within hours of parachuting into France, to serve with him and, indeed, take command over him. The young Mary Herbert, sent to Bordeaux to work as courier for the Scientist network, had a love affair with her circuit leader, Claude de Baissac, and became pregnant by him, giving birth to a baby girl at the end of 1943. Brave and dashing Sonia Butt was so taken with a French-Canadian fellow agent that she left to marry him without signing off, not a popular move with her superiors.


SOE did not recruit Rosa Klebbs or Mata Haris. Of course there were times when women agents used feminine charms to extract themselves from dangerous situations. Red-headed Paddy O’Sullivan chatted up a German officer for half an hour and ended up making a date with him to distract him from looking in her suitcase. Young Paola Del Din produced from her bag a wartime luxury – fresh fruit – when two SS soldiers adopted an alarming line of questioning outside Arezzo.


Nor were these women Bond girls in the modern sense, experts in ju-jitsu, karate or other martial arts. Of them all, Violette Szabo, a tomboy always seeking to outdo her elder brother at any physical challenge, was probably the strongest and most athletic. Christina Granville, although slender, was very conscious of keeping physically fit and she had exceptional stamina and powers of endurance. Paola Del Din had built up strength walking in the Alps with her soldier father. But this was also an age when young women were often discouraged from bicycling too much for fear of ending up with bulging thighs and muscular calves.


This was noted early on by Squadron Leader Simpson in the Sunday Express on 11 March 1945:




The interesting thing about these girls is they are not hearty and horsey young women with masculine chins. They are pretty young girls who would look demure and sweet in crinolines. Most of them are English girls who speak perfect French. Some were educated in French convents; others attended Swiss finishing schools. A few are French girls who escaped from France and agitated for a chance to go back and work underground. Cool courage, intelligence, and adaptability are their most important attributes. They have to be able to pass themselves off as tough country wenches, and smart Parisiennes.





Leslie Fernandez, who instructed some of them, says:




During training we attempted to prepare them physically, building up their stamina by hikes through rough countryside. All were taught close combat, which gave them confidence even if most were not very good at it. These girls weren’t commando material. They didn’t have the physique though some had tremendous mental stamina. You would not expect well brought up girls to go up behind someone and slit their throats, though if they were grappled, there were several particularly nasty little tricks that we handed on, given us by the Shanghai police.


The girls were good at role playing. During interrogation you have to be consistent. Very little stands up to hard interrogation and the Germans were expert at interrogation, even without resorting to brutality. The best defence is a partly true cover story, which is easier to stick to. There was a tendency in SOE at the beginning to dismiss the potential of young women but it increasingly became evident that survival did not just require physical toughness but the ability to live a cover story – which women could excel at.





For sheer sustained brilliance, Christina Granville was surely in a class of her own, imaginative, resourceful and full of initiative. If one could be a fly on the wall to any conversation in the war, a perfect choice would be her confrontation, unarmed, with a Gestapo officer, during which she talked and talked, and finally terrified him into releasing three of her comrades from prison, hours before they were due to be shot. The American Virginia Hall was also possessed of astonishing resilience and sang-froid, only leaving her post in Lyons two hours before the Germans swept in, as determined to arrest her as they were later determined to seize Jean Moulin, de Gaulle’s personal representative with the French Resistance. In his citation of 19 June 1945, recommending Virginia Hall for a George Medal, Colonel Maurice Buckmaster paid tribute to her courage and persistence, especially given her handicaps: a transatlantic accent, a striking appearance and – amazingly – a wooden leg.


The SAS officer, Captain Blackman, praised Lise de Baissac for her stamina and her ‘great skill’ with firearms, and commended her willingness to risk her life, often in terrible conditions. Pearl Witherington demonstrated an ability to take command over men who were hostile to women playing any role at all, as well as being a crack shot. Peggy Knight, travelling enormous distances by bicycle as a courier in August 1944, seemed incapable of fear as she carried out Resistance work constantly encountering German soldiers.


Alix d’Unienville was not physically strong – her parachute instructors were worried that she lacked sufficient strength in her arms for a parachute jump, although in the event she managed well. Yet she had the inner resolve to endure horrific privations and, when all seemed lost, to seize the moment to escape. There are repeated comments that Noor Inayat Khan was clumsy, and not just with her hands, but she worked hard at her physical training and was fleet enough to outrun her pursuers on two occasions. If she was naive, or too trusting in others, she also had formidable reserves of spiritual strength to enable her to endure months alone in a prison cell with both her hands and feet in chains. Yet Noor was no ascetic, but a touchingly loving daughter and sister who felt desperate pain at her separation from her family and was frequently heard sobbing during the night by those in nearby cells.


Women agents were given commissions in either the WAAF (Women’s Auxiliary Air Force) or the FANYs in the hope that they would be treated as prisoners of war under the Geneva Convention. The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, self-defined as the ‘First Anywheres’ and soon popularly known as the ‘Fannys’, was founded in 1907.


During the First World War about 400 FANYs drove ambulances and other vehicles in England, France and Belgium. In the Fannys there were no military restrictions on the use of arms as in other women’s services. By the height of SOE’s activities in mid-1944, over half of the FANYs’ strength was devoted to SOE. FANYs made up most of the 3,000 women working for the organisation, which then employed a total of nearly 13,000. Fourteen of the fifty women agents sent into France held honorary WAAF commissions; some had started their service there.


However, the reality was that, as women agents were not in uniform, if captured they would sooner or later be executed as spies. Their best hope was to deflect suspicion that they were British agents at all: Didi Nearne persuaded her captors that she was French and had been sending messages for a businessman without knowing that he was working for the British. If this failed, Hitler’s notorious Commando Order, kept secret for fear of countermeasures by the Allies, ensured that almost all captured agents were shot, too many of them in the last few months of the war. The daily Wehrmacht communiqué of 7 October 1942, issued three days after the Allied Commando raid on Dieppe, read: ‘In future, all terror and sabotage troops of the British and their accomplices, who do not act like soldiers but rather like bandits, will be treated as such by the German troops and will be ruthlessly eliminated in battle, wherever they appear.’ On 18 October the top-secret Commando Order was issued from Hitler’s headquarters. It ran:




I therefore order that from now on, all opponents engaged in so-called commando operations in Europe or Africa, even when it is outwardly a matter of soldiers in uniform or demolition parties with or without weapons, are to be exterminated to the last man in battle or in flight. In these cases, it is immaterial whether they are landed for their operations by ship, or aeroplane, or descent by parachute. Even should these individuals, on being discovered, make as if to surrender, all quarter is to be denied on principle.





A supplementary directive followed:




I have been compelled to issue strict orders for the destruction of enemy sabotage troops and to declare non-compliance severely punishable . . . It must be made clear to the enemy that all sabotage troops will be exterminated, without exception, to the last man. That means that their chances of escaping with their lives is nil. Under no circumstances can they be expected to be treated according to the rules of the Geneva Convention. If it should become necessary for reasons of interrogation to initially spare one man or two, then they are to be shot immediately after interrogation. This order is intended for commanders only and must not under any circumstances fall into enemy hands.





In most cases, however, death was to be much longer in coming – in waves of summary executions in concentration camps, first after the Allied landings in Normandy and then early in 1945 as the Nazis sought to kill Allied witnesses to the horrors of Dachau, Mauthausen, Ravensbrück and other camps.


Three of the women agents were to receive the highest possible award for gallantry, the George Cross: first Odette Sansom, then Violette Szabo and Noor Inayat Khan, the last two posthumously. Christina Granville was also strongly recommended for a George Cross, although the recommendation was changed to an OBE by General Alexander (a man of formidable physical courage himself) and then raised to a George Medal by the Ministry of Defence to make it clearer that the award was ‘for gallantry’. Many other women agents received MBEs, a few the more coveted military version. Most of them got the civil one, although Pearl Witherington successfully turned it down and justly received an MBE Military instead.


The very existence of SOE was kept a secret during the war, particularly as far as any press reporting was concerned. The chase was on when, early in March 1945, Sir Archibald Sinclair spoke in the House of Commons in praise of WAAF parachutists. The Sunday Express article, quoted above, gave two names. ‘One, Sonia d’Artois (née Butt), is the young daughter of a group captain. She married the French-Canadian officer who jumped with her. The other, Maureen O’Sullivan, is also young and pretty. She comes from Dublin.’


The head of SOE’s French Section, Colonel Maurice Buckmaster, also had a crucial, although initially anonymous, role in telling the public about the exploits of his women agents. A News of the World report of 21 April 1946 runs: ‘“Colonel X”, an intelligence officer whose name must still be kept a secret, has returned to England with more evidence of the heroism of Violette Szabo, the daring British parachutist, who died before a Nazi firing-squad at Ravensbrück concentration camp.’ Colonel X, the article says, ‘directed British aid to the Resistance in France’, which indicates without doubt that Colonel Buckmaster was meant.


Puzzlingly the colonel tells a story in which Violette’s capture is transposed from open country to a town, with Violette retreating from house to house in a street honeycombed with secret passages. Buckmaster was to make a similar transposition in his book, They Fought Alone, with the story of Christina Granville’s daring rescue of her circuit leader Francis Cammaerts, saying he was picked up briefing saboteurs in Sisteron, not arrested at a check-point at Digne. The story that can now be told, using Christina and Cammaerts’s own accounts, is even more amazing.


Many explanations present themselves – that stories change in the telling, that Buckmaster may have suffered from lack of access to documents as SOE closed down and he valiantly struggled to keep the memory of its great deeds and adventures from disappearing altogether. Some said there was a Walter Mitty side to Buckmaster. He could also have deliberately changed details to conceal the source of the information – SOE agents and their bosses were subject to the Official Secrets Act. In his first book, Specially Employed: the Story of British Aid to French Patriots of the Resistance (1952), he writes: ‘I do not claim that the incidents described in these pages are completely factually accurate . . . but the incidents did take place; what is perhaps more important, the spirit that made these incidents possible at all is described . . . with all the exactitude of which I am capable.’


The main point in every case is that the truth is still more exciting than the fiction and the stature of the agents grows as more records come to light. Violette Szabo may have gunned down fewer Germans than the film Carve her Name with Pride suggests, but she emerges as an equally fearless and still more electric personality.


The great change came in 1966 with the publication of M.R.D. Foot’s SOE in France. Professor Foot had been given access to a large part of the surviving SOE archive, including the personal files (PFs) of agents. Previous books had been based on the recollections of agents and SOE insiders – good examples being Ben Cowburn’s No Cloak, No Dagger and Bickham Sweet-Escott’s Baker Street Irregular.


Foot’s was based on archives and he was discouraged from talking to SOE stalwarts, a point that caused immense chagrin to some. Foot nonetheless laid a foundation of scholarship that has been the touchstone of SOE studies ever since. His book was wide ranging, authoritative and comprehensive, providing a degree of thrilling detail about individual agents and their activities that has never been available for any other secret service.


Foot was scathing about certain popular accounts by ‘sensation mongers’, especially gruesome stories of torture that were the product of authors’ imaginations. Particularly bad examples, he said, were the account in the book Carve her Name with Pride of Violette Szabo’s supposed torture by the Gestapo, complete with dialogue, for which no source existed, and articles that appeared in the Sunday Pictorial in June and July 1958.


Another author to come under attack was E.H. Cookridge, whose account of Christina Granville was scathingly dismissed by Cammaerts. ‘He took a story of 5,000 words and blew it up to 50,000,’ he says in an interview in the Imperial War Museum Sound Archive. One tantalising aspect of accounts such as Cookridge’s in They Came from the Sky is that they often include interesting items that cannot be verified or traced – for example, Cookridge’s quotations from a BBC radio interview in which Christina provided details of her youth.


Further strides in historical research have been taken by Professor David Stafford in setting the work of SOE in the wider context of government policy. His Churchill and Secret Service, as well as telling an absorbing story, explores a rich seam of archives – cabinet and Air Ministry papers as well as those from Lord Selborne, who took over from Dalton as head of SOE in 1942, when Dalton had moved to the Board of Trade.


The study of SOE is all the more absorbing because it is the only part of the secret services at this time for which a substantial archive is available, not only illuminating operational successes and failures but the careers of individual agents. Thanks to SOE’s system of training schools, we have numerous reports of agents’ characters, capabilities and shortcomings.


Whilst quite a number of the male agents were army officers before they were recruited, the women often came to the work almost straight from normal civilian life. Very few SOE agents were professional spooks – and for this reason it is possible today for those with no service background to understand and identify with them in a remarkable way.


As a secret service, SOE could not recruit publicly and would not have wanted to. Initially, names were put forward through personal contacts. Later, as the demand for recruits grew, a more general call went out within the armed services for people with language skills. SOE’s chief recruiter was the thriller writer Selwyn Jepson – several of whose books were adapted for the screen by Alfred Hitchcock. Jepson carried out his interviews in a bare room at the Victoria Hotel in Northumberland Avenue, then mostly occupied by the Quartermaster-General’s directorate, or in Sanctuary Buildings in Westminster, a Ministry of Pensions office. In SOE Jepson was regarded as ‘far ahead of anyone as a talent spotter’ – although the ebullient Nancy Wake clashed with him. ‘We did not like each other. He was so sarcastic I decided he either had an ulcer or was constipated,’ she wrote in her autobiography, The White Mouse.


SOE had commandeered an impressive range of country houses – one wag suggested SOE stood for the Stately ’Omes of England. A list compiled in 1992 includes nearly eighty establishments, scattered across England and Scotland.


SOE’s four-stage training was devised by Major F.T. ‘Tommy’ Davies and consisted of preliminary schools, paramilitary schools and finishing schools. With these came a flat in London where agents would be given a final briefing.


Many potential agents were sent first to Wanborough Manor, a large country house dating from Elizabethan times, on the Hog’s Back near Guildford in Surrey. Mrs C. Wrench, who helped prepare agents for dispatch to France, wrote: ‘As everywhere else the only language in use was French. The physical training was quite strenuous. The lessons in sabotage were not too specific and practical jokes . . . with bangs all over the place were the order of the day. Discipline was not too strict as the object was to allow the Agents to relax and so observe whether they were “made of the right stuff”. This training, as did that in most of the other Schools, took three weeks.’ During the Wanborough course no mention was made of SOE or the actual work it did, in case candidates were deemed not to be suitable.


Many candidates then went on to the paramilitary schools, based at ten shooting lodges on the west coast of Scotland near Mallaig. Loch Nevis and Loch Morar were nearby, and the rugged country was ideal for commando-style training. Here they were given instruction in handling weapons and explosives, silent killing, fieldcraft and raid tactics, as well as retrieving containers that had fallen in water.


In addition there were specialist schools such as Brickendonbury Manor in Hertfordshire, where Pearl Witherington hoped to be sent on a specialist demolition course, and Thame Park in Oxfordshire, where Noor Inayat Khan went for signals training.


Women agents, like the men, were sent for parachute training at Ringway airport near Manchester, staying at Dunham House nearby. This was the greatest physical challenge they faced, although at the end of it there was the prospect of earning the coveted paratrooper’s wings. The training centre had every type of equipment for toughening and hardening people to make a coordinated exit from an aircraft and to withstand the impact on landing. In ‘Top Secret Interlude,’ Wing Commander B. Bonsey explains the importance of teaching the agent how to fall correctly on landing. ‘There were ropes and swings to help with this technique,’ and an old fuselage with a hole in it to help people to learn the correct way to drop out. ‘Each country sent a conducting officer with their particular Joes, some of whom were highly strung and temperamental. It was found that most Joes reacted favorably to personal attention.’ Five jumps were deemed sufficient, four from an aircraft and one from a balloon. Nancy Wake was offered the opportunity of waiting for better weather or jumping from a balloon. Her group, determined to have a weekend off in London, bribed her to go for it by each promising her a double whisky in a club there. I should have specified trebles, she thought as she descended in pitch darkness, waiting for the parachute to open.


Some agents also received training in identifying suitable night-landing grounds following their arrival in France, for use during the seven days on either side of the full moon when in good weather there was sufficient light to navigate by. Sir Robin Hooper, a Lysander pilot, wrote: ‘My work between moons – for we lived by the moon – was to train some of the French who were to find fields . . . carrying out the delicate task of controlling the landing of an aircraft at night with no help but pocket torches.’


Often the most important part of an agent’s training was the security course at Beaulieu Abbey, better known today as the home of the National Motor Museum. A plaque in a recess in the ancient cloister wall commemorates more than 3,000 men and women of at least fifteen European nationalities, as well as Canadians and Americans, who trained there as agents. SOE used a complex of a dozen comfortable country houses on the Beaulieu estate, built at the prompting of the 2nd Lord Montagu, who had offered friends parcels of land on which they could build in spacious grounds, out of sight of both their neighbours and his own family seat at Palace House. The principal course taught agents technique, clandestine life, personal security, methods of communication and recruitment in the field, as well as how they should maintain their cover and act under police surveillance. There was instruction on German, Italian, French and even Japanese secret police forces.


Mrs Wrench, always colourful, explains that here ‘the Agents were required to carry out a bogus Mission in England. Perhaps they were required to collect information in a forbidden dock zone or to plant some bogus explosive in a war factory. If the Agent was caught, he or she had been given the name of someone who would extricate them from their dilemma.’


Precise details of a ninety-six-hour exercise are provided in the personal file of Noor Inayat Khan, which took place in Bristol on 19–23 May 1943. She was to visit Bristol under cover of gathering children’s impressions of air raids for a book, and was also to provide articles for the BBC on this subject. This was considered quite a good cover story as she had written children’s stories in the past.


Noor’s initial contact was with a Mrs Laurie, head of the Irish Travellers’ Censor Office, who had been primed by SOE. A meeting had been set up by post on the pretext that Noor was looking for a job. During this, the password was introduced naturally. A second meeting between them was then agreed, the ‘cover’ being that Noor was returning with her completed application form. This time Noor put forward her proposition that Mrs Laurie cooperate in a line of communication in the event of an invasion. Noor ‘was very favourably impressed and considers Mrs Laurie a very suitable contact’. Mrs Laurie reported that Noor had ‘put up a very good show’, but added that Noor had something very suspicious about her manner. After talking further to Mrs Laurie, SOE put this down to nerves.


Next Noor had to set up live letter drops, which she did successfully with a porter at Bristol University and a secretary at the Empire Rendezvous in Whiteladies, explaining that she was moving to Bristol but as yet had no address. For her two dead letter boxes, Noor chose the ruins of the Bethesda Chapel in Great George Street and a call box at the end of Queen’s Road, Clifton. SOE deemed Noor’s positions – an oblique angle behind stone steps in the ruins and behind a fuse-case in the call box – very suitable.


Another task was to provide details of six rendezvous. Three of these were to be for a person of the same social standing as the student. Noor chose the University Library between 1300 and 1800 hours; the Clifton Lawn Tennis Club before midday on a Sunday; and the entrance to the Victoria Rooms after 2300 hours, which was when dances and parties finished.


Three further rendezvous had to be provided that were suitable for meeting an elderly working-class woman. This time Noor’s choices were the waiting room at the Knowles Centre bus station between 1300 and 1800 hours; St George’s Church on a Sunday before midday; and the waiting room on Platform 9 at Temple Meads station after 2300 hours. Again, SOE deemed the rendezvous very well chosen.


Noor also had to find three operational sites where a wireless could be set up and used. This involved an extensive search for flats available for rent. Her first was at 34 Cornwallis Crescent (‘voltage 210 – rent £80’, she reported). SOE commented: ‘There would seem to be little fear of being overheard as the only other person in the house is an old lady who is very deaf. Aerial already in position and good alternative exits.’ Noor’s second was at 99 Pembroke Road with a rather higher rent of £120 a year. Noor herself added that it had a ‘spacious loft in which to conceal the set and easy fixing of aerial’. A third address, 10 Whiteladies Road (rent £75), seemed to SOE a very good place.


Noor had problems with her landlady, ‘a very inquisitive person’; she would have moved if lodgings had not been so hard to obtain. She also made several ‘stupid’ mistakes during the standard police interrogation, ‘which could easily have been avoided by a little forethought. She always volunteers far too much information when being questioned.’


Noor’s own conclusion was: ‘Bristol area as a whole suitable for operations’, although, she added, ‘Security precautions and well-founded cover most essential as police service extremely efficient, being coastal area.’


At Beaulieu, students were also put to the test with intense interrogations. Leslie Fernandez says: ‘These were carried out under spotlights. We made these as realistic as possible. On occasion the interrogators would wear German Abwehr uniform, or that of the French Milice who were the most dangerous. On occasion a second or third student would listen in to try and learn.’


Once training was complete, preparation began for infiltration. Sometimes this was agonisingly slow, occasionally a desperate rush. Peggy Knight, recruited in April 1944, was dropped in France on the night of 6 May when, due to bad weather, she had made only one practice jump.


More, vivid details of agents’ preparations are provided by Mrs Wrench. She had started work as a ‘volontaire’ at the French canteen, a club for de Gaulle’s forces in London. The reward was a good meal with wine. This led her to Orchard Court, near Baker Street, which she learnt quickly was an SOE flat from which agents were dispatched to France.


Clothing was provided appropriate to each agent’s cover story. ‘Meticulous care had been taken that every article of clothing and all accessories should be an exact replica of items manufactured in France. The whole procedure was a model of thoroughness and every article that an Agent brought with him from France was studied and copied to the last detail. I remember one of the two tailors who were summoned to our flat from time to time demonstrating to me how even the buttons on the men’s suits needed to be sewn on in a special French style.’ After a while the section was moved to a house in Wimpole Street, where ‘there were now a great many rooms where the Agents were able to shut themselves up with their files and study their missions and, not least, become word-perfect in their cover-stories. This entailed a good deal of verbal briefing and thus . . . much to-ing and fro-ing on the part of the Officers from Baker Street.’


The Wimpole Street address was a few doors down from the house from which Elizabeth Barrett had eloped with Robert Browning. The large ground-floor front room was lined with cubbyholes, each capable of containing ‘all the assembled items which, when the signal for departure came, each Agent was to take to France. Each cubby hole had an Agent’s number scribbled in white chalk, a wisely anonymous identification. Then, after the Agent had left for the Field, it was quite simple to erase the number and replace it with that of another Agent.’


Agents, she said, often appeared at Wimpole Street in the early days of their enrolment, before they were sent to training schools. Among them she noted Muriel Byack, ‘an English Jewess who looked much younger than her twenty-three years. In fact she looked as if she was just out of school.’ Byack was sent to join the agent Philippe de Vomécourt, but tragically caught meningitis and died. Nancy Wake she describes as ‘large and handsome with enormous personality and drive, great courage and ingenuity and, a vital “plus”, an enormous sense of humour’.


There are details of the SOE shooting range, ‘a gallery over Baker Street Station where our Bods [SOE slang for agents] learnt to shoot from the hip. I had always been above average at shooting in fairgrounds and I longed to try.’ Eventually Mrs Wrench gained admittance by pretending to be an agent herself. The scene that greeted her inside was pure James Bond, ‘a series of quite long alleys with the life-sized metal silhouette of a man at one end. At my first attempt I cocked the pistol in the manner I had seen in the films. At this moment my instructor told me that if I indulged in this elaborate ploy I would be dead before I had time to pull the trigger.’


After the training camps, the agonising wait began while agents were on standby to depart. Violette Szabo spent the day before her departure trying to relax at Hasell’s Hall in Bedfordshire, a handsome red-brick Georgian country house in a beautiful landscape park, laid out by Humphry Repton.


Alix d’Unienville recalls the strain, during each fourteen-day ‘moon period’, of having to remain by a telephone, day after day, waiting to find out whether she would be sent to France. Only if no call came before twelve o’clock, at which time an operation would be automatically postponed, would she know that she would not be going on that particular day. Until the following morning, at least, she was free. ‘We frequented the bars, we sowed seeds of scandal in the dining rooms of solemn London hotels. Clients were indignant. Who had the right to frolic in war? Irresponsible youth.’




Chapter 2


AN AGENT’S LIFE




The Present struggle overrides all the inhibitions which purely humanitarian considerations imposed in the past, because at the end of it there will in any case be no victors and vanquished, but only survivors and annihilated.


Hitler’s New Year’s Proclamation on 1 January 1944





Agents were flown into France during moon periods – one week on either side of the full moon when there was sufficient light for night flying. Navigation was done by direct reckoning – following a line or series of lines worked out with a compass on a map. The big landmarks were the great rivers, notably the Loire, their still surfaces glinting in the moonlight. So many planes carrying SOE agents passed over Blois, where an island in the middle of the river was easy to spot, that one would have expected the Germans to be lying in wait for them, but by 1943 the scale of Allied air raids was such that their defences, whether anti-aircraft guns or night fighters, were fully stretched in protecting military and industrial targets. Hugh Verity records one rare but uncomfortably close incident when flying over Alençon with Lise de Baissac on the night of 16 August 1943: ‘Just a mile or two ahead of me I saw an aircraft shot down in flames. It must have been done by a night fighter which I did not see. In the glare of the flames I hoped to see some parachutes but I saw none.’


Sir Lewis Hodges, who was first flight commander and then squadron commander at RAF Tempsford, flew both Lysanders and Halifaxes for SOE. He recalls, ‘We flew across the Channel at about 600 feet [180 metres] to avoid radar detection, but climbed as we passed over the coast to get a broader view and pinpoint our position from the lie of the land. Then we would descend again to 600 feet to avoid radar.’ Airfields in France were also given a wide berth, although, with heavy fighting on the eastern front, many of them were used by the Germans principally for training purposes.


While working out his route before take-off, the pilot would try to find a readily identifiable landmark about five minutes from the dropping zone. Distances from one pinpoint to another would be calculated in minutes according to the speed of the plane – about 240 kilometres per hour with a Lysander.


To land and take off, a Lysander needed an open grass field just 150–200 metres long. The plane would stop for no more than two or three minutes with its engines running, just enough time for the two passengers to disembark and be replaced by another two (three at a pinch), waiting to go back to London. Agents flown in by Lysander could take only a small suitcase – heavy items such as radio sets were usually dropped by parachute at a later date. As the Lysanders had a maximum range of 1,000 kilometres, even when provided with an enlarged fuel tank, they would usually be flown down from their base airfield to RAF Tangmere near Selsey Bill (or returned there) at the beginning of each moon period, shortening the journey to France. After the initial success of the Lysanders in 1941–2, larger twin-engined Lockheed Hudsons were also used. These could carry up to ten passengers but needed a landing field about 1,000 metres long, which was obviously harder to find.


When agents, or supplies, were to be parachuted in – as opposed to landing – the RAF used first Whitleys and then the new four-engine Halifaxes. By 1944, the Americans were also providing B-24 bombers for parachute drops. When parachuting, agents were usually dropped low at about 150 or 200 metres. This reduced the chance of their being spotted in the moonlight as they descended. It also meant that if more than one agent was dropped, there was less chance of their drifting apart or being blown off course. For this reason it was vital to avoid the slightest hesitation in jumping.


All too frequently agents suffered injuries on landing. Christina Granville badly bruised her hip. Paddy O’Sullivan temporarily lost consciousness but was saved from injury by the large number of banknotes stuffed into her clothing. Violette Szabo had badly injured her ankle during parachute training at Ringway, although she jumped well in June 1944.


Agents were sometimes dropped blind, but more usually they went to a dropping ground where a reception committee would be waiting to meet them and would receive and carry off the containers and packages. The reception committee was alerted by phrases broadcast on the BBC’s daily messages personnels. A first message put them on standby, a second in the evening confirmed that the drop would or would not take place, a decision depending principally on weather forecasts. On Noor Inayat Khan’s personal file is a message from one of her colleagues, requesting a BBC broadcast of a ‘Message pour Don Quixote’ on the day of the new moon (for example, 29 September, 29 October, 27 November and 29 December 1943) in preparation for the next period of moon drops. If a single Lysander was coming, it was to state: ‘Les 15 pommes se vendront 8 francs’; a double Lysander operation would be announced by ‘Deux panniers de 15 pommes vaudront 8 francs’; a Hudson by ‘15 grosses pommes vaudront 8 francs’. The first figure represented the landing ground and the second the date.


The pilot was guided in by lights set out by the reception committee, in the form of a T for a parachute drop and an L for a pick-up or landing. The lights were torches or bicycle lamps, or more occasionally bonfires, although these carried a greater risk as they were more visible, so they tended to be used only in remote areas. The pilot had to ensure that he had found the right landing ground, and as he made his first run the reception committee would flash an agreed Morse code letter to him to confirm he was in contact with the right circuit on the ground. When Pearl Witherington was dropped on the night of 22/23 September 1943, the pilot first flew to a ‘target’ flashing the letter F roughly thirty kilometres south-east of Tours, where he dropped fifteen containers and five packages, and then proceeded to a second ‘target’ flashing the letter D seventeen kilometres south-south-west of Châteauroux, where Pearl jumped. Inevitably there were occasions when the plane turned back, because of deteriorating weather, because the dropping ground could not be found, or because no lights were set out. The agent might then be flown out again during the next night or two, like Pearl Witherington, or be forced to wait till the next moon period. Paola Del Din’s ten abortive sorties to north-east Italy from the SOE base in Apulia during the winter of 1944–5 were probably a record. But she was luckier than a fellow agent who parachuted right into the German barracks at Tolmezzo.


The agent or agents would be followed by the packages, then the containers would be released on a third run over the drop. The rear gunner usually had a view of these parachutes descending to the ground. Containers were stocked with supplies, principally arms and ammunition. They were of three types – a C and H type and an American type. The C containers were made entirely of metal and consisted of three cells or ‘bins’ enclosed in an outer shell. With a length of 1.6 metres, they could carry a load of 68–72 kilos. The H type, of identical length, consisted of five cells held together by steel strips with locking devices at either end. These had no outer shell. The American type was shorter at just over 1 metre and weighed just under 15 kilos yet carried a payload of 45–68 kilos. The cell was made of layers of thin, highly compressed cardboard, covered in fine fabric.


Items too bulky to fit in a container were made into parcels or packages, wrapped in Hair-loch, a mix of horsehair and rubber. At first some packages were very large, weighing up to 90 kilos but these were very difficult to manhandle in the plane and were also ‘liable to rupture the dispatchers’. As a result, the size of parcels was limited to 54 kilos and then 49 kilos.


Edmund Mayer, brother of Percy (who was Paddy O’Sullivan’s circuit leader), had one unfortunate incident when a plane, evidently lost, flew under another as it was making its drop, severing parachutes from containers. Two containers then collided in midair. One, filled with grenades and ammunition, caused an almighty explosion, although fortunately not injuring the reception committee below. On average, said Mayer, ‘At least one container on every reception dropped without the parachute opening and the contents were destroyed completely.’


The accumulated skill of RAF pilots in finding dropping grounds in remote, often hilly areas, guided only by dim lights, was remarkable. On occasion, they had two extra navigation aids – Eureka and S-phone. The Eureka consisted of a transponder on the ground, which sent out a beam guiding the plane to the dropping ground, that was received by an instrument in the plane known as a rebecca. However, the Eureka was very heavy and for this reason was not liked by agents, who needed to be able to make a quick getaway. The S-phone allowed the pilot to talk directly to the agent on the ground.


Through their security training at Beaulieu, agents were very conscious of the need to leave the dropping ground as soon as possible, particularly when they were close to towns or German guard posts. On occasion, agents were surprised at the lack of any sense of urgency among those who came to meet them. Peggy Knight had to remind the head of her reception committee of the danger of waiting around for more than an hour, while she was questioned and relieved of cigarettes, chewing gum and other commodities that were luxuries in France.


Collecting containers could be problematic, particularly when they had drifted. Being heavy, they took time to unpack, so vans or carts were usually waiting to carry them off to nearby farms. The worst scenario was when a container burst on impact, damaging its contents or exploding. Pearl Witherington received some twenty-three drops, losing only one when a container of hand grenades burst on the ground and continued to explode for some time, helping the Germans to pinpoint the location of the drop.


Sometimes the containers were too heavy to move immediately. At Rochebrune, in the Charente, the Vicomte Jean de Richemont instructed his men to conceal them with piles of logs. When the Germans arrived, alerted by the sound of planes during the night, he coolly invited them out on a tour of the estate.


Edmund Mayer said containers could be located fairly easily but packages ‘were invariably spread over quite a large area, sometimes as far as two miles away from the R/C [reception] ground’. This was a problem as the packages ‘invariably contained important contents’. Initially, he said, members of reception committees would be people from nearby villages. Later, after D-Day, when security was not so tight, members of Maquis (Resistance) groups were used. Mayer’s efficient reception committees consisted of twelve to fifteen men, with four people on the lights, four (or sometimes eight) sentries, and the remainder posted as observers on the extreme perimeter of the landing ground. To increase security, the truck was kept in a safe place about a kilometre away until the containers had actually been dropped, avoiding any undue movement in the field beforehand. After collection, care was taken to remove any undesirable tracks or tell-tale signs left by vehicles or people. As a result Mayer was able to use his two grounds during his whole period in the field.


By contrast, Commandant Paul Schmidt operated on a different principle for operations near Tours in July and September 1943. These involved fifty to sixty men, all recruited from villages about fifteen to twenty kilometres away for security reasons. ‘Passengers waited in the cars until five o’clock when the curfew was lifted,’ he said. On the night of the operation, the telephone exchange girl of the neighbouring village, who had been recruited, was warned. Her duty was to delay all telephone calls to the Gendarmerie or the Germans.


On one alarming occasion, Mayer was due to receive two drops, one on a new ground, when the waiting Maquis were attacked by the Germans and the ground overrun. Fortunately the cool-headed Mayer, using the S-phone, was able to contact the pilot and redirect him to the other ground, which was possible as the code letter was the same for all Mayer’s grounds. After the containers had been taken into hiding, Mayer would go to them as soon as possible and carry out an inventory of the contents, or at least watch while they were opened.


Parachutes, usually made of silk, were eagerly retrieved – they could be used for tents and clothing for the Maquis. Edmund Mayer had to take stern measures to prevent locals from obtaining or stealing parachutes.


Agents were frequently offered a meal on arrival, which was often quite an occasion with wine flowing. Alix d’Unienville, under the impression that the French were half starved, was stunned, when taken to one farm, at the quantity of food on display. ‘In the kitchen of the farmhouse our host began to make a colossal omelette on the stove,’ wrote Benjamin Cowburn of Octraine, the rich farmer who also received Pearl Witherington.


Some agents were then allowed to sleep; others were immediately taken to another destination or sent onwards – either going to local stations to wait for trains or making for a safe house. Lise de Baissac, an SOE agent operating on her own, provided such a house in Poitiers. When debriefed back in England in August 1943, she explained that ‘her job was to receive agents from England when they first arrived in the Field, arrange liaison for them, give them information about the life, and encourage them if they were nervous.’


In the early days, from 1941 to 1943, a large proportion of agents headed for Paris. While a large capital city offered a degree of anonymity, it also carried dangers of constant checkpoints, particularly at metro stations. As a result, agents often chose to walk long distances rather than take trains.


Each agent was given a typed set of mission instructions to memorise well before they set out, starting with an operational name (to be used by SOE), a first name in the field for use by Resistance colleagues and a cover name. The instructions given to Noor Inayat Khan survive on her file. They state her mission – to work as a wireless operator for a locally recruited organiser. They give details of her landing ground and its nearest villages, as well as a contact in Paris – actually the circuit organiser, with the address and location of an apartment (‘8th floor opposite lift door’) together with telephone numbers, a password and the reply. Noor was told to ‘sever your contact with the people who receive you as soon as you possibly can and after that refrain from contacting members of any circuit apart from your own’.


Wireless communications were to be kept short and she was to ‘send us as soon as possible the address of a postbox through which we can contact you personally, should the wireless communication break down’. She was also to send the address of a cachette or hiding place where she should go in case of difficulties. ‘We will then contact you at the cachette with a view to getting you out.’ In finding a cachette, she was to bear in mind that she might have to remain hidden there for up to six weeks.


A further form, headed ‘Methods of Communication with H.Q. (apart from W/T [wireless telegraphy])’, gave a postbox in a neutral country for postcards – in her case, Oporto. A series of ‘convention phrases’ were to provide information about the cachette. ‘Un’ + ‘Madeleine’ meant ‘here is my cachette with the address’. A ‘deux’ + ‘Madeleine’ indicated ‘the old cachette is no good, here is my new one’. A ‘deux’ and a ‘trois’ indicated that the old cachette was no good and that she had gone to the new one. ‘Always refer to Madeleine as if she were in Portugal and not in France,’ she was told. As a last resort Noor was to go to Spain, alerting Baker Street with a postcard with the word ‘quatre’ in the text as well as ‘Madeleine’. On reaching Spain, she was to make for the British consulate at Barcelona and give her name as Inayat Khan.


Nancy Wake, who was involved in Resistance work in Marseilles even before she came to Britain and joined SOE, wrote: ‘One always had to have a feasible explanation ready for every single action in case the police were, or became, interested in any person with whom we were seen.’


The natural talkativeness of French city people was a constant problem. Eugenie Roccaserra, who served on the escape line Passeuse, said: ‘The situation in Cannes was very difficult for anyone wishing to do clandestine work. People talked too much, because of a natural vanity which made them boast of any operation they undertook.’ In Ariège, on the contrary, she found the mountain people very security-minded, and the mass of the population ready to do all they could to help résistants: ‘They never said anything outright, but one felt in a definitely sympathetic and secure atmosphere.’ Often by indirect references she was warned of the dangers ahead on a journey, such as the absence or presence of controls, although the people of Ariège never indicated that they knew what she was doing.


Lieutenant Colonel George Starr (code name Hilaire) of the Wheelwright circuit had the following security rules: ‘Never to try to find out more than he was told, never to try and find out who a contact really was, what he was doing or where he was living, only to use organisation names (usually Christian names) and never write anything down or talk unnecessarily’.


For the Diplomatic circuit near Troyes, Commandant Maurice Dupont laid down the following rules:




	Cafés were out of bounds for ordinary rendezvous.


	Two members of the organisation were not allowed to go out together without necessity.


	After meetings or clandestine rendezvous no one was allowed to visit another member of the organisation straight away or go to a letter box.


	Owners of safe houses were provided with innocent cover stories to explain the presence of a member of the organisation in their house.


	Alibis were to be prepared for meetings, whether indoors or in the open.





Dupont never slept two nights running in the same house. Five or ten minutes before curfew he would arrive at a friend’s house, stay the night and leave the next morning. The friends never knew in advance whether or not he was coming. Meetings with colleagues mostly took place on roads in open country. Circuit members would meet as if they were friends and cycle to a deserted road where the message would be passed on. A guard would watch to see they were not followed. Dupont would visit his radio operator in his house. An open window meant everything was in order; if closed it meant danger. Just in case someone had opened or shut the window by mistake, a broken branch was laid on the path in case of danger. On one occasion, finding he had been followed to the dining car on a train, the determined Dupont went back to another compartment, opened the door onto the track, waited for the man to come along the corridor and pushed him out of the train.


Francis Cammaerts was also specially security conscious, not least because of his hair-raising drive to Paris on the night of his arrival near Compiègne by Lysander on 17 March 1943. ‘Although it was well after curfew they drove right through the capital, passing Le Bourget and other guarded areas.’ Learning that his main contact had been arrested just as he was due to meet him, he set off to build his own new, secure circuit. After this was established he ‘arranged that about eight men (two of whom were ex-Sûreté), should follow prospective recruits, and also men who had already been accepted in the organisation.’ This included Cammaerts himself, who was frequently followed by his own people so that he could be sure his movements would not arouse suspicion. He insisted that his men ‘should automatically work out for themselves a perfectly good reason for all their actions, in case of snap controls or surprise arrests’. All training was done in the open country, and arms and ammunition hidden in small scattered depots. Cammaerts briefed each leader and they in turn briefed their groups. Initially he gave sabotage lessons in the men’s own homes but as material arrived he instructed them in the hills, ‘where it was possible to use real explosive without attracting undue attention’. Material was hidden under fodder, occasionally in suitable grottoes or deep wells. Farmers were told exactly what they were being asked to hide, but although some served on reception committees, as a general rule they were not active members of the Resistance. Cammaerts informed recruits that they could not be sacked – in a case of bad discipline they would be shot.


Cammaerts never stayed longer than two or three days in the same house. Mostly he stayed with friends or their relatives and he never went to an unknown address without checking it or being personally recommended by a colleague. In the whole of his two missions he never stayed more than six times in a hotel.


There was nonetheless a danger that security precautions could become obsessive, inhibiting an agent’s work. An example is provided in the debriefing of Michael Dequaire, a former schoolmaster. His file states: ‘This man, with his seemingly wide knowledge of security theory, seems to be the type of person who would make a very fine agent,’ but it soon became evident that security occupied him to such an extent that no positive results were ever obtained from him. ‘Soon after his arrival he was being guided by Marianne (Secretary to Député) from Lyons to Clermont-Ferrand. He had on him the sum of 500,000 francs. This worried him to such an extent that he handed 250,000 to Marianne who was already carrying one million francs, a set of crystals and two new codes in a suitcase.’


Lise de Baissac’s brother Claude had a lucky escape with his papers. He had been brought before a commissaire de police, who examined his papers with great thoroughness and then asked him: ‘And how long have you been here? You should tell London to be more careful.’ The man was pro-Ally and took no further action on the matter, but de Baissac naturally set about obtaining better papers. There were, he said, three types. First the faux faux papiers – those supplied by London. Second were the vrais faux papiers – those supplied illegally through the organisations in the field and forged by them. Third were the faux vrais papiers, supplied by a contact in the prefecture and generally made out in the name of a real person. Each, he said, had both advantages and disadvantages – the vrais faux papiers, for example, had no photograph or record on the police files, should the Gestapo try to check back.


Usually, the false papers supplied by SOE stood up well. Pearl Witherington had a bad moment when a German controller spent a long time examining her pass with a colleague, only for him to pronounce: ‘This is what a genuine pass looks like.’


Travel in wartime was mostly by bicycle, or by train for longer distances. Percy Mayer was understandably irate that his new radio operator, Paddy O’Sullivan, could not ride a bicycle – and was forced to spend a lot of time teaching her all too visibly on local roads.


Trains were subject to numerous checks, both during the journey and on arrival. Queuing for tickets could be a hazard too, as queues were easily watched. A number of agents were able to obtain passes, or season tickets, helped by staff of SNCF (French state-owned railways), who composed one of the largest band of résistants in the country. Maurice Southgate obtained such passes, which were used by several members of his circuit, notably Pearl Witherington, who not only had to make numerous long journeys, but for virtually three months had nowhere else to sleep but on a train – with no prospect of even the modest comfort of a couchette.
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