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			Preface

			As a child, I remember hearing about the man who saved my father’s life. It happened an ordinary summer’s day, several years before the start of the Second World War. My grandparents had taken their accident-prone three-year-old, my Dad, to have lunch with a friend of theirs outside London. After the meal my grandmother was walking in the garden with the man they had come to see, Bill, when he asked where her son was. She had no idea. Without a word Bill raced over to the far side of the house, where there was a deep pond covered with a carpet of waterlilies.

			From here the story I heard as a child might take a slightly different shape, depending on who was telling it. Bill arrives at the pond out of breath to find three-year-old Dad either walking into the water, drowning, or in the most colourful version he has disappeared beneath the waterlilies. Bill then wades, jumps or dives into the pond in his clothes, before staggering out with a spluttering child in his arms.

			I remember this being my favourite part of the story, and the rush of relief I would feel at hearing that Dad had survived, and could go on to meet Mum, and my sister and I could be born. As the outline of this episode became more familiar with time, I began to feel as well a tacit bond to the hero of this tale, Bill, who went on to become Dad’s godfather. What he had done seemed to telescope the years between us, and it was strange to think that my life had hung for a moment on the actions of this elliptical figure, someone I knew very little about and would never meet.

			Another story I heard about this man was that during the war he had asked my grandmother to work for him as a spy. But the best story about Bill – or William Stephenson, to give him his full name (not the name he was born with, for reasons we will get to) – was not one I remember being told. It was about how he was taken on by MI6, Britain’s foreign intelligence agency, and sent to New York in 1940 on a controversial mission. He was to set up and run a secret British influence campaign that would change American public opinion and bring the United States into the war.

			*

			This is the story of the largest state-sponsored influence campaign ever run on American soil. Covert, sophisticated, eye-wateringly expensive, this undercover British operation has been described as ‘one of the most diverse, extensive, and yet subtle propaganda drives ever directed by one sovereign state at another’.1 The Washington Post called it ‘arguably the most effective in history’, ‘a virtual textbook in the art of manipulation’, and one that ‘changed America forever’.2 It has been linked to the birth of not only the CIA but the modern conservative movement in America. The figure running it, Sir William Stephenson, ‘Bill’ to his friends, the man who saved my father’s life, later became known to the world as the ‘man called Intrepid’. He was also hailed by Ian Fleming as one of the inspirations for James Bond.

			But this Bond-like figure was not everything he claimed to be, nor was the operation he ran. Only now, with the release of newly declassified British records from the Foreign Office and the wartime special operations agency, the Special Operations Executive (SOE), and an array of corroborating material in American archives, is it possible to strip away years of historical bluff and bluster and tell the story of what Stephenson’s undercover operation really achieved in the months leading up to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.

			By the time that happened, early on 7 December 1941, Stephenson was running what a CIA historian has called ‘the largest clandestine foreign intelligence station ever established in the United States’.3 At its peak this office employed just under one thousand agents, intermediaries, analysts, clerical staff, pressure-group leaders, journalists, pollsters, agent-runners, campaigners and document forgers, as well as two would-be assassins, an overweight astrologer called Louis and a female spy described by Time magazine as the ‘Mata Hari from Minnesota’.4 In the months before the United States entered the Second World War this unlikely team fed into the American news cycle a stream of ‘fake news’, as it was known then and now; they hacked into the private communications of US senators and representatives, produced forgeries, subsidized and directed protest groups, manipulated opinion polls, organized protests and wiretaps, and otherwise harassed those who stood in their way. At the time, many Americans suspected the British were up to something and imagined there might be collusion with the White House. Few could have guessed either the extent of what was going on or the impact it had.

			When this British influence campaign came to life, shortly after the evacuation from Dunkirk in June 1940, one poll suggested that just 8 per cent of the American population wanted to go to war.5 Eighteen months later, just weeks before Pearl Harbor, another poll showed that more than two-thirds of Americans had decided it was time to go to war against Nazi Germany.6

			*

			What happened then has a particular resonance now. For as long as we live in open and democratic societies there will be the concomi­tant risk of state-sponsored subversion on this scale, as the British showed in 1941 and as the Russians reminded the world during the 2016 US presidential election. Vast sums have been spent, and no doubt continue to be spent, on undercover operations designed to change the way people somewhere in the world think about a vola­tile political issue. These efforts to ‘shape reality’, to borrow from the motto of a modern-day company specializing in this work, are becoming a motif of our age.7 Usually when we read about an influence campaign the story is told from the outside looking in. What we now know about the British wartime operation in America, ‘a thorough, classical case of covert political warfare’,8 is different, and gives us a rare chance to step inside one of these covert operations.

			‘Fake news’ has a long pedigree in American history. In the 1660s, in Kentucky, you could be fined up to 2,000lbs of tobacco if found guilty of spreading ‘false news’.9 By 1940, the term ‘fake news’ was being used in the press to describe invented or wilfully exaggerated news stories designed to serve a political agenda. The same is true today, even if the term has become more politicized than ever. Sometimes we worry that fake news has been planted by individuals, organizations or governments in an attempt to change the way we think. What follows is an account of when that happened on an unprecedented scale, and how it changed both America and the course of the Second World War.

			At its heart is a human story centred on two men whose lives were changed forever by the decisions they made in the frantic months leading up to Pearl Harbor. One was Bill Stephenson of MI6. The other was America’s best-known anti-war campaigner, the legendary pilot Charles Lindbergh. By the start of 1941, the British intelligence officer and the American icon were dug in on opposite sides of what had become a civil war of ideas. Throughout the United States the ‘Greatest Generation’ was caught up in the ‘Great Debate’. What began as an argument between the ‘interventionists’ and the ‘isolationists’ about whether to go to war had become, by December 1941, as much about the European conflict as it was to do with race, immigration and, ultimately, what it meant to be American.

			At stake for Stephenson and Lindbergh was the fate of their respective countries. In the heat of the historical moment they had to decide how much they were willing to risk, and just how far they would go. As much as this book is the history of an influence campaign and the way millions of Americans were encouraged insidiously to change their minds on a vital and divisive issue, it is also the story of how two flawed individuals reacted to the strange situation in which they found themselves, and how the choices they made went on to change the world around them.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			APPRENTICE

			11 JUNE 1940

			Days Britain at war – 282

			Allied shipping losses in the Atlantic (to date) – 1,135,263 tons

			British Army strength – 1,650,000 men

			German Army strength – 4,347,000 men1 

			18–23 MAY 1940

			Gallup Survey: Do you think the United States should declare war on Germany and send our army and navy abroad to fight?

			Yes – 7%2

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			1

			From a distance, there seemed to be nothing unusual about the ocean-going liner MV Britannic as it prepared to sail for New York. Over the ship’s engines came the customary shouts of stevedores as the last of the cargo was loaded up from the Liverpool docks. A tang of petrol cut through the sea air, and beyond the colonnade of cranes you could see the Irish Sea, a glittering block of molten blue, reassuring in its familiarity. Everything was as it should be, except it was not.

			On board the Britannic that day was a small army of workmen employed by the British government, more than a hundred children in sailor suits or starched white frocks, many of them holding teddy bears the size of lifejackets, at least sixty dark-suited diplomats, and two members of the British royal family, while down in the hold of the ship lay more than seven hundred crates of gold bullion, worth today just over £500 million. This mountain of gold and most of the men on the Britannic had one thing in common. All were being sent to the United States as part of a desperate, last-ditch effort to save Britain from defeat. The same was true of the British spy who had just stepped on board.

			It was the morning of 11 June 1940. Britain was already at war with Germany, and by the end of that day would also be at war with Italy. As the translation of Mussolini’s latest speech was typeset for the evening papers, Allied forces in northern France continued their retreat. Before them, young German men, some wide-eyed on methamphetamine, steered planes, tanks, horses, armoured vehicles and motorbikes deeper into enemy territory. Around them the world seemed to be falling in on itself. Poland, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, and Holland had been defeated. Now France was on the brink. After that, surely, Hitler would turn to Britain.

			Earlier that day the country’s new prime minister, Winston Churchill, just one month into the job, had written to the President of the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt: ‘We are preparing ourselves to resist his fury and defend our Island.’1 

			Island with a capital ‘I’. In the urgency of the moment it was as if the British Isles had transcended geography to become a single sceptred isle, the citadel about to be stormed. 

			The next day, the prime minister would turn to a general and say, ‘you and I will be dead in three months’ time.’2 Eight days before that, Churchill had given parliament a more robust vision of the future, promising that when the Germans came the British would fight on the beaches, and would never surrender. There is another part of this speech that is less known today but in some ways more telling. If the country was overrun, Churchill had also said, the British government ‘would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the Old’.3 There was no longer any pretence. Britain’s campaign to woo the United States was under way.

			The Britannic pulled sleepily away from the Liverpool docks, while elsewhere around the country sandbags continued to be piled up in tidy formations, concrete was set on pillboxes, troops were drilled, often without weapons, and in Whitehall enervated civil servants finalized plans to move the machinery of government overseas when, or if, the Germans took London. Others oversaw the ongoing transfer of Britain’s gold reserves to North America, including the king’s ransom now hidden in the hold of the Britannic.

			Up on deck, passengers watched the British coastline stretch out before them and shrink, until it was swallowed up by the sea and sky. Their minds would have been aswirl as they thought about the friends and family they were leaving behind, and the dangers of the crossing ahead. Since the start of the war the Allies had lost over a million tons of shipping to marauding German submarines in the Atlantic, and in recent weeks those losses had begun to rise.

			The Britannic joined a convoy and began to sail west. After three days at sea, orderlies pinned the latest news bulletin to the ship’s noticeboards. Crowds of passengers gathered round to find out what was happening in Europe. The news was bleak. That morning, the bulletin revealed, German forces had entered the suburbs of Paris.

			France had fallen. Now Britain stood alone.

			As German troops celebrated that night in the French capital, the Britannic, with its peculiar cargo of spies, diplomats, royalty, children and gold, was separated from its protective convoy for the first time since leaving Liverpool. Initially planes were dispatched from Canada to provide aerial cover, until, as reported in the New York Times, the ‘fog became so thick that an airplane escort was unable to locate the vessel from the air’.4 This elegant, ageing liner was on its own. The same was true of Britain. Salvation for both lay in the New World.

			Those on board the Britannic had become familiar by then with the reassuring drone of planes overhead and the sight of the other ships in the convoy. The emptiness around them must have been eerie. A U-boat could strike at any time, and there was nothing they could do about it.

			One of the passengers bracing himself for the shudder of a torpedo striking the hull was a forty-three-year-old called Bill Stephenson. Had you met him on board the Britannic you might have guessed he was a businessman. From the way he dressed and the cost of his cabin, you would have surmised he was fairly well-off. There is also a good chance you would have enjoyed talking to him. One man who had many reasons to bear a grudge against him later admitted, ‘it was impossible not to like Bill Stephenson.’5

			To look at, Stephenson was unimpressive. ‘Very small in stature,’ recalled one secretary, ‘neatly put together’ and ‘a very still person’.6 But unlike most short men ‘he never struck his head up to look at you,’ the author Roald Dahl remembered. ‘He kept his chin right in and only his eyes, which were very pale, his eyes looked up at you and he never raised his voice, ever.’7 Many remarked on this quiet intensity, this compression, and the sense that he seemed to be forever holding himself in. ‘He always listened with total concentration to what I had to say,’ recalled one employee, ‘a sympathetic grin flickering at the corner of his mouth.’8 In Stephenson it was as if a figure of restless energy had been wedged into the shell of a more watchful man.

			It is unlikely that any of the people who met him on board the Britannic would have guessed either that he was a spy, or that he was on his way to meet the greatest challenge of his life, one that would catapult him into a world he knew worryingly little about. Stephenson had spent most of his adult life as a businessman. He was at his confident best in the world of investment: sizing up a new commercial venture, negotiating an improved stock option, securing collateral for a series of loans. In a matter of days he would start a new career as a professional intelligence officer.

			Only a few days before boarding the Britannic, Bill Stephenson had formally joined Britain’s foreign intelligence agency, MI6, and been appointed Head of Station for the United States, a country codenamed ‘48-LAND’ in MI6 after its then forty-eight states. The stakes could not be higher. If he got it wrong, he might damage his country’s chances of avoiding defeat. But if he got it right, consistently, he would play a part in its victory.

			The Britannic swept out of the fog unscathed. Several days later, on 21 June 1940, the ship docked alongside Pier 54 in the heart of Manhattan’s meatpacking district. It was a cool day, yet bright. The city’s skyline was doused in a lemony light as the first passengers descended the gangplanks.

			At almost exactly the same time, three thousand miles away in France, Adolf Hitler climbed into a railway carriage just outside Paris, where he laid down the terms of the armistice with France. This was the same carriage, and the same location, in which a German delegation had signed the 1918 armistice. Soon German radio stations declared a ten-day celebration of the Nazi victory, an announcement that finished with a promise of what was to come: ‘we will sail against England’ with an invading force ‘like nothing the world has ever seen’.9

			The crowd which had gathered to meet the Britannic was small and subdued. On the lower level of Pier 54, hidden from sight, hundreds of crates of gold were loaded onto armoured trucks and driven to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. Overhead, passengers left the ship in a similar fashion: quietly and without revealing more than they needed to about why they were there or where they were going.

			Bill Stephenson disembarked like the others, and at the end of the pier he was met by a driver. His luggage was loaded up, and he disappeared into the large-lettered commotion of New York, a city where people go to reinvent themselves. This is exactly what he had to do.

		

	
		
			2

			Among the many wartime additions to MI6, Bill Stephenson was unusual. His new colleagues tended to be well-off former naval officers who had enjoyed expensive childhoods, and might have been seen in the years before the war wearing ‘spats and monocles long after they passed out of fashion’.1 

			Stephenson’s upbringing was rather different. He had grown up in poverty in what was effectively the red-light district of a remote Canadian town, Winnipeg, in the Canadian prairies. He was four when his father died. At the age of fourteen he left school and found work in a lumber yard. His mother was an Icelandic immigrant, one of thousands who had left Iceland in the late nineteenth century in the wake of a volcanic eruption to start a new life in the heart of Canada. Stephenson grew up in a working-class Icelandic community rooted to the poorest part of town, Point Douglas, an area notorious for its frequent outbreaks of smallpox and typhoid. It was also the only district in which the city authorities tolerated prostitution. Growing up, the view from his house would have been similar, as a local historian has put it, ‘to having a seat at an outdoor peep show’.2  ­Stephenson’s formative years were among men and women who rarely strayed beyond their neighbourhood, married within the community and dreamed of one day moving to a house within shouting distance of where they had been born. These were his people. This was his world. It was cloistered, dangerous and tough. He was surrounded by fellow ‘goolies’, local slang for Icelandic-Canadian, as well as bawdy houses, prostitutes and drunks. He grew up understanding the value of loyalty and the language of violence.

			But almost as soon as he left Canada in his early twenties, it was as if none of this had ever happened. Years later, he reminisced pleasantly about a childhood spent ‘on the prairies of western Canada’, and how his ‘family had pioneer blood that went back for generations’.3 On his marriage certificate, Stephenson described his father as a man of ‘independent means’, and elsewhere as a wealthy businessman and heroic British soldier who had founded the nearby lumber mill and been killed in the Boer War.4

			Most of this was untrue. Stephenson’s father never served with the British Army, and rather than running the local mill he had merely worked there as a labourer for a few years. Each of us can become clumsy when reaching into our past, but this was no slip. In the months before the release of the biography containing most of these exaggerations, Stephenson tried to block the book’s publication in just one country – Iceland – where, of course, there were people who knew the truth about his background.

			Why did Bill Stephenson run away from his past? The wall he built around his upbringing had less to do with vanity or pride than a desire on his part to cover up the secret at the heart of his childhood, which was only revealed many years after his death, as we shall see.

			War was Stephenson’s way out of Winnipeg. Aged twenty, he joined the Canadian Expeditionary Force and in 1917 was sent over to France. On the Western Front he was gassed and wounded, and after a long convalescence in Britain he secured a transfer to the Royal Flying Corps. In the months that followed he underwent a metamorphosis. This hitherto quiet and apparently shy young man became an intrepid and fearless flying ace. In the cockpit of a Sopwith Camel he was transformed, and by the end of the war had notched up an impressive fourteen ‘kills’ and been awarded the Military Cross, the Croix de Guerre and the Distinguished Flying Cross for his ‘conspicuous gallantry’ and for showing ‘the greatest courage and energy in engaging every kind of target’.5 He was also commissioned as an officer, and at the same time his relationship with Britain was galvanized. Still a proud Canadian, Stephenson had come to see himself also as a loyal Briton. He had fought for King and Country, and for the rest of his life, wherever he lived, he would insist on having a portrait of the reigning monarch hung over the fireplace.

			Captain W. S. Stephenson, MC, DFC, as he now was, returned to Winnipeg as a war hero. At once he set about becoming an entrepreneur, launching a company which sold a new type of can-opener that he claimed to have invented himself (but had not). Soon he was selling other household goods and was earning enough to move out of the red-light district. Captain Stephenson was riding high, until his business fell apart in 1922 and he was declared bankrupt.

			Stephenson left Winnipeg in a hurry and moved to London, where he reinvented himself and his past, married an American heiress, joined the General Radio Company and by the end of the decade had made a fortune developing, marketing and selling radio sets. By the mid-1930s, Bill Stephenson was a respectable Canadian millionaire with his own investment fund, but one who preferred not to speak about his past.

			It was around this time that my grandparents came to know him. Harold and Alice Hemming were also Canadians who had moved to London. Although Harold came to Britain when he was much younger, Alice had spent most of her life until then in Canada and perhaps had more in common with Stephenson than her husband. Although she was more gregarious and outspoken than Stephenson, they were similar in age and both had been living in poverty in different parts of Winnipeg at the start of the war. Alice and her family later moved to Vancouver, where she became a journalist at the Vancouver Sun. But like Stephenson she never forgot the privations of her childhood.

			By 1936, the Hemmings and their two children were regular guests at Stephenson’s tiny weekend cottage in Buckinghamshire, just outside London. Harold and Alice’s diaries give a fleeting taste of the atmosphere there. In winter they would all go foraging for mushrooms, in summer they played with the children in the woods or among the wildflowers. Alice is often sleeping in the sun, or chatting to Bill’s wife, Mary. Harold, a banker, is playing around with his new toy, a ‘movie camera’, or he is talking shop with Bill – the two of them worked together on several business deals including the financing of the Earls Court Exhibition Centre. On one visit, they all went to a nearby waterfall and Bill got soaked and spent the afternoon wandering around in his wife’s pink trousers.6 The mood was relaxed and informal, but occasionally glamorous. At lunch Harold and Alice might find themselves sitting next to wealthy Americans, Canadian writers, English grandees, or the former heavyweight boxing champion of the world Gene Tunney. At one meal, Alice got on so well with the pilot next to her that when it was time to go home she and Harold agreed to have a race. He would drive, Alice and the pilot would fly, which they did, flying to Hendon Aerodrome in north London, where Alice caught a taxi home (and won).

			But by the time Stephenson pulled my three-year-old Dad out of his pond, as he did in September 1938, just days before the Munich Crisis, Harold and Alice’s visits to the cottage were less frequent and the atmosphere appears to have changed. What my grandparents did not mention in their diaries – because they would not have known – is that by this point in Stephenson’s life he was gravitating towards the world of intelligence.

			Most of Stephenson’s wealth was then tied up in his investment fund, British Pacific Trust, which owned stakes in companies operating across northern Europe. They produced everything from cement and aeroplanes to film sets. As Stephenson’s business portfolio expanded, so did his need for better information about the territories in which he had investments. To give him an edge, he came to rely on a loose network of friends, acquaintances and paid informants to tell him about the economic situation in countries such as Sweden and Germany. One of these may have been Harold, whose work for an American stock brokerage frequently took him to Berlin, and who would, according to his diary, always see Stephenson after each of these trips.

			Around this time, Stephenson took the unusual step of giving this network a name. He began to refer to it as ‘The British Industrial Secret Service’. Given that this operation was small, private, unofficial, and had nothing to do with the British government, it is hard to think of a more peculiar or provocative title.7 Calling it this made no sense, unless, of course, Stephenson had some deeper desire to be involved in the world of espionage and wanted to pique the curiosity of Britain’s actual secret intelligence service.

			The first government official to take an interest in his network was Desmond Morton, later described as ‘Churchill’s Man of Mystery’. Morton was impressed by the quality of Stephenson’s ‘product’, meaning the intelligence his network produced, and by the start of 1939 he was circulating it among his friends and colleagues, including a Conservative backbencher calling for rearmament, Winston Churchill. Another Conservative backbencher to see some of these reports was Sir Ralph Glyn, who decided to introduce Stephenson to MI6.

			‘He is a Canadian with a quiet manner, and evidently knows a great deal about Continental affairs and industrial matters,’ ran the official account of Stephenson’s first encounter with MI6, in the summer of 1939, with war fast approaching.8 The meeting was a success. Stephenson came across as discreet, motivated, and shrewd, and MI6 offered to provide him with assistance and some funding. In return, he would name his sources and share the intelligence they provided. Stephenson agreed.

			Just days before the outbreak of the Second World War, this ­business­man of few words had his foot in the door at MI6.

			*

			Although it was unusual for a British intelligence agency to take on a private network like Stephenson’s, and his path into MI6 was not typical, there were precedents. It is easy to see why MI6 wanted to work with him. By September 1939 there was an overwhelming demand within Whitehall for better intelligence on Nazi Germany and her neighbours: Stephenson’s network was already in position, it was deniable, and it was cheap.

			In the days after German forces began to advance into Poland, in September 1939, Bill Stephenson was sent out to Sweden by the head of MI6, Admiral Sir Hugh Sinclair, known to his staff as ‘C’, with the task of overseeing his small network of agents. But soon this Canadian businessman had plans to do much more, and in the weeks after arriving in Stockholm he began to badger his boss for more funds to expand his network.

			‘C’ refused. Feeling frustrated, Stephenson began to work instead with an offshoot of MI6 called Section D, which specialized in sabotage and ‘dirty tricks’. By the end of 1939, he had teamed up with a small group of Section D personnel in southern Sweden. Together they hatched a plan to destroy or disable some port-loading equipment. Given how much iron ore went from Sweden to Germany, this could put a dent in the Nazi war machine. But the new ‘C’, Colonel Stewart Menzies, installed after the unexpected death of Sinclair, did not approve. They were all stood down.

			By April 1940, Stephenson’s relationship with MI6 had lost its lustre. He was beginning to think about other ways to support the British war effort, to do his bit as he had done during the last war, when ‘C’ came to him with an unexpected proposal. It had nothing to do with Sweden, undercover agents, or setting explosives. The new ‘C’ wanted him to go to the United States and meet the head of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover.

			The relationship between British and American intelligence had by then frozen over. The senior MI6 officer in the US, Sir James Paget, well-meaning but ineffective, had been banned by his American hosts from communicating with anyone in the US government outside the State Department. There was no sign of an imminent thaw, until ‘C’ heard about a remark which had been made by the Director of the FBI.

			Hoover was relaxing in Miami Beach when he mentioned to a British friend that he liked the idea of ‘more direct contact’ with London.9 This made its way rapidly to ‘C’, who remembered that Bill Stephenson had an unlikely friend in common with Hoover – the former boxing champion of the world, Gene Tunney. The two had met at the end of the last war, in France, where they had seen each other box. ‘He was an excellent boxer,’ Tunney recalled of Stephenson, who was a flyweight, ‘quick as a dash of lightning’.10

			Stephenson told ‘C’ he would be happy to help, without really knowing what this might entail. He contacted his friend Tunney, who arranged the meeting. Stephenson then took a plane to Paris, a train to Genoa, a ship to New York, a train to Washington DC, and on 16 April 1940 was shown into Hoover’s cavernous public office in the Justice Department building.

			The walls were canary yellow. Down one side of the space was a run of double-height windows, each framed by gold-pleated drapes, and at the far end a desk of oceanic proportions, its polished lacquer surface like a reflecting pool. Behind it sat a short, wide-eyed man with a permanently quizzical look on his face.

			Once the humble filing clerk John Hoover, the meticulously named J. Edgar Hoover had run the Federal Bureau of Investigation and its similarly named predecessor for more than fifteen years. He was methodical and fast, and quick to judge. Right away, Stephenson needed to make a good impression. He had to act the part of the seasoned MI6 professional, even if he was not.

			Stephenson’s task was to open up a channel of communication between the FBI and MI6. Relying on the same quiet authority which had so impressed MI6 in that first meeting, he made his case to Hoover. The two men warmed to each other. Almost identical in height and age, both with an initially watchful manner, they kept talking for most of the day.11 ‘Long Washington conference completely successful,’ Stephenson cabled ‘C’ that night, adding that Hoover had sent ‘assurances of goodwill and of desire to assist far beyond confines of officialdom’.12

			There was just one stumbling block. The State Department wanted a monopoly on the American relationship with British intelligence, and had forbidden Hoover from working with MI6. So the FBI director asked the White House for permission to go behind the back of the State Department.

			One of Roosevelt’s secretaries, General Edwin ‘Pa’ Watson, reported ‘no objection from the White House to such a confidential relationship’.13

			This was a breakthrough, better than anything ‘C’ could have hoped for. The president of the United States had not only approved of this new and secret relationship between MI6 and the FBI, he welcomed it, and was ‘a little amused’, he let Hoover know, ‘at the way in which you side-tracked the State Department’.14 Stephenson had completed his MI6 mission and was due to return to London when Hoover asked to see him one last time. In that meeting, he asked Stephenson to become the personal liaison between the head of MI6 and himself.

			It may not have been a job Stephenson had imagined himself having, nor was it a job that had ever existed, but he liked the idea.

			Stephenson cabled ‘C’. ‘I like the suggestion,’ came the reply, ‘but it is considered you should return to London first of all for consultation and instruction.’15

			In the days that followed, as Stephenson travelled back to Britain, and with German forces advancing deeper into France, ‘C’ took a risk. He barely knew Bill Stephenson. Nor did any of his colleagues. Here was a Canadian businessman who did not fit the mould of a typical MI6 officer, but evidently Hoover liked him, and in only a few days he had achieved what the existing MI6 Head of Station, Paget, had failed to do over many months. Rather than appoint Stephenson as a go-between with the FBI, ‘C’ went further. He decided to have Stephenson replace Paget and run all MI6 operations in the United States. It was as if a theatre director had given an amateur thespian a cameo in his latest production, and on the strength of one admirable performance had decided that he should play the lead.

			At a meeting in London, Stephenson agreed to take the job. He was soon on his way back across the Atlantic on the Britannic. But as the ship made its way towards New York, the job he had been given changed shape. Stephenson was still playing the lead, but with opening night only days away the production had been moved to a much bigger venue and he had been given many more lines.

			The evacuation from Dunkirk had just finished. Britain was now in dire need of weapons and munitions, as well as ships, food and a regular supply of industrial raw materials. Much of Europe had recently become inaccessible, leaving Britain more dependent than ever on the United States. In Whitehall there was a sudden, jolting realization that without the backing of the American people the flow of US supplies might slow down or just stop, and that this could leave them unable to fight.

			Britain’s ability to wage war rested on the thoughts and feelings of ordinary Americans. A recent Gallup poll suggested ominously that roughly half of the American people did not think the British should be allowed to buy American planes on credit.16 Much more had to be done to persuade them that Hitler was a threat to their national security and, no less important, that Britain was worth saving. Although tentative efforts were being made in the open to improve the way Britain was seen in America, there also needed to be an influence campaign behind the scenes.

			Who should run it? The obvious candidate was a former MI6 officer called Sir William Wiseman, who had performed espionage miracles during the last war befriending, influencing and spying on President Woodrow Wilson. Wiseman was later hailed by one MI6 officer as ‘the most successful “agent of influence” the British ever had’.17 Since the outbreak of war Wiseman had been lobbying to go out to the United States again. But the problem with Wiseman’s plan, it transpired, was Wiseman. ‘C’ vetoed the idea of using him, possibly because he was too well known.

			A debate followed between civil servants in the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Information, MI6 and the British embassy in Washington about who to send instead. Two days before the fall of Paris, as newly declassified files show, one British official within this quickening exchange came up with an unusual solution.

			Why not give the job of running this influence campaign to the new MI6 man in New York, Bill Stephenson? Provided he ‘is a really competent and suitable person and additional appointments are made to his staff’, he should be able to carry out the task.18 In other neutral countries the responsibility for ‘a whole range of covert activities’ had fallen to MI6, so why not this one?19 ‘Being less well known than Sir William [Wiseman], he should attract far less publicity.’20

			Stephenson was unaware of this exchange. As these messages flew back and forth between an archipelago of desks in London and Washington, his ship continued to chug across the Atlantic. Without either asking for this position or being given the chance to turn it down, this first-time spymaster with no experience of running an MI6 station, let alone manipulating public opinion on a nationwide scale, had been given a job of burgeoning responsibility. The first he heard about this was after the Britannic arrived in Manhattan, as it did on 21 June 1940, and he introduced himself to his new staff at the local MI6 station.
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			Stephenson took one look at his new domain, a gloomy suite of rooms on Exchange Place, Lower Manhattan, and decided never to return. Instead he moved his threadbare staff to a different office. He might have chosen a slightly larger or less depressing set-up in the same block. Instead his new charges, no more than ten MI6 employees, were told to report to Hampshire House, overlooking Central Park, where they were led up to a penthouse apartment, one of the most lavish and expensive residences anywhere in New York, which would now double up as both the MI6 station for the United States and Stephenson’s home.

			His staff could hardly believe their eyes. Their new workplace had featured in a recent issue of House and Garden, whose readers were told breathlessly that ‘the ceiling is pink, the floor black and white marble’, and the lights were ‘concealed in the fruit and flower clusters’; its enormous doors were finished in a ‘maroon lacquer’ with ‘chunky white moldings’ and scattered around the stately two-storey drawing room were ‘carved Georgian banquettes in white, upholstered and tufted in crimson velvet’.1 It looked like the set of a Fred Astaire musical. An early visitor to the new MI6 office was the actor and singer Noel Coward, who was lined up at one point to work for Stephenson, and who remembered feeling decidedly at home in here amid ‘the outsize chintz flowers crawling over the walls’. Few intelligence headquarters have ever been so luxuriously decorated, or so garishly.2

			The MI6 staff felt as if they had entered a new world, and in a different sense the same was true for Bill Stephenson. Arriving in New York from London was like stepping through the proverbial looking glass. He had left a nation caught up in a defining moment of collective sacrifice, and was now in a city geared to the pursuit of pleasure: a noisy, stifling metropolis where the business of spending money could feel like an art-form in itself. Until then Stephenson had always lived frugally and within his means, but moving to New York had a liberating effect on him. He never took a salary from MI6, and from the moment he arrived in Manhattan he poured his own money into this operation.

			As well as moving his office to an exclusive apartment, he splurged on state-of-the-art machines.3 Drawing on his background in radio, he soon had the latest telegraphic equipment installed in his MI6 station, including what one employee called ‘an ingenious teleprinter known as the telekrypton’,4 and a ‘secret cipher bureau’.5 Some of this was approved by ‘C’ and paid for by the British government, much of it was not. ‘C’s predecessor, Sinclair, had complained about Stephenson’s ‘ludicrous ideas on finance’, adding, ‘I have – even in war time – to consider the taxpayer’, an opinion no doubt shared by the new head of MI6.6 Already it was clear that his man in New York liked to do things his own way.

			Stephenson also began to take on more staff. Having inherited just an assistant, a cashier, a principal, a coding clerk, and a handful of secretaries, he soon had a stream of new recruits on their way from Britain. 

			His existing members of staff were intrigued not only by their colourful new surroundings but by their boss. One employee later recalled the day ‘this little Canadian fellow arrived, and no one knew who he was’.7 They eyed him with a potent mix of curiosity and suspicion. Slowly, they tried to get the measure of him. They watched him. They tried to place him. They learned that this compact, wiry man liked to keep fit, and would start each day with a hundred skips followed by ‘lots of cold coffee’.8 He had a distinctive gait, one remembered. ‘It was as though he had little springs at the balls of his feet, even when he walked across his office to shake hands with you.’9

			They also came to know at a distance the other occupant of this apartment, Stephenson’s wife, Mary, the daughter of a wealthy tobacco farmer from Springfield, Tennessee. Bill referred to her as ‘my old Dutch’.10 They never had children. Mary was sometimes submissive around her husband, and one friend wondered if ‘she was frightened of him’, but he concluded that ‘he loved her and they had a very, very good marriage, I think.’11

			But for the MI6 staff in New York the sharpest insight to their new boss came from a remark he made early on. At the time there was a feeling among some of the MI6 old hands that their American hosts were essentially ‘a bunch of salesmen’, as one put it, and ‘the disquieting thing was that they were all rich’.

			‘That’s all bullshit,’ Stephenson told them one day, in his quiet voice with a light Canadian accent. ‘They’re our friends. They’ll help us. And we need them if we’re going to win.’12

			You can imagine the unnatural silence that must have followed, and that for several seconds very little would have moved in this artfully upholstered apartment high above Central Park. It was not just the message that was unusual, but the language. The way Stephenson spoke, his background, his manner, his decision not to take a salary, all of these set him apart.

			None of this should have mattered to his new staff, but what was worrying, and might hinder the British war effort, was the possibility that Bill Stephenson did not really know what he was doing. Early on, he had breezily told his staff that he had been given ‘a fairly free hand’ by ‘C’, which suggested that London did not know either.13

			‘Stephenson gave me absolutely no guidance,’ one early recruit complained, ‘didn’t say, here is a job, get on with it – precisely nothing. There was no organization, no orders. Everybody there had to be a self-starter.’14

			Several weeks in, Bill Stephenson was struggling to reinvent himself as a senior MI6 officer. With some of his staff wondering why he had even been given this job, he turned his attention outwards. To get the British influence campaign going, he needed a fuller sense of what he was up against. More than anything else, he had to understand why so many Americans were passionately against going to war.
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			Fourteen months before Stephenson’s ship arrived in Manhattan, another ocean-going liner docked on the same side of the island. It was met by a mob of photographers held back by a line of police. The night was becoming cold by the time the gangplanks went up and the passengers disembarked, all except one. The photographers advanced quietly along the dock. Some made it onto the ship, including one who broke into the cabin of this last passenger and took a picture, before being wrestled to the ground and removed.

			At last, the man they had come to see emerged from the cabin. He was surrounded by a scrum of policemen. The cast of his face was thin with boyish, hollowed-out features. He looked ‘rather grim and purposeful’, one newspaper noted.1 The New York Times reported his ‘mouth was set in a firm line’.2

			Around him was bedlam. ‘The photographers ran in front of us and behind us,’ he later wrote, ‘jamming the way, being pushed aside by the police yelling, falling over each other on the deck.’3 Amid the shoves and the cries of pain, the tumult of men moments away from getting what they had come for, was the pop of camera flashguns and the burst of light into the night, followed by the smash of burnt-out bulbs as they fell to the ground.

			He had not heard those sounds for months, and no doubt they released a flood of unhappy memories. Some of the men shouted out questions – why had he come back, how long would he stay, what was he doing here?

			As usual, he did not answer. It was one of his rules.

			Remaining ‘characteristically silent’, this determined-looking figure climbed into a waiting car which accelerated into the night.4 After more than three years away, Charles Lindbergh, America’s most famous son, had come home.

			Now he had work to do.

			Lindbergh was by then a global icon. In 1927 he had captured the world’s imagination by becoming the first to fly solo across the Atlantic. At the time this seemed to be the ultimate triumph of man and machine over nature, like landing on the Moon for a later generation. His flight had come just after several technological breakthroughs which allowed the imagery and audio of his feat to be shared with a vast international audience. From Manila to Moscow, Shanghai to Santiago, millions of people had seen his plane, ‘The Spirit of St Louis’, as it came in to land, and had watched this good-looking pilot emerge from the cockpit looking dazed, tired and excited. Aged twenty-five, Charles Lindbergh became the world’s first media superstar.

			Five years later, Lindbergh’s life was upended by tragedy. His one-year-old son, Charles, was snatched from his house while he and his wife were downstairs having dinner. Although the kidnappers had been hoping to secure a ransom for the safe return of the boy, they killed him accidentally during the kidnap. After a long investigation the ringleader was found and later sentenced to death.

			All over the world people who had never met Charles Lindbergh felt an almost uncontainable surge of sympathy. As Philip Roth later wrote, Lindbergh’s courage in crossing the Atlantic was now ‘permeated with a pathos that transformed him into a martyred titan comparable to Lincoln’.5 The tragedy of his son’s death was compounded by Lindbergh’s longstanding aversion to the fame which had been thrust upon him. He rarely posed for photographs, signed autographs or gave interviews, which only fuelled his popularity. That shy dignity seemed to echo the modest, homespun values of a bygone era. Shooting to fame in the 1920s, he was an American hero in an otherwise unheroic age. But in reading about the death of Lindbergh’s son, many Americans felt at least a brush of guilt, knowing that their interest in his life may have helped turn him and his family into targets for kidnappers.

			America’s martyred titan never fully recovered from the death of his first child: it is hard to see how anyone could. For the rest of his life this loss remained buried inside him, an implacable wound. He was unable to forgive either the kidnappers for what they had done, or the American press for the way it had treated him before the tragedy and immediately afterwards: once his son’s corpse was eventually found and had been prepared for burial, a photographer broke into the morgue, forced open the casket and took a picture.

			The Lindberghs then left the country. With his wife Anne and their two young children, Lindbergh started over in the seclusion of the sleepy English village of Sevenoaks Weald. Entombed by grief, the family lived quietly in a tumbledown house that belonged to Vita Sackville-West and her husband Harold Nicolson. Later they moved to an island off the coast of Brittany. They were content in Europe and had no plans to come home, until March 1939, when they heard that Hitler’s troops had entered Prague.

			In the days that followed, as Nazi forces occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia, Lindbergh decided to cross the Atlantic. He was not the only one. Thousands of European Jews made plans to escape in the days that followed, as did many Americans living in Europe who feared the outbreak of war. On their return they would warn of the threat posed by Hitler. Lindbergh had a different goal in mind. The world’s most famous pilot wanted to come home in order to convince his fellow Americans not to go to war with Nazi Germany.

			For years, the press had effectively used Charles Lindbergh to boost circulation. Now he planned to use them. Reinventing himself as a political activist would mean wading back into the swamp of celebrity only four years after he had pulled himself out, and as he told a crew member on the ship which took him back to the US, ‘you have no idea how unkind the American press has been to me.’6 But the reluctance he felt was trumped by his desire, perhaps duty is a better word, to do what he could to stop the United States from sliding into war. At stake was ‘the welfare of the country’, he wrote, and it seemed churlish to hold back for fear of hurting his own ‘personal feelings’.7

			Less than a month after war had broken out in Europe, Lindbergh gave his first radio broadcast. The nation was amazed not just by the sound of his voice, given how rarely he spoke in public, but by what he had to say. Expecting ‘an exciting book of adventure fiction’, one commentator wrote, they were given instead ‘a weighty tome on international politics’.8 But it was coherent and sincere, and many found it persuasive.

			There was no doubt what Lindbergh wanted. But why had he embarked on this crusade? What was driving him on? Lindbergh’s answer was simple. He was motivated by a patriotic urge to help his country. Most people accepted this. Part of Lindbergh’s appeal was that he seemed to come from outside the bubble of Washington DC and was unlikely to have ulterior political motives. The columnist Dorothy Thompson wondered whether he was driven instead by a desire to honour the memory of his father, a congressman who had led a deeply unpopular campaign against America’s involvement in the last war. Others toyed with a more sinister idea. They wondered if Charles Lindbergh, that paragon of American endeavour, might secretly be working for the Nazis.

			*

			On the evening of Saturday 15 June 1940, the day after victorious German troops marched into Paris, with Bill Stephenson sailing towards New York, Lindbergh strode up to the Washington studios of NBC where he was due to give his fourth broadcast against the United States’ entry into the war. As usual, he arrived at the studios too early. This was partly because he hated being late, also it was down to nerves, and for the next ten minutes he paced the block.

			Although the capital was witheringly hot that day, NBC insisted that anyone broadcasting in the evening wear formal clothes. Overdressed and anxious, Lindbergh was also worried about being spotted by a passer-by. One of his tricks was to keep in his pocket at all times a pair of glasses (without glass) which he could pull on if he felt in danger of being recognized. This was a defence against what he hated most about life in the public eye: his lack of control over who approached him and when. After thirteen years in the spotlight he had come to crave the certainty of solitude, which only made his recent foray into politics more unusual.

			As Charles Lindbergh pounded the streets of Washington, trying to avoid eye contact with his fellow pedestrians, life in the city around him appeared to carry on as normal. Vicars and priests worked on their Father’s Day sermons to give in church the next day, the new Disney picture Pinocchio was playing in the cinemas, the city’s baseball team, the Nationals, was being hammered, as usual, and out on the Tidal Basin work on the Jefferson Memorial was almost complete. But there were hints that all was not right. Armed guards had recently been stationed around Capitol Hill, and across the city on front porches and lawns one could see Stars and Stripes where the year before there had been none. The war in Europe may have been thousands of miles away, but there were moments in the capital, during the summer of 1940, when it felt closer.

			Lindbergh made his way into the sanctuary of the recording booth deep inside the NBC studios. The clock counted down to the start of his broadcast. On the desk in front of him was a state-of-the-art ribbon microphone, finished in honeycombed aluminium, and next to it his speech.

			All over the country, millions of people congregated around their radio sets, large contraptions usually set up in the smartest room like a futuristic shrine. From Madawaska in Maine to Honolulu, Hawaii, the fact that ‘Lucky Lindy’ was to deliver a coast-to-coast broadcast on the WEAF-NBC-Red network had been reported as news. Some of those tuning in were Lindbergh fans: others could not stand him. The rest were still making up their minds. Regardless of your position, a speech by Charles Lindbergh was an event.

			The red light came on. Lindbergh took a breath and began to speak in his flat, oddly reassuring voice.

			‘I have asked to speak to you again tonight, because I believe that we, in America, are drifting toward a position of far greater seriousness to our future than even this present war.’

			What followed began as a standard riff on the theme of ‘isolationism’, the principle that the US should stay out of all foreign wars unless they spread to the Americas. Isolationism was similar to the British and French pre-war policy of appeasement, except it had a more obvious logic and stronger historical roots. Britain and France had a record of intervening in foreign wars. The United States did not. Most people would trace this American aversion to intervention back to the Founding Fathers. For John Adams it was ‘a first principle and maxim never to be forgotten’ that the US should ‘maintain an entire neutrality in all future European wars’.9 George Washington in his 1796 farewell address and Thomas Jefferson in his subsequent inaugural speech warned Americans against entering into ‘entangling alliances’.10

			Another cornerstone of isolationism was the idea that America was fundamentally different to other nations: it was exceptional, and its people’s ‘manifest destiny’ was to settle and develop their nation rather than allow themselves to be dragged into foreign wars. Some also felt that in these darkened times America had a responsibility to rise above the petty European in-fighting and become, for the rest of the world, Winthrop’s ‘city upon a hill’. Few Americans saw their country as a global superpower. Fewer still saw Britain as a natural ally.

			Lindbergh hit most of these notes in his broadcast, and did so with skill. He salted his speech with folksy references to ‘the old west’ and ‘those old pioneers of ours’, at one point throwing in a timeless bromide about how ‘the red-blooded wisdom of the old west is gone from American politics today.’ But at the heart of his speech was a classic isolationist appeal: ‘Shall we submerge our future in the endless wars of the old world? Or shall we build our own defenses and leave European war to European countries?’

			This last line had an electric resonance for many of those Americans who had left Europe themselves, or whose parents had done so, women and men for whom the act of immigration could feel like a psychic break with the past. By turning away from Europe they had turned towards America, and its dream of a new life without the prejudices of the old. Isolationism was an extension of that triumphant release, a sense that being American was a choice rooted in an ideal and this allowed them to abandon the troubles of the Old World without losing themselves in guilt.

			Much of this had been said before, yet towards the end of his broadcast Lindbergh ventured into new territory. 

			‘As far as invasion by air is concerned, it is impossible for any existing air force to attack effectively across the ocean,’ he told his millions of listeners. This line had considerable weight coming from a man famous for having crossed that same body of water in an act of epic endurance. ‘With our geographical position, nothing but the gross neglect of our military forces, or quarrelling between American countries themselves, could make possible an invasion by foreign armies.’ 

			Those on the other side of the argument saw the Atlantic Ocean as a giant no-man’s-land, one that could easily be breached. Here was Lindbergh urging his listeners to think of it as the world’s largest moat.

			He was right. Only one foreign nation had ever landed its troops on US soil in an offensive action, and that had been Britain during the War of 1812. For most of American history the Atlantic had helped stave off the possibility of a European invasion. Lindbergh’s point was valid, but the idea to include it in his speech had not been entirely his.

			The red light went off. Lindbergh made his way out of the recording booth, while across the country people began to talk among themselves. Of the millions of different responses to this broadcast one stood out.

			In Washington, a pipe-smoking Nazi diplomat reflected on what he had just heard. He was excited by the thought of America staying out of the war, and in the wake of Lindbergh’s speech he also experienced a small sense of satisfaction, pride perhaps, at a job well done.
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			The social life of Hans Thomsen was quieter than it had been for years. Once a popular fixture on the Georgetown diplomatic circuit, he and his glamorous wife, Bebe, had been ostracized since the start of the war. By the summer of 1940 they were used to quiet evenings at home, unless Hans had to work late at the German embassy, where he was chargé d’affaires. For reasons that he kept to himself, lately this had been happening a lot.

			Less than two years earlier, the Nazi regime had orchestrated Kristallnacht, a state-sponsored pogrom in which paramilitaries throughout Germany attacked Jewish property, killing dozens of Jewish men and women, and arresting thousands more, most of whom were sent to concentration camps. Roosevelt had responded by ordering home his ambassador to Germany. In retaliation, Hitler had recalled the German ambassador to the United States. This left as the ranking German representative in the US the little-known career diplomat Hans Thomsen.

			Fastidiously polite, tall with blond hair and bee-stung lips, Thomsen had been working for the German state long before Hitler ventured into politics. He was not a diehard Nazi, but at the same time he was at pains to show Berlin that he deserved to remain in post, which explains why he was so busy.

			By the time Lindbergh walked up to the NBC studio in Washington DC, in June 1940, Hans Thomsen was running an elaborate influence campaign inside the United States. It was wide-ranging, expensive and increasingly bold. 

			His orders from Berlin were simple: ‘to prevent by all means at my disposal the entry of the United States into the war’.1 Earlier that year, one of Thomsen’s undercover agents had persuaded an American publisher to print and distribute Nazi propaganda, including The German White Paper, a book containing translations of the so-called ‘Warsaw Papers’ which appeared to show Roosevelt promising American support to countries facing Nazi aggression. 

			This was a start. Thomsen had since developed a more daring scheme centred on the congressional ‘franking privilege’. This privilege allowed senators and representatives to reproduce and mail out, at no cost to themselves, any item that had appeared in the Congressional Record, the official log of speeches made in the house and other material added at the request of members of Congress. Instead of attaching a postage stamp, members could use their personalized frank, designed to look like a reproduction of their signature.

			Thomsen’s plan – which must, he urged Berlin, ‘be treated with the greatest secrecy’2 – was to approach sitting members of Congress and ask them to insert German or pro-German material into the Congressional Record, then have these articles reproduced by the US government – he estimated print runs of up to 1 million – before these politicians used their personal frank to mail them out to a list supplied by the German embassy of ‘specially chosen persons’.3

			This could expose hundreds of thousands of Americans to anti-war material, and do so in a way that conferred congressional authority on everything they read. Thomsen was also excited about what this could mean for the German taxpayer. ‘At the very least,’ he wrote, ‘mail expenses amounting to many tens of thousands of dollars would be saved’, or, rather, transferred to the American taxpayer.4 His plan sounded good in theory, but the problem, surely, would be to find any member of Congress willing to risk their political career by taking part.
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