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For my stepfather George Binney whose name I bear




AUTHOR’S 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 organization, exhorting him to ‘set Europe ablaze’. In The Fateful Years Dalton explains 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 the D section 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 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.


SOE started in offices in Caxton Street near Victoria Street but soon moved to Sherlock Holmes territory in Baker Street, taking over the offices of Marks and Spencers and steadily expanding to occupy six large buildings in the vicinity under the cover name of the Inter-Services Research Bureau. SOE set up an extensive system of training schools, many in requisitioned country houses, as well as a series of deer-stalking lodges in the Western Highlands used for paramilitary training. SOE established a series of country sections for most European countries – Maurice Buckmaster was appointed to the F (French) Section in 1941, this was distinct from De Gaulle’s parallel RF Section. DF Section organised SOE’s escape lines.


Brigadier Colin Gubbins took over as head of SOE from Sir Charles Hambro in 1943. As the war spread across the globe, overseas headquarters were set up in Cairo and then Algiers, 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 developed into the CIA while Baker Street was closed down, and a few of its functions were absorbed within the Secret Intelligence Service.


In France, SOE operated a series of networks known as Circuits, usually consisting of an organiser, radio operator and courier (and sometimes a weapons instructor or sabotage specialist). At the time of D-Day, special Jedburgh teams were dropped behind enemy lines in France, consisting of teams of three officers, usually one American, one British and one French, to help train resistance groups, organise arms drops and provide radio links with Allied command.




INTRODUCTION


For years the French Foreign Legion provided an unending supply of stories of unusual, remarkable men determined to prove themselves by enlisting for service in exotic, dangerous places. Now, with every year that passes, Britain’s wartime Special Operations Executive is emerging as an equally rich source of thrilling exploits. Although it existed for only five years, SOE, like the Foreign Legion, was an international force, filled with heroic personalities, some flamboyant, others diffident and retiring. Yet virtually all were determined to find a means of making their own personal contribution to the war effort – rebelling against the tedium and regimentation of military life and longing for adventure.


My interest in SOE was prompted by my stepfather, George Binney (whose name I bear), who carried off one of SOE’s great early coups by bringing out five unarmed merchantmen through the German blockade of the Skagerrak, laden with a whole year’s supply of ball bearings urgently needed for aircraft and tank production. He would tell the story to a hushed audience over the dinner table, blowing impressive smoke rings from his cigar.


SOE was separate from the existing Secret Intelligence Service, which included MI5 and MI6, and charged not with intelligence-gathering but with sparking resistance and carrying out operations in enemy-occupied territory – ranging from sabotage to attacks on enemy installations and personnel. It also provided an alternative to blanket bombing raids and a means of putting key industrial targets out of action without heavy civilian casualties.


SOE has the added fascination of being one of the few secret services for which a substantial archive is available. Its agents are not figures in the shadows, but distinct personalities whose family background, education and peacetime occupations and pursuits are known. There are war diaries and mission reports, files of different country sections containing details of operations, policy documents and correspondence with ministers – all once top secret material. In addition, as SOE was wound up in 1945 many SOE agents decided to write their stories.


Now some ten thousand personal files of SOE agents have begun to be opened at the Public Record Office. Often these include the agents’ training reports and character assessments, their mission instructions, details of their cover stories, telegrams to and from the field, and the agents’ own end-of-mission reports and debriefing summary.


From this emerges an astonishing saga of individual heroism, initiative, cunning and resourcefulness. There are stories of survival and endurance, both against the elements and against betrayal, imprisonment and torture. Here too are escape dramas as astonishing as many of the long-famous break-outs from prisoner of war camps.


SOE was also a vital means of showing that Britain and its allies could hit back successfully at German (and later Japanese) military might, which had subjugated whole continents. Much has been made of SOE disasters, for example of the Englandspiel in Holland, by which the Germans arrested incoming agents as they landed and then used their radios to ask for arms drops. Equally the astonishing story of the attack on the heavy water plant in Norway which destroyed German nuclear hopes has been told many times. But there are many other extraordinary operations, such as the virtually bloodless liberation of the island of Madagascar, made possible by the courage and initiative of a single SOE agent and his wife.


SOE was a school of talent in which people of all ages could flourish. The young and audacious could rise rapidly to positions of command over hundreds, occasionally thousands, of Maquis and partisans. Talented people, too old at forty to enlist for active military service, could pit themselves against the enemy, working in the most dangerous circumstances in occupied countries, liable to discovery and arrest at any time of day or night. SOE was an international band – with recruits ranging from career British officers sent to arm and guide the partisans in the Balkans to people with no previous military experience, and even former conscientious objectors.


SOE could be described as the first genuinely pan-European fighting force, encompassing French, Dutch and Belgians, Spanish Republicans and Italian partisans, Scandinavians and recruits from every country in the Balkans – even Germans and Austrians. It was the more cosmopolitan for the fact that the first requirement for many destinations was fluency in at least one language other than English. Many of those enlisted held dual or even foreign nationality. As SOE expanded to cover the globe, recruits came not only from all over Europe, the Empire and the Dominions but from virtually every country where SOE was involved in fighting the Axis, notably in the Far East.


The courage and resilience of SOE agents and operatives are reflected in the remarkable number of awards given for both gallantry and conspicuous service. This included several George Crosses, George Medals, knighthoods, and an impressive number of DSOs. Amedée Maingard received his at the age of twenty-six.


DSOs were given to personnel who had shown a high degree of leadership and capability in planning operations, and also to junior officers who had shown sustained courage in the field. An impressive number of agents were also awarded Military Crosses. Bravery was also rewarded by the OBE and MBE (Military) – equivalent to the Queen’s Gallantry Medal and the Queen’s Commendation for Brave Conduct today.


The gap between courage and foolhardiness can be very narrow. Gus March-Phillips, leader of a dashing series of commando raids across the Channel, was gunned down on a reconnaissance raid on a Normandy beach which led to the death or capture of all his comrades. Agents needed self-confidence to survive. To be effective they had to take risks. Inevitably they also made mistakes. The most successful agents had a lucky streak. Some also had a sixth sense which alerted them to a trap or imminent arrest.


Again and again the importance of SOE’s well-planned training comes through, particularly in terms of priming agents on how to maintain a cover story under duress. Preparation for vicious beatings and torture was more difficult. Denis Rake endured using the simple technique of counting, which he had been taught at the Beaulieu finishing school.


SOE’s training officers included some remarkable characters, two of the best known being Gavin Maxwell, the author of Ring of Bright Water, and the notorious Russian spy Kim Philby. The most remarkable – and influential – of all was Eric ‘Bill’ Sykes, expert in unarmed combat and silent killing and able to draw and fire a handgun in a third of a second.


Quite apart from the bravery of the agents, courage of an equal order was required by the local people who helped them. While the agents worked under aliases and their families were usually (relatively) safe at home in Britain or other free countries, their local helpers often lived in their own homes with their families around them. If they were caught, wives, parents, sons and daughters were liable to arrest and beatings – even torture, deportation and imprisonment in concentration camps from which many never returned.


Some of SOE’s greatest coups, such as Operation Postmaster, had the advantage of total surprise. Others, though mounted against well-guarded factories and plant, still took the enemy unawares. But sometimes the mission was considered so important that, even though the odds bordered on the suicidal, the operation went ahead. In Operation Performance, merchant ships loaded with vital cargoes of ball bearings were escorted out of Göteborg harbour by the Swedish navy to confront waiting German guns, with gathering fog as their only protection.




Chapter 1


BILL SYKES – EXPERT IN SILENT KILLING


Two of the most famous figures in SOE were not agents but instructors – William Ewart Fairbairn and Eric Anthony Sykes, experts in fast shooting and silent killing and inventors of the double-edged razor-sharp Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife. There is a vivid description of them at work in the western Highlands, where a large Protected Area had been established for training purposes. It is provided by Major Henry Hall of the Dorset Regiment. They were not quite the Captain Mainwarings they first appeared.


‘Our first meeting with Fairbairn and Sykes was impressive. We gathered at the foot of a large staircase in a big house and two old gentlemen aged approximately fifty-eight and fifty-six dressed in battledress with the rank of captain and both wearing glasses appeared at the top of the stairs and proceeded to fall down the stairs together and landed in battle crouch position with a handgun in one hand and a Fairbairn-Sykes knife in the other.’


In SOE Sykes was known to his colleagues as Bill, as he was to his family. The agent Peter Kemp wrote of him that he ‘has the manner and appearance of an elderly, amiable clergyman, combined with the speed and ferocity of a footpad; lulled by his soft tones and charmed by his benevolent smile, we would be startled to hear him conclude some demonstration with a snarled “Then you bring up your right knee into his testicles”’.


Another testimony comes from William Pilkington, an instructor who first encountered Fairbairn and Sykes in SOE’s new Baker Street headquarters in autumn 1940. ‘He looked like a man of the cloth. He was an expert pistol shot and very skilled in ju-jitsu. I once wrestled with him only to suffer a very swift defeat … his physical power was amazing.’


Fairbairn and Sykes operated as a team until Fairbairn went to Canada in March 1942 to take part in training at Camp X on the shore of Lake Ontario, moving on to help set up training camps for the OSS, the American counterpart of SOE. Today Fairbairn is a familiar name in America to anyone interested in commandos, commando training and unarmed combat.


Sykes remained in Britain. The tributes to him in both letters from his colleagues and memoirs written by agents are formidably impressive. Donald Hamilton-Hill, in SOE Assignment, wrote of Sykes’s wrists of iron.


He taught unarmed combat and quick shooting reactions such as how to kill four people in a room whilst falling down on the ground near the door lintel to make oneself a difficult target. His methods of unarmed combat and silent killing were such that many were able in the years to come to save themselves entirely owing to his instructions. The Germans in 1942 published a pamphlet which portrayed his methods, and used it in neutral countries to enlist sympathy against the diabolical British. ‘Our man’ in Lisbon picked one or two up and sent them to me for comment with a request for a UK posting, and training with Bill Sykes.


In SOE Fairbairn and Sykes were dubbed the Heavenly Twins. Sykes was sometimes known as the Bishop, thanks to his avuncular appearance, silver hair and round-rimmed spectacles. The story of his life has been brilliantly pieced together by John Harding, a Metropolitan police officer and safety instructor and a judo black belt. It is a romantic picture of a gentle giant who during twenty-six years of his adult life spent little more than three months in England. Sykes was a man of unexpected talents and traits. He wrote in a beautiful, even copperplate hand. Though an exponent of maximum force in warfare, he had a gentle manner. He fostered intense loyalty and admiration among those he taught, and his origins are wholly unexpected.


According to his passport, the man we know as Sykes only took this name, by deed poll, on 10 March 1917. He was born in Lancashire, at Barton-on-Irwell, on 5 February 1883, the son of Lawrence and Octavia Henrietta Schwabe. The family came from Leipzig and had settled in Manchester in the 1820s. His father is described on Eric’s birth certificate as a merchant/cotton manufacturer. His grandfather on his mother’s side was Godfrey Anthony Ermen, a business partner of the famous Frederick Engels (friend of Karl Marx) in the firm of Ermen and Engels.


In 1890 the family, now including a second son, Randolf, moved south to Hemel Hempstead. Both brothers were day-boys at Heathbrow school and together produced the school magazine. Randolf was later to become an accomplished artist and Professor of Fine Art at the Slade School.


Randolf’s evident abilities as a teacher, as well as his dedication to his work, help shed light on his brother. After a spell at the Académie Julien in Paris, Randolf progressively built up a reputation as a draughtsman, etcher and lithographer. During the 1914–18 war he became a prolific war artist. After teaching in the Camberwell and Westminster schools of art he went on to teach drawing at the Royal College of Art.


A colleague wrote: ‘Schwabe has a remarkable amount of information on nearly all subjects … acquired by very wide reading. His slight stammer never hindered his flow of entertaining conversation; he had a quick and subtle sense of humour.’ Later Randolf was to provide the drawings for the Fairbairn-Sykes classic Shooting to Live.


In 1907 Eric sailed for Shanghai, where he was to remain until 1940. One wonders whether his German blood would have made it difficult to enlist in British forces, though this had not prevented Randolf from becoming a leading war artist. Perhaps Eric’s change of name was based on the same patriotic grounds as those that prompted Britain’s royal family to adopt the name of Windsor in place of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.


Claims that Sykes acted as a sniper in the First World War appear unfounded as letters written to his family imply he was in China throughout the war. In his will deposited at the British consulate at Tensin dated 18 August 1920 comes the first mention of Catherine Agnes Powell, the great love of Sykes’s life. A year later, on 5 May 1921, they were married in the 1st Baptist Church at Reno, Nevada, by the Reverend Brewster Adams. At this stage Catherine was still married to her first husband, but clearly there was no deceit involved and this was not bigamy in the usual sense but rather a case of two young people passionately determined to pledge themselves to each other. On 25 March 1924 a second marriage service took place at the consulate-general in Shanghai, after divorce proceedings were completed on 31 January, giving legality to the union.


Catherine was the daughter of the Reverend Claudius Buchanan Brigstocke. Half Italian by birth, she had been brought up in Germany, spoke several languages and was an accomplished pianist. She had enrolled at the Schumann Conservatoire in Frankfurt, first as a student and then as a teacher of music. Her first husband had been Sidney John Powell, by whom she had a son, Trevor, and a daughter, Helen. On their return from America Eric and Catherine moved into what Helen described as ‘a very pretty house in the Old Chinese style’ at 54 rue Ghisi in Shanghai’s French concession. The hall was adorned with the heads of animals, evidence of Eric’s passion for game shooting. Eric was working at Reiss & Co. merchants, while Catherine taught music at the Shanghai American School.


After six months Eric was sent to take charge of the company’s office in the city of Hankow. Here they lived in a large apartment on the river front until early in 1923, when Reiss & Co. collapsed. Eric sent Catherine and his stepdaughter to the small house he had built for shooting weekends in Pei-tai-ho while he returned to Shanghai and began working for the China & Japan Trading Co.


Sykes’s legendary association with Fairbairn appears to have begun about five years earlier. In 1919 Fairbairn set up the ballistic section of the Shanghai Municipal Police (SMP) and introduced the practice of marking the base of each bullet purchased for police use with a distinctive symbol. As the base of a bullet rarely deforms, he was able to assess the exact number of bullets fired by the police in any incident from an examination of those recovered. Wishing to avoid a possible British embargo on ammunition supplied to Shanghai, Fairbairn decided to obtain his ammunition from Remington, the American firm, whose representative in Shanghai was Sykes. In 1926 Sykes joined the Shanghai Municipal Police as a reserve officer.


A dramatic account of their joint participation in an operation is provided in an article in the North China Herald on 14 January, 1928. Headlined ‘Shanghai’s Miniature Sidney Street – Kidnapper’s Desperate Defence’, it tells the story of a gun siege after police had dramatically freed a kidnapped Chinese merchant. ‘The kidnappers fled upstairs, getting onto the roof. There were three of them. Sub-Inspr. Eaton followed and grasped and held one, whilst Chief Inspr. Fairbairn shot and wounded another and then secured him … The third, who caused all the subsequent trouble, jumped some ten feet from one roof to another and got into an attic.’


The man shot at all who approached. Mills bombs were thrown into the attic, the third blowing out the window sashes and beams. When one bomb failed to explode the kidnapper coolly threw it back. Three more bombs were thrown through the window as well as eleven tear-gas shells but still the man appeared at the window and shot back. After 10.30 p.m. all fell silent. All kinds of ruses were used to trick the kidnapper into showing himself. A hat was placed on a stick and dangled in front of the window. He was hailed through a megaphone and told he had five minutes to surrender. Four snipers, ‘including Mr Sykes, the well-known revolver shot’, attempted without success to take the man out.


Fairbairn also had a narrow escape. ‘Whilst he was near the window, the man inside shot and the bullet grazed the inspector’s eyebrows. The men undoubtedly are members of a Shaohsing gang who are well known to be the most daring of all bandits.’


This incident demonstrates Shanghai’s importance as a training ground for the toughest type of close combat fighting. An examination of the criminal’s corpse showed no less than eighteen bullet wounds and a mass of facial wounds caused by splinters thrown up by the Mills bombs. ‘The state of the room is almost indescribable; he lay in a corner in a pool of blood, the floor was an inch deep in plaster dust, the walls were penetrated by hundreds of bullets and the floor was in splinters. Not a square foot was intact.’ The kidnapper, continues the article, ‘seemed to have a method of meeting every attack. When the soldiers threw in bombs, he crouched below the window, and most of the flying pieces of metal passed over his body … the teargas bombs failed to subdue him … He used extreme caution in meeting the police, conserving his ammunition. He never fired unless he had a target, and then usually but once. He could not have had more than 15 rounds for his .32 calibre pistol and at 8 a.m. he still had his last round which he fired at the police at the door.’ After more Mills grenades were hurled into the room he was found dead on the floor.


Fairbairn had lived in Shanghai since 1907. Some graphic details of his work are provided in his book Scientific Self Defence, published in 1931. The preface by the legendary film star Douglas Fairbanks began: ‘I do not know of any more interesting book to study … the author has a most extensive and practical knowledge of this art. I was forced to come to this conclusion when I attempted to grapple with him. Twenty three years of association with the Shanghai Police Force has [sic] given him an experience which he could not get in any other city in the world.’ Fairbanks commended his book ‘particularly to those who have not the fortune to be born with great physical strength’.


Fairbairn explained that the book, first issued under the title Defendu, was written for the police forces of the Far East that were faced with ‘street ruffians, burglars and armed robbers’ who would use any means to made good their escape. To this end he taught ‘how to protect certain vital parts of the body’. He had, he said, for years been the instructor in self-defence to the Shanghai Municipal Police and included ‘among his pupils, royalty and several of the highest Ju-Jitsu experts of Japan’. He was, he claimed, the first foreigner living outside Japan to be awarded a black belt degree by Kodokan Jiu-Jitsu University. He had studied ‘under Tsai Ching Tung (then aged eighty-three), who at one time was employed at the Imperial Palace as an instructor to the retainers of the late Dowager Empress’.


Shanghai gloried in the title of the Paris of the East, and wasn’t shy of being ‘the whore of Asia’. By 1920 it was estimated that about 100,000 hoodlums in Shanghai were living partly off the illegal trade in opium which had been banned in 1917. G.W. Woodhead concluded in a series of articles in the Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury in 1931 that it was ‘the considered opinion of some of Shanghai’s most experienced foreign police officials that if it were not for the illicit traffic in drugs, serious crime such as kidnapping and armed robbery would be reduced by half, if not almost completely eliminated. The drug traffic attracts thousands of the worst criminal elements to Shanghai and fosters the formation of criminal organisations which are a constant menace to the peace and security of the law-abiding public’.


In 1930–31 Shanghai’s annual gambling turnover was almost four times that of Monte Carlo, then regarded as the gambling capital of the world. Kidnapping was often abetted by servants or bodyguards – the sole mitigating factor was that there was an unwritten code that no victim would be seized a second time. Prostitution also flourished under criminal control. The numbers of prostitutes in the international settlement, listed as 9,791 in 1915, had risen five years later to more than 70,000 in the foreign concessions, ranging from high-class changsan to streetwalkers or ‘pheasants’, women working in opium dens and fast-sex ‘nailing sheds’. From these figures it has been calculated that one in every three women in the French concession was a prostitute in 1920.


Fairbairn had begun to keep precise records of the almost nightly shootings, personally answering every call for assistance where shots had been fired or were likely to be fired. When the police lost nine men at the hands of armed criminals, Fairbairn gave his blunt verdict: ‘there is nothing wrong with the men. It is the antiquated methods you insist they be instructed in. More attention is being paid to winning silver cups than shooting to live’.


Fairbairn was allowed to develop his concept of shooting to live. Men were trained to fire instinctively in bursts of two shots without ever bringing their pistols up to the line of sight. They practised in the dark, when all that could be seen of an opponent was a shadow, firing up and down a staircase at moving objects. He obtained permission to pin down all safety catches. Instead men were made to holster their guns with a full magazine but no round in the chamber.


Fairbairn created a pistol range in an old warehouse which sounds today pure James Bond. It was also the forerunner of SOE’s commando training schools. It was known as the ‘Mystery House’ and fitted out to look like the interior of a Chinese lodging house occupied by armed criminals.


According to Fairbairn’s own description, a trainee would step on floorboards that gave away under him as he entered ‘a dimly lit room occupied by apparently harmless people (dummies) who vary from mere lodgers to dope fiends or stool-pigeons. He has to take in the situation in a flash’. Firecrackers, confetti, sticks and other objects were thrown at him. Anything approaching a deliberate aim was a sheer impossibility.


In 1928 Sykes took on the Colt firearms agency, in addition to that for Remington. He was now planning with Catherine to go and live on Vancouver Island, which promised an abundance of the game shooting and fishing that were his great passions. Catherine went ahead of him, but hardly had she arrived than he received the news that she had fallen ill and been taken to a clinic in California. Sykes rushed to join her, but it transpired that she had cancer requiring expensive treatment and he had to return to China to earn the money to pay for it. Then, in April 1929, came the news that she had died. Sykes was devastated. He never remarried.


Soon after Catherine’s death he joined S.J. David & Co., Merchants, Land and Estate Agents, bringing the Colt agency with him. The next news of him comes in two letters to his brother Randolf. ‘I count myself very lucky to have a salaried job,’ he wrote on 21 May 1931, adding, ‘it doesn’t help me in the least to get out of this blasted country which is my main object in life’. In another letter, of 20 July 1933, he states that he has spent ‘only three months and six days in England in the last 26 years’.


By the late summer of 1937 Sykes was spending the mornings at his office at S.J. David and the rest of the day at Fairbairn’s office, where he had become the officer in charge of the sniper unit of the SMP.


When the Chinese air force bombed the international settlement in Shanghai on the afternoon of 14 August Sykes was told to call out the snipers and machine gunners and patrol the Nanking Road to prevent looting of shops. There were fears that the Chinese might that very evening attempt an armed entry into the settlements with the aim of attacking the Japanese in the rear. Sykes set up twelve machine guns on the road for two nights running until the threat receded.


Sykes was now living with Fairbairn, who had sent his wife and daughter to Hong Kong for safety. A letter from Fairbairn written on Shanghai Municipal Council paper thanks Sykes for a fine fishing trip. In August 1939 Fairbairn approached Robert Stanley Heaney, vice-consul at Shanghai, asking to be considered for police work in Malaya and to take Sykes as his assistant. The reply was negative and the two men began thinking of a return to England.


On 27 October 1939 Sykes wrote to Colt: ‘Please to regard, from now on, Fairbairn and Sykes as a team, partnership, or what-have-you.’ He adds that he will be advising S.J. David to relinquish the Colt and Remington agencies when he leaves Shanghai as he is the only employee with any knowledge of the subject. He continues: ‘Fairbairn is due to leave Shanghai, on retirement at the end of February. I leave at the end of March on the same count. We have offered ourselves, jointly, to the Government for services of a special nature. If the offer is accepted, you may expect to hear from us later on from somewhere in Asia.’ A letter from the consul-general for the Straits Settlements, Herbert Phillips, however, advised that no postings were available, and the two men set off back to England.


The question naturally arises as to whether Fairbairn and Sykes had any connection with British Intelligence while in Shanghai, a belief widely held in the United States. A photograph of Sykes at a farewell dinner for Fairbairn at the Police Club in Shanghai on 23 February 1940 includes two guests known to work for the Japanese Secret Service – Akagi and Uyehawa – a fact certainly known to their hosts. Heaney is also likely to have had connections with SIS. He worked as a passport officer, a cover often used for SIS agents on overseas postings. The American editors of the China Weekly Review repeatedly complained that the SMP was top heavy with foreigners, most of them British, alleging that many of the activities of the SMP were connected with espionage and propaganda. The Deputy Commissioner, W.G. Clarke, who was the head of the CID, was assumed by many knowledgeable Shanghai residents to be a leading SIS agent in China.


Sykes travelled via Japan and Canada, arriving in Liverpool on 9 May 1940. He went to live with his brother in Oxford while he was vetted by SIS. Barely two months later he arrived at the Special Training Centre (STC) at Lochailort in the western Highlands as an instructor with the rank of acting captain.


A memo dated 29 September 1940, shortly after their arrival at Lochailort (where he and Fairbairn famously tumbled down the stair at Inverailort House), states that the two men ‘were originally enlisted through D Section but were taken over by MI(R)’.


D Section had been established in May 1938 within the Secret Intelligence Service under Major Lawrence Grand of the Royal Engineers. His brief was to look at means of sabotage in enemy territory. MI(R) was set up by the War Office to study forms of irregular warfare under Lieutenant Colonel J.F.C. Holland, also of the Royal Engineers. All this is the more interesting as D Section had no known presence in the Far East, though it was involved in setting up the first training schools and research stations which were absorbed into SOE in the summer of 1940.


The origins of the famous Fairbairn-Sykes commando knife are also intriguing. In 1942 Fairbairn describes it in Get Tough as ‘The Fairbairn-Sykes Fighting Knife developed by the author and a colleague’. The first batch of these knifes was made on the two men’s instructions in November 1940, after they had both visited the director of the Wilkinson Sword works, John Wilkinson-Latham. His grandson, Robert Wilkinson-Latham, recalls that the men were taken through a showroom decorated with famous swords and firearms made by the company in the past, up a narrow staircase, through bales of wartime khaki, air force blue and navy blue to the office at the rear.


The urgent business of the meeting was to produce a knife for the new commando force. Until then, there had never been an official knife for the British armed services, although many types of knife had been authorised for use in the past. Bowie-style knives were carried by some of the Imperial Yeomanry during the South African War of 1900–01, and in the First World War cut-down bayonets, privately purchased hunting knives or captured German-issue folding knives were extensively utilised.


The two men sat down and described the type of knife they had in mind and the purpose for which it was intended. As discussions continued, preliminary sketches were drawn up and modified time and time again. Robert Wilkinson-Latham recalls: ‘In order to explain exactly their point, the two men rose to their feet and one, it was Fairbairn my grandfather mentioned, grabbed the wood ruler from his desk and the two men danced around the office in mock combat.’


The concept was a knife with a heavy grip so it would sit well back in the palm of the hand, yet light in weight so as to be easily manageable and controllable. The grip was to be roughened or chequered for maximum purchase in wet weather. A cross-guard would protect the hand from slipping on to the cutting edge of the blade, which would be double edged with a stiletto-sharp point.


At the end of several hours of animated discussion, it was agreed that the Wilkinson prototype would be ready in a few days. Later that evening, after the two men had left, John Wilkinson-Latham met Charles Rose, the manager of the experimental workshop, to get the project under way immediately. Shortly thereafter a contract was issued to Wilkinson Sword for the first 1,500 ‘Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knives’.


The first-pattern Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knives were drawn by hand and there are slight variations in length – the blade measuring 6¾–7 inches and the whole knife 11¾–12 inches. These knives have the distinctive S-guard. The second-pattern knife comes with both polished and blackened blades, and some are made by J. Clark & Sons of Sheffield. The sheath for the first-pattern knife is of dark brown leather with a nickel-plate brass chap (tip) to protect the point. The leather frog includes a leather retaining strap with snap fastener. There were also leather tabs on each side so the sheath could be sewn inside battledress.


Major Henry Hall, who described Fairbairn and Sykes tumbling down the stairs at Inverailort, had arrived there on a three-week course in February 1941, part of a group of fifteen officers and sergeants on a guerrilla training course. Fairbairn and Sykes, he says, lived in the big house with the other officers. The students were lodged in Nissen huts.


The paramilitary training in the western Highlands was initially based on the idea of semi-military bands operating in enemy-occupied territory but evolved into the training of agents working as saboteurs and leading a clandestine life in civilian guise. The syllabus included physical training, silent killing and weapons training, use of explosives and field-craft. According to the official SOE history of the training section, ‘weapon training concentrated primarily on making a student a good shot with an automatic pistol (.32 or .45 calibre) and a Sten Carbine. A feature of this training was the method taught of instinctive shooting (ie without using the sights) introduced by the late Major Sykes and which was later adopted in part of the army’.


A vivid description of Inverailort is provided by Hall. ‘We were given intense training in close-quarter combat, knife work, gun work and hand-to-hand fighting,’ he says. He continues, ‘their favourite weapon was a nine-millimetre Browning automatic. We were trained in instinctive firing from the navel, using one hand not two’. Fairbairn and Sykes kept the knife in the left trouser pocket and the gun in the right. ‘The pocket was slit down at the side so you could slip your hand straight in – normally you lift your hand to reach into your pocket. The holster was sewn into the pocket and the pocket sewn on to the trouser leg so it would not move as you drew the gun. I modified my own trousers in this way and wore them throughout the war.’


Fairbairn and Sykes also gave Hall instruction in the use of catapults and sticks as well as methods of garrotting. ‘Any stick would do, from a clipboard to a broom handle. We were taught to hold the stick with both hands and deliver blows to the solar plexus, the neck or over or under the nose. A clipboard would be used to whack an opponent on the bridge of the nose or the Adam’s apple.’


They also experimented with a range of coshes. Hall continues, ‘their preference was for spring-loaded coshes, a metal tube with a spring inside and a lump of lead at the end. As you swing the cosh, the spring shoots out the lead. This way it conforms to the shape of what you hit and does more damage than a solid piece of metal or wood’.


It was Sykes who trained the agents who were sent to assassinate Reinhard Heydrich, deputy chief of Himmler’s SS, in Prague. Sykes, says Hall, helped to design the grenade that the agents used, ‘full of nasty things and made in the workshops at Inverailort’. Hamilton-Hill, who saw the three Czech agents involved fly out of RAF Tempsford, recalled: ‘Later, we received a radio message that the Czechs had landed safely … Their message ended: “Give Bill Sykes our best wishes – tell him we won’t miss.”’


A colleague who has a vivid memory of Sykes in Scotland is Angus Fyffe, the commandant at Inverlair, often known as ‘The Cooler’ and used to detain trainees who had failed to qualify but knew too much about SOE’s work until they were no longer considered a risk. He explains:


Sykes was concerned that we were losing agents as a result of Sten guns that misfired and jammed after four or five shots. He argued instead that agents should use a .45 revolver which with training could be accurate at up to hundred yards and was an effective way of picking off a sentry or a guard. We spent several afternoons practising. At a hundred yards he could hit the head of a six-foot target four times out of five. We would take a gun from the armoury at random, just drawn off the rack, usually a Colt .45 or sometimes a Colt .38 on a .45 chassis. I was quite a good marksman myself and after practice could achieve three out of five but often he would hit five times out of five.


Sykes, he continues, ‘used the army position, leaning against a tree and gripping the pistol with both hands, firing with a very gentle pull on the trigger, not a jab’. Though Fairbairn had the more authoritative manner, it was Sykes, says Fyffe, who was ‘the better marksman and fastest on the draw’. Sykes’s ‘masterpiece’, in Fyffe’s phrase, was to draw and fire a gun in a third of a second. He would grab it, cock it, point to the target and fire. Fairbairn and Sykes taught the double tap system – always put two bullets in an opponent, to be doubly sure he was out of action and could not suddenly fire back.


Sykes asked Fyffe to make a prototype steel bow and arrow for silent killing in the forge at Inverlair. The forge had been set up by a brilliant Italian engineer, Eduardo Parisiol, who was one of the residents at Inverlair and who salvaged a large amount of metal from the British Aluminium workings near by. The bow was collapsible, so that one half could be slipped down each trouser leg. It was intended to be lethal at up to 80 yards. After tests they settled on hardwood arrows with very thin aluminium feathers, barely more than a millimetre thick. ‘The prototype was sent to London but they decided it would take too long to train people to use it,’ says Fyffe.


He continues, ‘They were also masters in the art of knife fighting. They would never hold a knife high as you see in the films. That way you can grab an opponent’s wrist, twist it fiercely and he will scream in agony.’ When giving training in unarmed combat, the two men taught that there were twenty-two points on the human body where a lethal blow could be delivered. Special dummies were made for agents to practise on.


Ernest Van Maurik, another instructor in Scotland, recalls how ‘Sykes demonstrated that even if an enemy had a gun pressed into your back, it was possible to spin round and disarm him’. This apparently impossible feat is based on the simple fact that action is faster than reaction, and that, moving fast, you can turn and move from the line of fire before your assailant can pull the trigger, giving you time to lock your arm around his and disarm him.


A warm letter of thanks from Major A. G. Brown dated 31 December 1941 offered appreciation of what Sykes had achieved: ‘the STC has gone from strength to strength and your efforts have undoubtedly gone a very long way to putting Lochailort on the map – armed close combat is now on sane lines throughout the army, entirely due to your care and forethought – last but not least, your delightful personality, knowledge of human nature and unique method of putting over the instruction, will have a lasting effect’.


On 1 January 1942 Sykes was formally transferred to SOE, beginning work as a travelling instructor based principally at STS 17 Brickendonbury in Hertfordshire, where he supervised training in weapons and unarmed combat. Brickendonbury was SOE’s ‘demolition’ school, where agents were given training on the use of explosives. Sue Ryder, who worked there, wrote: ‘STS 17 specialised in industrial sabotage, and some 1,200 men had passed through its various courses by the time the war ended in 1945.’ The commanding officer was Lieutenant Colonel George Rheam. Among the members of staff, Ryder recalled, were Sykes himself, ‘an expert in pistol shooting and silent killing, but he looked like a retired bishop’; George Howard, a small-arms expert; Sergeant England, who gave instruction on demolition; and Hatcher, ex-bomb disposal unit, who also taught demolition.


Leslie Fernandez was one of a group of ten future instructors who took a three-week course with Sykes on unarmed combat. ‘He was a likeable man, quiet yet dynamic too, suddenly bursting into action.’ Sykes, he says, had been deeper into the subject than anyone one else they met. ‘He knew all about pressure points, how to paralyse a man in an instant.’ He also provided extensive instruction on illegal entry and escape. ‘For example, he devised a system of scaling twelve-foot barbed-wire enclosures with overhangs. It was very difficult to get through barbed-wired fences without cutting the wire and setting off alarms. He invented a pair of stirrups, each with a hook on the back. You would put all your weight on one foot and then lift the other.’


The year 1942 also saw the publication of Shooting to Live with the One Hand Gun, written jointly by Fairbairn and Sykes. Sykes had originally mentioned the book in a letter written from Shanghai on 27 October 1939 to the Colt Company in Hertford, Connecticut: ‘we are at work on a book on pistol shooting from the practical angle. The target side of shooting we are content to leave to the experts, regarding the practical side as our field, backed up by police records of actualities in the way of shooting affrays over a great number of years’. Later he added with decided modesty: ‘Fairbairn’s wide experience of the practical side is invaluable. As for me, I do believe I can clean a gun better than anyone I have ever met!’


The book is written with great directness and clarity:


‘In the great majority of shooting affrays the distance at which firing takes place is not more than four yards. Very frequently it is considerably less. Often the only warning of what is about to happen is a suspicious movement of an opponent’s hand. Again, your opponent is quite likely to be on the move. It may happen that you have been running in order to overtake him. If you have reason to believe that shooting is likely, you will be keyed-up to the highest pitch and will be grasping your pistol with almost convulsive force. If you have to fire, your instinct will be to do so as quickly as possible, and you will probably do it with a bent arm, possibly even from the level of the hip. The whole affair may take place in a bad light or none at all, and that is precisely the moment when the policeman, at any rate, is likely to meet trouble, since darkness favours the activities of the criminal.


Fairbairn and Sykes put forward three crucial points. First was extreme speed both in drawing and firing. Second came instinctive as opposed to deliberate aim. And third, practice under circumstances that approximated as nearly as possible to actual fighting conditions. They continued, ‘the average shooting affray is a matter of split seconds. If you take much longer than a third of a second to fire your first shot, you will not be the one to tell the newspapers about it. It is literally a matter of the quick and the dead. Take your choice’.


Instinctive aiming, they said, was an entirely logical consequence of the extreme speed to which they attached so much importance.


There is no time to put your self into some special stance or to align the sights of the pistol, and any attempt to do so places you at the mercy of a quicker opponent. In any case the sights would be of little use if the light were bad, and none at all, if it were dark, as might easily happen.


We cannot claim that the system produces nail-driving marksmanship, but that is not what we look for. We want the ability to hit with extreme speed man-sized targets at very short ranges.


George Millar, a soldier who became an SOE agent after an amazing escape from Germany, relates how effective the gun training could be in his book Maquis. He was told by an agent, back from France on a refresher course, of a young French operator. He had been captured by the Gestapo, who ‘searched him, but failed to find the small automatic hidden in a special holster. The pistol, following our rule, was ready cocked and at “safe”’. They handcuffed him and drove him off. The radio operator had never fired a pistol except at the training school. Despite the handcuffs he was able to reach his gun, and shoot the driver of the speeding car twice in the neck. The car overturned and he promptly shot the other two Germans in the car and escaped.


In 1942 cracks began to appear in the close relationship between the two men. Fairbairn went to Canada, then on to the United States to help train the OSS, SOE’s American counterpart. Sykes remained in Britain, reportedly criticising Fairbairn’s All-in Fighting (published in the United States as Get Tough) as being too complex and police oriented. Later Rex Applegate, who was in charge of close combat and weapons training for OSS, said that in all the time he was with Fairbairn in the United States he never once heard him mention Sykes. William Pilkington quotes Sykes as saying ‘We seem to be serving a one-man army, everything we invent or create he channels into his own record’.


In his preface to the book Fairbairn writes:


the method of hand-to-hand fighting described in this book is the approved standard instruction for all members of His Majesty’s forces. The Commandos, and parachute troops, harrying the invasion coasts of Europe, have been thoroughly trained in its use. Britain’s two-million Home Guard are being daily instructed in its simple but terrible effectiveness. The units of the United States Marine Corps who were stationed in China between 1927 and 1940 learned these methods at my own hands when I was Assistant Commissioner of the Shanghai Municipal Police.


He continues:


there will be some who will be shocked by the methods advocated here. To them I say ‘In war you cannot afford the luxury of squeamishness. Either you kill or capture, or you will be captured or killed’ … The methods described in this book I have carefully worked out and developed over a period of many years. They owe something to the famous Japanese Judo (jujutso), and something else to Chinese boxing. But largely, they were developed from my own experience and observation of how most effectively to deal with the ruffians, thugs, bandits and bullies of one of the toughest waterfront areas in the world.


His advice was for the student not to try to master them all, but to select about ten ‘which for reasons of your height, weight, build, etc., seems [sic] most suitable, and specialise in mastering them thoroughly. Do not consider yourself an expert until you can carry out every movement instinctively and automatically. Until then spend at least ten minutes in daily practice with a friend. At first practice every movement slowly and smoothly. Then gradually increase your speed until every movement can be executed with lightning rapidity’. To this he added a word of warning – namely that almost every one of these methods, applied vigorously and without restraint, would result, if not in the death, then certainly in the maiming of an opponent. The manual goes on to describe and illustrate chin jabs, bronco kicks, wrist holds, bear hugs, sentry holds, hip and wrist throws, how to secure a prisoner, and disarming an opponent of his pistol.


According to Leslie Fernandez, agents would practise close combat with boxing punchbags, but for the women, who had less physical strength, Sykes introduced straw-filled dummies hung from cords. Students would be sent in for two-minute sessions.


Sykes continued to work intensively and was promoted to a temporary major on 8 September 1943. In 1944 he received an additional assignment – to assist with the training at Milton Hall near Peterborough of the Jedburgh teams who were to be dropped behind German lines on and after D-Day to help arm, train and organise the resistance.


Sykes is the author of an unpublished manual that largely forms the basis of the SOE syllabus on close combat. Here, in trenchant fashion, he gives his views.


There is nothing new or original in any of the methods that are going to be described here. All of them in fact are widely known. At this date I doubt indeed if anything new in unarmed combat remains to be discovered. That is not to say that there are a great many people who know the entire subject from A to Z. I certainly do not. There may be some who do but I have never met them. It is true that every so often a man will think out or discover by accident something hitherto unknown to himself and his immediate associates but the probability is that somewhere someone else knows about it already.
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