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  With love and admiration for


  Mary French Simmons,


  of Springfield, Tennessee,


  in recognition of her


  courage and devotion,


  and who, as Lady Stephenson,


  made INTREPID possible


  
POINT OF DEPARTURE

  A Foreword by Intrepid


  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt supported a secret war against tyranny for two years when the United States was formally at peace. Then, attacked without warning, the United States replaced the staid costume of diplomacy for the combat fatigues of war. The enemy—Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, Fascist Italy, and their puppets—was at last out in the open. But the secret war continued in secrecy.


  For cogent reasons, the fundamental facts of that hidden activity have never been fully revealed. The complete facts have been known to few; some have not been committed to any documents; the written records have been totally inaccessible; and for thirty-five years they were under the rigid restraint of Britain’s Official Secrets Act. Even now, a few matters must remain undisclosed for reasons that, of course, will not be obvious. But in terms of history—what really happened and why—nothing significant need now be concealed.


  In 1940, supplied all but daily with evidence that Hitler’s scheme of world domination by terror, deceit, and conquest was undeniably underway, Roosevelt recognized that the defeat of embattled Britain would be prologue to an ultimate attack upon the United States. Intelligence was given to him by me or through me as Winston Churchill’s secret envoy and as chief of British Security Coordination. BSC, the innocuous-sounding organization with headquarters in New York, was, in fact, the hub for all branches of British intelligence. Roosevelt was acutely aware that America, psychologically isolated since World War I and relying wistfully upon geographical insularity, was woefully unprepared to meet or counter the onslaught of newly developed military, propaganda, and espionage techniques. He desperately needed time to alert his nation and to arm it without plummeting into war. Churchill was in far more desperate need of arms and supplies to grant severely battered Britain even a modest hope of resistance and a slim chance of survival. Only a leader who could extend his vision of national self-interest to the belief that a union of free people was the real defense against totalitarian aggressors would wager on Britain at such unattractive odds. Roosevelt was such a rare gambler.


  With Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor and, within a few days, Hitler’s declaration of war against the United States, all diplomatic sham abruptly ceased. Military and naval operations, however covert their planning and launching, became dramatically public upon execution, frequently reported in eyewitness accounts by daring war correspondents. But the secret war, burgeoning in intricacy to immense proportion and purpose, remained by its very nature obscure and unknown. With few exceptions, the crucial events have remained so.


  After all these years, why tell about them now? In my view, there are compelling arguments for disclosure.


  In the most personal sense, I consider this account a tribute to the gallant women and men of many nations who volunteered to fight in unconventional ways. They assumed frightful risks, had no protection or privilege of uniform, carried the responsibility of countless lives in the solitary missions they accepted on trust, and often were forced to make lonely decisions that could mean merciless death to their families and countrymen. Many of these agents and resistance fighters lie in unmarked or unknown graves. Relatively few have gained recognition beyond mention in confidential archives. Most of those who survived returned to peaceful pursuits, unable to receive honors or rewards. Those who are named in this narrative are but a few of the vast hidden army to whom the free world owes a debt that cannot be repaid.


  But there are less personal, more acute reasons for these disclosures.


  With the surrender of the shattered Axis Powers in 1945, BSC dismantled its labyrinthine apparatus and silently passed out of existence. Its furious life had seen the tide of battle turn from near-fatal defeat to overwhelming victory. The Grand Alliance had prevailed in a fiery test. The Holocaust provided eleven million ghostly voices deafeningly raised against the malignancy of modern barbarism. The wreckage of London, Berlin, Hiroshima, and other landmarks of civilization stood as massive reminder of the monstrosity of the new concept of war that recognized no noncombatants, neither the infant, the infirm, nor the helpless. Yet the incipient United Nations promised an international commitment to comity and reason. And the imminent ordeal of Nuremberg seemed to signal the long-sought awakening of world conscience and the recognition of responsibility for crimes against humanity. We looked with yearning upon a planet in the springtime of safe coexistence.


  The weapon of secret warfare, so terrifyingly effective, forged out of necessity in the crucible of combat, had no place in the pastures of peace. To my profound relief, INTREPID ceased to be the code name for the chief of an intelligence network. I closed the books on BSC, never, I hoped, to open them again.


  Perhaps it was foolhardy to suppose that in real life we could undo what had been done, cancel our knowledge of evil, uninvent our weapons, stow away what remained in some safe hiding place. With the devastation of World War II still grimly visible, its stench hardly gone from the air, the community of nations started to fragment, its members splitting into factions, resorting to threats and, finally, to violence and to war. The certainty of peace had proved little more than a fragile dream. “And so the great democracies triumphed,” Sir Winston Churchill wrote later. “And so were able to resume the follies that had nearly cost them their life.”


  Prophetic as he was, Churchill did not foresee the awesome extremes to which these follies would extend: diplomacy negotiated within a balance of nuclear terror; resistance tactics translated into guidelines for fanatics and terrorists; intelligence agencies evolving technologically to a level where they could threaten the very principles of the nations they were created to defend. One way or another, such dragon’s teeth were sown in the secret activities of World War II. Questions of utmost gravity emerged: Were crucial events being maneuvered by elite secret power groups? Were self-aggrandizing careerists cynically displacing principle among those entrusted with the stewardship of intelligence? What had happened over three decades to an altruistic force that had played so pivotal a role in saving a free world from annihilation or slavery? In the name of sanity, the past now had to be seen clearly. The time had come to open the books.


  Barriers stood in the way of so simple-appearing a task. A treasury of misinformation had already been gathered and widely distributed in the decades since the war. Much of this came from commercial exploiters who sought popularity at the expense of any semblance of truth. But many serious efforts, backed by exhausting (although hardly exhaustive) research, produced incomplete, thus unintentionally inaccurate reportage. Zealously preserved secrecy naturally thwarted the most dedicated investigator. And, ironically, some of the deliberately false concoctions we created to mislead our adversaries were still generally accepted as genuine. (If truth was not served by that, vanity surely was!) Adventure and sensationalism frequently were fictively injected into accounts that, were the real facts known, would have been infinitely more intriguing. Enforced silence prevented the correction of or even mild comment on these misrepresentations. Could these entrenched misconceptions and undenied speculations now be exploded?


  The BSC Papers cover an enormous and complex sweep of events. The writer and historian Cornelius Ryan had been asked to consider a chronicle of the secret war and had consulted the papers of the U.S. Office of Strategic Services, the American equivalent of BSC. Ryan reported in the New York Times of September 17, 1972: “Stepping even briefly into that mysterious world was enough to convince me of the awesome task awaiting the historian. . . . Because of the many faces of intelligence itself, to reach the truth, to separate fact from fiction, the historian might well need as many trained researchers as there were operatives in the OSS.”


  Fortunately, BSC historians had consolidated their own papers to provide a summary “to be consulted,” I wrote at the time, “if future need should arise for secret activities of this kind.” These papers consisted of many thick volumes and exhibits, covering five years of intense activity and thousands of operations across the world.


  While this summary eased somewhat the task that fell to William Stevenson, my friend and former colleague, it did not lift from his shoulders the staggering burdens of investigation and selection from such vast records. He is a painstaking researcher and drew on many other sources. Our shared interests made it inevitable that he should produce this chronicle. Yet he is too strong-willed and independent to borrow my views. (Despite the similarity of our names, we are not related.) I played no part in his selection of the material. I have read the manuscript and vouch for its authenticity. I willingly answered all the author’s many and probing questions, for they are part of the larger question that must be answered now and in the future: Will the democracies consent to their own survival?


  We failed to face that critical question prior to 1939. Not one of the democracies honestly confronted the obvious threats to its survival. They would not unite, rearm, or consider sacrifices for individual or collective security. There were those who argued that the sacrifices were not necessary. Today, parallel arguments are heard, similar responses given.


  We are rightly repelled by secrecy; it is a potential threat to democratic principle and free government. Yet we would delude ourselves if we should forget that secrecy was for a time virtually our only defense. It served not only to achieve victory, but also to save lives in that perilous pursuit.


  The weapons of secrecy have no place in an ideal world. But we live in a world of undeclared hostilities in which such weapons are constantly used against us and could, unless countered, leave us unprepared again, this time for an onslaught of magnitude that staggers the imagination. And while it may seem unnecessary to stress so obvious a point, the weapons of secrecy are rendered ineffective if we remove the secrecy. One of the conditions of democracy is freedom of information. It would be infinitely preferable to know exactly how our intelligence agencies function, and why, and where. But this information, once made public, disarms us.


  So there is the conundrum: How can we wield the weapons of secrecy without damage to ourselves? How can we preserve secrecy without endangering constitutional law and individual guarantees of freedom?


  Perhaps the story of BSC can help. It is common knowledge now that enemy codes were broken; that secret cadres were created within the enemy camps; that new technology was put at the service of agents and guerrillas. Equally true but possibly not so evident, is an important characteristic of BSC—it consisted of volunteer civilians convinced that individual liberty lies at the root of human progress. We were amateurs steeped in the traditions of freethinking individuals. Sometimes I wonder how we managed to win, considering the conflicts of opinion within our ranks. And then I conclude that success was possible because we were of sound but independent mind. Harsh decisions were made in agony; Roosevelt surely killed himself in the process, and isolated agents had to weigh singlehanded actions against the reprisals that would be taken against their kinsmen. Battles were won because we had advance knowledge of enemy plans, could influence those plans, and could anticipate enemy actions by methods heretofore concealed. Other struggles, no less decisive, were finally won by the resistance armies, a name for the people in occupied lands who loved freedom and, quite simply, were willing to fight for it against any odds.


  When the history of World War II is revised in the light of the secret war, this may be the most striking element: the great engines of destruction did not determine the outcome. The invincibility of free people and the ingenuity of free minds did. I believe this as I believe today that the spirit of human resistance refuses to be crushed by mere technology.


  Perhaps a day will dawn when tyrants can no longer threaten the liberty of any people, when the function of all nations, however varied their ideologies, will be to enhance life, not to control it. If such a condition is possible, it is in a future too far distant to foresee. Until that safer, better day, the democracies will avoid disaster, and possibly total destruction, only by maintaining their defenses.


  Among the increasingly intricate arsenals across the world, intelligence is an essential weapon, perhaps the most important. But it is, being secret, the most dangerous. Safeguards to prevent its abuse must be devised, revised, and rigidly applied. But, as in all enterprise, the character and wisdom of those to whom it is entrusted will be decisive. In the integrity of that guardianship lies the hope of free people to endure and prevail.


  It has been claimed that human progress depends on challenge, that individuals and nations have the need to believe in causes and struggle for them. Some theorists have extended this application of instinctual behavior to account for the periodic wholesale slaughters we call “war.” The merit of such concepts is a matter for study by psychologists and historians. What seems poignantly evident to me is that humankind already has awesome enemies to engage—poverty, disease, and ignorance, for example—and in such common cause there is reward and glory enough for all.


  Sir William Stephenson


  Bermuda


  
A BREAK IN THE SILENCE

  A Historical Note


  From New York, while the United States was at peace and at war, Britain ran the most intricate integrated intelligence and secret-operations organization in history. Could such activity be kept secret?


  I had been twenty years in the professional secret-intelligence service when in 1940 London sent me to British Security Coordination headquarters in New York to help maintain that secrecy. BSC networks were manned by amateurs, and it was thought that my special experience was required there. Such concern proved unwarranted. The British Secret Intelligence Service had been rendered useless in Europe when our professional agents were cut down almost in a single stroke after conventional armed resistance to the Nazis ended on the Continent and Hitler entered Paris. But the amateurs who flocked to replace the professionals were well able to take care of themselves.


  I was soon requested to draft a blueprint for an American intelligence agency, the equivalent of BSC and based on these British wartime improvisations. “Intrepid” did it himself—further demonstration that secret operations in the free world can be handled exceedingly well by men and women who have acquired their skill and proved their integrity in successful civilian careers.


  Detailed tables of organization were disclosed to Washington. I have prepared for this book a simplified version of one of them, which portrays the main lines of command and, more particularly, clarifies the extraordinary relationship Intrepid maintained in utmost secrecy between the President of the United States and the Prime Minister of Great Britain.


  With headquarters at Rockefeller Center, thousands of our agents and experts passed under the statue of Atlas on Fifth Avenue, yet their identities and activities remained effectively masked. But as an increasing number of Americans also passed Atlas and entered the crammed BSC offices, the probability of exposure increased substantially. To our astonishment, the secret endured.


  Then, in the 1960’s, the outer wrapping of protection, designed back in 1940, was suddenly stripped away. BSC’s and Intrepid’s operations were partially revealed, defined principally as playing a supporting role in the American effort to frustrate Nazi subversion in the Western Hemisphere. The fact that this fractional truth did not leak out until 1962 is a striking tribute to the discretion of many outstanding Americans who, knowing some or most of BSC’s and Intrepid’s full activities and purposes, nonetheless recognized that silence had to be maintained if the liberty of the democracies was to be successfully defended against increasing totalitarian stratagems of every sort.


  In 1962, I was working on a study of Soviet imperialism when a special watchdog committee of the Ministry of Defence and the Foreign Office in London discussed the wisdom of a partial leak. This took the form of a book, The Quiet Canadian (Room 3603 in the U.S.), by the distinguished historian H. Montgomery Hyde, himself a most resourceful BSC officer. I was able to demonstrate that I had been given instructions by “higher authority” to disclose certain matters. These matters were, of course, a carefully limited disclosure of BSC’s “secret” role. In no way did it reveal the full extent of the organization’s prime purposes or most sensitive activities.


  Essential secrecy was thus preserved for a further ten years. In 1972, the author of this book, William Stevenson, after many and long discussions with Intrepid, suggested to me that more was to be gained than lost by full disclosure. I could not have agreed more. The story of BSC was that of a great Anglo-American enterprise that began when President Roosevelt and his like-minded colleagues saved the British Isles from Nazi occupation despite the United States then being technically at peace. In 1972, Moscow, through its many secret agencies, was again mounting a formidable campaign in the United States with the purpose of isolating this single great power that might again save the democracies from their own follies. It was time, I felt, to remind ourselves that much as we may deplore the use of secrecy, it was secrecy that saved us only a generation ago. Now, the Central Intelligence Agency had become the chief target of those who would summarily disarm us and who would, citing real or alleged abuses by the agency, “throw the baby out with the bath water” and rob us of the essential means of preventive defense secured at such cost during the Second World War.


  As one of BSC’s historians, I readily agreed to place my own papers at the author’s disposal. Among these were the organizational tables that led to the birth of General William Donovan’s OSS. Intrepid was the midwife of OSS, and the reader can see for himself how it all began in a fierce struggle to save individual freedom.


  I can now disclose that the reason for the break in the silence about BSC in 1962 was the escape to the Soviet Union of Kim Philby, the brilliant Communist agent who had infiltrated the British secret service; who, by the end of the Second World War, was directing the anti-Communist section; and who was the leading contender to become the chief of that fabled service. We knew that Philby took with him the knowledge of BSC’s existence, but we also knew that he was not aware of the full and far-reaching purpose of Intrepid’s organization. Thus just enough of the truth was revealed for publication to blunt the effect of any disclosures that Philby or his supporters might reveal. But ten years later, in 1972, we knew also that the Russians had learned rather more and might use this information to bludgeon our friends, to distort history, and to hurt United States and Canadian relations with Britain. Full disclosure at last was the answer to this threat and to the demands of history. Hence this book.


  Charles Howard Ellis


  Eastbourne, Sussex


  Colonel C. H. (“Dick”) Ellis, CMG, CBE, OBE, U.S. Legion of Merit, served as a British secret agent in Egypt, India, Persia, Russia, Afghanistan, and held British consular posts in Turkey, the Balkans, Germany, and Asia between the wars. He convinced Churchill at the end of World War II to pay a veiled but public tribute to INTREPID’S BSC teams in these words: “We may feel sure that nothing of which we have any knowledge or record has ever been done by mortal men which surpasses the splendour and daring of their feats of arms.” President Harry Truman, making Ellis an officer of the Legion of Merit, wrote: “He gave unreservedly of his talent and wealth of information toward the development of certain of our intelligence organizations and methods. His enthusiastic interest, superior foresight and diplomacy were responsible in large measure for the success of highly important operations.”
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 Image is illustrative-only to showcase the overall complexity of the security coordination efforts.


  
SIGNIFICANT DATES


  Winston Churchill appointed First Lord of the Admiralty


  1911: October 25


  Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Assistant Secretary of the Navy


  1913: March 17


  William Stephenson joins Royal Canadian Engineers after outbreak of World War I


  1914: August 4


  William Donovan sent by the Rockefeller Foundation’s American War Relief Commission to investigate conditions in war-torn Europe


  1916: March


  First meeting of Stephenson and Donovan in England


  April/May


  Stephenson in France as fighter pilot with No. 73 Squadron, Royal Flying Corps


  September


  United States enters World War I


  1917: April 6


  Germany collapses; Churchill’s “Thirty-Year Armistice” begins


  1918: November 11


  Adolf Hitler appointed Chancellor of Germany


  1933: January 30


  Stephenson witnesses Nazi “burning of the books”


  May 20


  Churchill is jeered when he warns of Germany’s re-arming


  August


  Hitler begins organized persecution of Jews


  1934: April 1


  Benito Mussolini’s Italian Fascist forces invade Abyssinia


  1935: October 2


  Germany occupies the Rhineland


  1936: March 7


  Rome-Berlin Axis established


  October 25


  Stephenson obtains summary of Hitler’s secret briefing of German high command for conquest of Europe and control of British Empire


  1937: November


  Germany marches into Austria


  1938: March 11


  Stephenson obtains plans for Hitler’s OPERATION GREEN for the take-over of Czechoslovakia


  April


  Neville Chamberlain signs Munich agreement declaring “peace in our time” and “peace with honor”


  September 30


  German troops enter Czech Sudetenland


  October 1


  Germans enter Prague


  1939: March 15


  Roosevelt’s appeal to Hitler for peace is rejected Colin Gubbins, future chief of Baker Street Irregulars, sent to Poland on British intelligence mission


  April


  Italy invades Albania


  April 7


  Enigma, Nazi coding machine, smuggled out of Warsaw


  August 22


  Germany and Russia sign pact with secret clause for the division of Poland


  August 23


  Britain signs Mutual Assistance Treaty with Poland


  August 25


  Germany invades Poland


  September 1


  Britain and France declare war on Germany


  September 3


  Chamberlain government appoints Churchill First Lord of the Admiralty


  September 3


  Roosevelt (POTUS) suggests to Churchill (Naval Person) a confidential exchange of information


  September 15


  Stephenson identifies Nork Hydro as source of heavy water for German atomic experiments


  October


  Stephenson leaves for STRIKE OX diversion


  November


  Russia invades Finland


  November 30


  Russia consolidates her half of Poland


  November


  Churchill recommends interruption of German-bound supplies from Norway and Sweden by means “neither diplomatic nor military”


  November 30


  Stephenson goes to Finland for last-ditch effort to repel Russian invasion


  December


  Stephenson travels to Norwegian heavy-water plant in wake of German scientists


  January/February


  Stephenson informs Churchill of top-secret scientific report that an atomic bomb can be constructed


  March


  Stephenson and Roosevelt discuss plan of co-operation between FBI and British secret intelligence


  April


  Germany invades Denmark and Norway


  April 9


  Germany invades Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg, and, finally, France


  May 10–14


  Churchill forms coalition government


  May 10


  Churchill delivers his first speech as Prime Minister, offers nothing but “blood, toil, tears and sweat”


  May 13


  Churchill appeals to Roosevelt for loan of destroyers


  May 15


  British mobilize for Dunkirk evacuation on basis of ULTRA intercepts


  May 15


  Dunkirk evacuation


  May 26–June 4


  Germans enter Paris; Italy declares war on France and Britain


  June 10–14


  Churchill, on emergency journey to France, offers federal union in desperate bid to keep French fighting


  June 16


  Stephenson (INTREPID) goes to New York to set up British Security Coordination


  June


  Churchill orders bombardment of French fleet at Oran, in North Africa


  July 3


  U.S. Ambassador Joseph Kennedy in London advises Roosevelt against “holding the bag in a war in which the Allies expect to be beaten”


  July 4


  Donovan flies to London as Roosevelt’s personal representative to see British secret warfare preparations


  July 14


  Start of air attacks foreshadowing Battle of Britain


  July 14


  Donovan learns of Nazi invasion plan, OPERATION SEALION


  July


  Battle of Britain begins


  August 10


  Donovan returns to Washington with concept for a U.S. intelligence agency


  September 15


  Germany, Italy, Japan form “Axis”


  September 27


  Hitler postpones SEALION


  October 12


  Roosevelt elected President for third term


  November 5


  British naval carrier planes inflict heavy losses on Italian fleet at Taranto


  November 11–12


  Coventry terror-bombed


  November 14–15


  Donovan returns to Britain; stops at Bermuda to study special aspects of British anti-Nazi operations


  December


  Stephenson, Donovan, and Churchill discuss possibility of diverting Hitler in East Europe on basis of ULTRA intercepts


  1941: January


  U.S. and Britain plan global strategy in ABC-1


  January/February


  Donovan tours Balkans aware that Hitler seeks to secure flanks before attacking Russia


  February/March


  Yugoslav military Putsch follows Donovan’s departure


  March 17


  Germany invades Yugoslavia


  April 6


  Operations against German battleship Bismarck


  May 20–27


  Germans invade Russia


  June 22


  Roosevelt appoints Donovan chief of first centralized intelligence agency with title of Coordinator of Information


  July 11


  Japanese land in French Indochina


  July 28


  Churchill and Roosevelt meet on H.M.S. Prince of Wales and sign Atlantic Charter


  August 10–11


  Japanese attack Pearl Harbor and Singapore


  December 7


  Hitler issues Nacht und Nebel decree for German-occupied countries


  December 7


  Germany declares war on United States


  December 11


  Churchill arrives in Washington on first wartime visit


  December 22


  Stephenson obtains details of Hitler/Heydrich conference on “Final Solution of Jewish Question”


  1942: February


  Reinhard Heydrich assassinated


  May 27


  Donovan’s agency is renamed Office of Strategic Services


  June 13


  Churchill flies to Washington to discuss Russian demands for European invasion and the Anglo-American TORCH invasion of North Africa


  June 17


  Dwight Eisenhower appointed commander-in-chief, Europe


  June 25


  Dieppe raid (JUBILEE) probes Fortress Europe


  August 19


  Allies land in North Africa (TORCH)


  November 8


  Operations begun for destruction of German heavy-water sources for atomic research


  1943: February


  Atomic scientist Niels Bohr is flown to Britain to join U.S.-British atomic-bomb program


  October 7


  Allies land in Normandy


  1944: June 6


  Rockets hit London


  June/September


  Roosevelt dies


  1945: April 12


  Hitler commits suicide


  April 30


  Germany surrenders unconditionally


  May 8


  Atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima


  August 6


  Japan surrenders


  August 14


  INTREPID and BSC depart headquarters in New York


  August/December


  President Harry Truman disbands OSS


  September 20


  
PART


  
I


  IN TIME OF PEACE


  “A wise man in time of peace prepares for war.”


  —Horace, Satires


  
1


  A brash young man named Winston Churchill was on the North American lecture circuit at the turn of the century, retelling the story of guerrillas in South Africa and his own escape from one of their “camps of concentration.” His audiences were disappointingly small. Nobody could have foreseen that Churchill was describing some of the grimmer features of future conflict: unconventional warfare, political terrorism, and concentration camps.


  In January 1901 he left the United States for Canada. On the twenty-second he reached Winnipeg, and found it draped in black. Queen Victoria was dead. The British Empire had crossed a watershed. Churchill wrote home to his American mother in England that “this city far away among the snows . . . began to hang its head.”


  A five-year-old boy in the crowds mourning the death of the distant monarch was Billy Stephenson. His father had been killed in South Africa, and the news had reached him a few days earlier, on his birthday. Shivering on the snow-banked sidewalks on the day of Churchill’s arrival in Winnipeg, he thought his dead father must have been a great hero to deserve such attention.


  Stephenson’s boyhood could not have been more different from that of the two partners he would have at a later critical moment in history: Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He had more in common with his future comrade in secret warfare William J. Donovan, then living on the United States side of the frontier.


  Stephenson was self-reliant early in life. He was three years old when his father went to fight in Africa with the Manitoba Transvaal Contingent. The boy grew up on the prairies of western Canada, where the long and bitter winters shaped and polished the character of the settlers. His own family had pioneer blood that went back for generations.


  Great-grandpa Donald had migrated from Aberdeen in Scotland way back in 1780. He married another Scot, Jean Campbell. They had a son, William Victor, who married Christine Breckman. Her forebears had come from Norway. Billy was born in 1896, on January 11, the coldest day in recorded history in that bleak part of the American continent.


  He devoured books. One of his earlier memories was reading “What hath God wrought!”—the words signaled in 1844 by Samuel F. B. Morse, who developed the first successful telegraph in the United States and the most commonly used telegraphic code. Billy’s middle name was Samuel in honor of the great Morse. Morse influenced not only Billy Stephenson, but also, in a manner the youth could not imagine, the man he would become.


  The boy grew up in Point Douglas, near Winnipeg, dividing his time between Argyle High School and the lumber mill started by his father.


  “He was restless and inquisitive,” recalled an Argyle teacher, Jean Moffatt. “A bookworm, we always thought, except he loved boxing. A wee fellow, but a real one for a fight. Of course, y’see, he was the man o’ the house from the time he was a toddler.”


  In his early teens, Stephenson experimented with electricity, steam engines, kites, and crude airplanes. He rigged his own Morse telegraph, a transmitter and receiver, and tapped out messages to ships on the Great Lakes. He knew the call signs of all the stations within reach and he worked out his own code, an improvement on the Secret Vocabulary Adapted For Use To Morse’s Electromagnetic Telegraph, published by Morse’s legal representative, Francis O. J. Smith, for the benefit of commercial users of the telegraph system in the mid-nineteenth century. Later, when asked about his education, he would look blank. “I got it like everyone else. From books.”


  He went straight from high school into World War I. His final school report stated: “High powers of concentration when his interest is aroused. Strong sense of duty. Good sport. Will be greatly missed.”


  The British decision to go to war against Germany in 1914 brought volunteers from the United States and Canada, attracted often by the promise of adventure. Stephenson was sent straight to the trenches with the Royal Canadian Engineers. Before his nineteenth birthday, he was commissioned in the field. Men fell in such numbers that he was advanced to captain within the year. He suffered the trauma of a poison-gas attack and saw men die in convulsion or lose sight and mind. For twenty months he knew the misery of the foot soldier. Then, crippled in another gas attack, he was sent back to England as “disabled for life.”


  Another strand of the far-distant future then appeared. In the third summer of the war, William Donovan was completing a survey of the conflict for the Rockefeller-sponsored American War Relief Commission in the hope of limiting the carnage. Donovan was thirty-three, a successful New York lawyer, and a shrewd investigator. He was appalled by what he found. Great armies embraced and heaved and pulled without shifting ground, locked in lingering death.


  “One of the ‘veterans’ from this nightmare was this twenty-year-old Canadian,” Donovan said later in notes for a biographer.* “I felt an old man, wickedly well-fed, against this skinny kid. But when he started to talk, I paid attention. I had asked a couple of routine questions. His answers were concise and perceptive. At our first meeting, in 1916, we discovered a shared background that overcame the gulf between those already fighting the war and us Americans, still out of it. I’d been a member of Canadian rowing teams near my home in Buffalo. Each week at the Crystal Rowing Club in Ontario, I’d argued with Canadians about the American Republic’s rejection of monarchy and Canada’s device for keeping a British king without taking orders from London.


  “Stephenson understood our American style that was taken, in England in the midst of a bloodbath, for brash vulgarity. And I had some understanding of why the English who survived the front lines were close-mouthed. Stephenson was willing to translate the horror into facts and figures for me.


  “He combined compassion and shrewdness in assessing German military and psychological weakness. He said Germany must lose in the end because she was fighting for bad reasons. He seemed terribly young to be a captain until he reeled off his observations. He didn’t see the war as an accident of history complicated by lunacy at the top. He was certainly not in love with war. He said someone had to fight this evil. He refused to dismiss as propaganda the reports of German atrocities. He wanted to get back to the front. The doctors said his lungs would never stand up to more fighting in the trenches.


  “So he decided to fly. He wangled a transfer to the Royal Flying Corps. They didn’t ask questions. Men were getting killed faster than recruits came in. He fudged his medical history and nobody looked too close. After five hours’ instruction, he was a fully-fledged combat pilot. It was an indication of how desperately the Allies needed pilots.”


  Stephenson reported for duty with No. 73 Squadron of the Royal Flying Corps. His adjutant was another Canadian, Thomas Drew-Brook, who would work for him and Donovan in World War II. Drew-Brook was aghast when he saw this new pilot, with the complexion of an invalid. Stephenson had turned down a safe and honorable job as a staff captain to become a temporary acting second lieutenant in what was widely regarded as the “Suicide Service,” and he brushed aside Drew-Brook’s objections that he was too sick for combat. “If I was heading for an early grave,” he said, “I wanted to dig it myself.” Instead, he won the Distinguished Flying Cross “for conspicuous gallantry and skill in attacking enemy troops and transports from low altitudes.” He became noted for “valuable and accurate information on enemy movements.” His score in downing enemy aircraft climbed. He was awarded the Military Cross for stampeding enemy transport, destroying enemy scouts, and “when flying low and observing an open [German] staff car, attacking it with such success that it was seen lying upside down in a ditch.” The citation offered the highest possible tribute to an airman in those days of the infantryman’s travail: “He is always there when the troops need him.”


  A taste for individual combat and a talent for keeping a mental record of everything he saw made a rare combination. As one of 73 Squadron’s two flight commanders, he could not indulge in lone-wolf sorties while on designated patrols. So he assigned himself to solitary missions in his own time and went looking for trouble. An obvious target was the Red Baron, Manfred von Richthofen. Stephenson analyzed enemy strategy and decided that the Baron’s brother, Lothar, was the more damaging flier. The Red Baron went after spectacular but sometimes easy victories. Lothar was more interested in effective destruction than in personal glory. For every two of the Red Baron’s victims, Lothar might destroy one undramatic but more dangerous observation balloon. Stephenson committed this view to a paper stating an argument for hot pursuit of enemy pilots like Lothar.


  His report caught the attention of the spitfire of a man who then dominated British intelligence. Admiral Sir Reginald (“Blinker”) Hall had advanced the art of secret warfare in the second decade of the century. The nickname “Blinker” referred to a twitch that made one eye flash like a Navy signal lamp. Hall refused to be restricted by his title of Director of Naval Intelligence, and operated beyond maritime horizons. He had served that other rebel against orthodoxy Winston Churchill, when he was First Lord of the Admiralty before the war began. Churchill’s obstinacy brought him into direct conflict with his more politically astute colleagues, and in 1915 he was forced to quit the post. By then, Hall had no further need for protection. He had expanded into every field of espionage. Scotland Yard, investigating a spy case in London, would discover him on the scene. The Secret Intelligence Service became resigned to the fact that a likely recruit in some foreign port would turn out to be Hall’s man. Nobody challenged Admiral Hall as a poacher; too many were indebted to him. He maintained as a cover that the staff in his unassuming quarters, in a backwater of the Admiralty known as Room 40, were only concerned with plotting the movements of enemy warships.


  By 1917, Blinker Hall had won respect even among his critics by intercepting and deciphering a telegram that he believed would bring America into the war: the Zimmermann Telegram, dispatched from Berlin to the Imperial German Minister in Mexico. No single crypt-analysis, it would be said for years to come, had such enormous consequences. Hall’s code breakers held history in their hands, and the memory of it would sustain the Admiral through discouraging times.


  Stephenson’s cool appraisal of enemy aviation, in a period when combat in the sky was regarded as chivalrous jousting between young daredevils, pleased Hall. The leather-skinned Admiral studied the fuzzy-cheeked aviator’s record, noting that Stephenson was already skilled in what Hall regarded as the heart of future secret intelligence—wireless traffic. Stephenson had also proposed to file and cross-index weaknesses in enemy aircraft and manpower, for swift reference. He thought the Germans had vulnerabilities in character that should be exploited. Decoys could be used to lure pilots into dogfights far from their own lines so that they would be distracted by the fear of running out of fuel. This was not the game according to the rules of chivalry, thought Hall, who was no great sport himself when it came to war.


  Having advocated the elimination of key enemy fliers, Stephenson practiced what he preached. He went after Lothar von Richthofen, and almost won for himself the red (“presumed dead”) label in Admiral Hall’s card index.


  Lothar kept to a section of the Western Front where British bombers operated during the German offensive of March 21, 1918. Stephenson was leading all three flights of 73 Squadron as part of the bomber escort. “We were joined at 16,000 feet by Bristol fighters of 62 and 22 Squadrons,” he recalled later. “Tommy Drew-Brook was attacked by a Fokker Tripe Red with black lines about four inches wide in a wavy pattern on both sides, down the length of the fuselage. Tommy was below me and to port. I did a diving turn and opened fire at about eighty yards.” The Fokker made an Immelmann turn, gaining height and reversing direction. Stephenson recognized the style of Lothar. “We span, dived, looped and tried every trick to get in the finalizing burst. My Camel had two Vickers firing through the prop, and it was the more maneuverable aircraft, too. So it was no discredit to Lothar that I fought him down to hedge-hopping and into a clump of trees. He wasn’t killed, but he never flew again—except as a passenger.”


  A fellow aviator in that operation was the American writer Arch Whitehouse, who recorded Stephenson’s career as an air ace: “The air war that began over Flanders was new. It bred a new kind of warrior. No airman contributed so much to the English-speaking cause as Stephenson.” Whitehouse was given a rare glimpse of Bill Stephenson’s inner self—something that evaded observers throughout the years—when he got from Stephenson some verse written to cheer him up during a bad patch:


  
    Why, flier shearing the rare strata of air


    Knowing the awakening of speed shared by no bird


    Why, when the whole ocean of resilient air is yours


    Stoop to consider the cramped earth? . . .


    Note with aloof and precise observation


    gestations in opening mushrooms of


    The crude flame and expelled dust


    That foul the floor of your cage.


    And remember that you alone


    Can escape through the single door


    Open to Heaven.

  


  The lines ended with a note to Whitehouse: “In other words, cheer up! We’re all on borrowed time.”


  Flying a lone patrol on July 28, 1918, Stephenson spotted a lumbering French reconnaissance plane in difficulties. Seven Fokker D-VIIs were maneuvering to attack. He broke up the formation, but a French observer, in the confusion, fired a burst into Stephenson’s Camel. He was hit in the leg and crashed behind the lines. Wounded again in the same leg by a German gunner, he was taken prisoner.


  He made several abortive escapes. “They were not well planned,” he said later. “But I wanted to get back to the squadron. The air war seemed crucial. The Germans were near collapse but they still had good aircraft and pilots in reserve. Anyone on our side with firsthand experience of them was still needed.”


  The Germans also realized that each veteran Allied aviator was worth a dozen new American or British war planes. Stephenson was put under close guard at Holzminden, a maximum-security prison where important captives were held. The camp commandant, Hans Niemayer, vented his hatred for Anglo-Saxons in private beatings and public taunts. “He was a German who had lived before the war in Milwaukee and returned to fight for the Kaiser,” Stephenson said later. “He was proud of his Americanisms. One day he lined us up because he’d uncovered an escape plan. ‘You think I don’t know what’s going on!’ he yelled. ‘But I tell you, I know damn-all!’ ”


  Stephenson nursed his injured leg and exaggerated his handicaps to persuade the guards that he could not escape. A week after entering camp, he had plotted its layout. He knew the weak points in the perimeter fence; the distance to the nearest village where he could shelter and change his clothes; and how far to Allied lines. He got this information by disguising his contempt for his captors and extracting what he could from casual contacts, even though it meant listening in seemingly friendly silence to Niemayer. By October 1918, less than three months after being first captured, he was ready for the final attempt.


  Stephenson had been permitted to work in the kitchen. Bit by bit, he acquired utensils from which he fashioned wire cutters, a crude knife, and a simple compass. When he was ready to break out, he stole Niemayer’s family portrait from the commandant’s office as an insult, “so that he would have no illusions about our relationship.” With the photograph stuffed under a stolen German Army greatcoat, he was away to freedom an hour before dawn.


  He reached Allied lines within three days, and characteristically submitted a detailed report, this one on enemy prison camps.


  A copy of the report went to Room 40, where Admiral Blinker Hall was tagging the handful of youngsters he wanted to coach for a new world of secret intelligence. The problem was that Stephenson was too well known. He had a record of twenty-six aircraft shot down in the comparatively short flying career that followed combat experience in the trenches. He had the French Legion of Honor and Croix de Guerre with Palm to add to his other medals. He was known as “Captain Machine-Gun” in the ring, where he had won the interservice lightweight world boxing championship on the same program as Gene Tunney, who had won the heavyweight title for the U.S. Marines. Tunney turned professional and became undefeated world champion, enjoying an influence that would later help Stephenson’s work in World War II, for the two men became business partners and life-long friends. In 1918, Hall was about to withdraw behind the scene, where he would manipulate intelligence affairs for the next twenty-five years. He thought it best to have Stephenson transferred to the neutral zone of test-flying foreign war-planes. “As Chief Test Pilot at the Royal Flying Corps Reconstruction Center,” the Admiral wrote him later, “you flew more different types of international aircraft than any other pilot known to me.”


  Stephenson did not share the easygoing attitude of the sportsmen fliers who romanticized aerial warfare. In his account of the first air war, written privately for Hall, he noted that the Royal Flying Corps had initially gone into combat with fewer than fifty aircraft, under the command of a cavalry general who had got off his horse and learned to fly at the age of forty-nine. His chief of staff had been a Boer War veteran who literally floated around for years in balloons. Each pilot had to ferry to France his own plane, carrying a small stove, soup cubes, and field glasses. Maps were provided by Monsieur Michelin, whose tire companies gave away automobile guides. All the aircraft were cannibalized; undercarriages designed for Morane Parasols were twisted to fit on BE8s; engines built for Farmans were shoehorned into the mountings of RE2s. Gunners qualified if they could load a cavalry carbine, drop metal darts onto German heads, and did not mind filling their large jacket pockets with rocks to fling at enemy aircraft. Technology had advanced under the pressure of war, but Stephenson was afraid that in a long period of truce the Allies would fall behind and find themselves ill-prepared to confront a more militarily advanced enemy.


  He was still test-flying when he became entranced by the whole range of new ideas associated with aviation, as Hall guessed he would. He had a mathematical mind that his flying reflected. A cool application of tested principles could get a pilot out of tight spots. Even the seemingly harum-scarum Flying Corps recognized this in a requiem sung at mess parties:


  
    He died in an hour and a quarter


    And this was the reason he died;


    He’d forgotten the fact that iota


    Was the maximum angle of glide.

  


  Not only did Stephenson know that if you lifted the nose an iota beyond the angle of glide in a dead-engine landing, you were finished, but also he suggested a new wing design that improved the gliding angle. His boisterous colleagues, feeling they had already made their covenant with death, tended to think only of each day. They were regarded with condescension by regular officers of the older established services, but not by Admiral Hall. He had picked out an older man, William Wiseman, gassed in the same German offensive that disabled Stephenson, and had sent him to Washington as chief of the British Secret Intelligence Service in the U.S. for the balance of World War I.


  There was no public information on the British Secret Intelligence Service in those days. The operating budget was buried from sight. The Official Secrets Act was applied with such rigor that Sir Compton Mackenzie, an honorable man with an immense following as a writer, was prosecuted and severely punished for a vague postwar account of his work in SIS. Such an attitude had persisted for centuries. Only occasionally were prominent names mentioned in connection with the secret services of the monarch: Cardinal Wolsey, Walsingham, Thurloe, and Rudyard Kipling. Wiseman’s name came into public print because he had functioned in the United States, where it was not easy to conceal these things. A good deal of fun was poked at intelligence chiefs disguised behind initials. Much emphasis was laid upon the constipated nature of an agency that allegedly drew recruits from a small privileged class and the old-boy net. The ridicule was a welcome smoke screen. Stephenson met none of the fictional criteria but he met the real requirements, including the courage of a man of imagination who can visualize the bloody and painful consequences of his own actions.


  * Whitney Shepardson, first London chief of the Office of Strategic Services in World War II, later president of the CIA-funded Free Europe Committee, 1953–56.
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  “My Lord! There are most uncommon creatures here among those who have this vast and appalling War-job—men about whom our great-grandchildren will read in their school histories; but of them all, the most extraordinary is this naval officer—of whom, probably, they’ll never hear.” Thus wrote U.S. Ambassador Walter H. Page in London to President Woodrow Wilson in 1916, referring to Admiral Blinker Hall. Hall did not think the end of the fighting meant an end to danger. Modern weapons and new methods of mass communication produced new possibilities for tyrants. His warnings, like those of others, were swept away in the postwar wave of revulsion to war and disenchantment with military leaders.


  In New York, the crowds turned out to cheer the 69th Regiment as it paraded down Fifth Avenue, with Colonel William Donovan marching on foot at the head of his men. His regiment had earned the title “The Fighting Irish,” and their chief was famous as “Wild Bill.” In explanation of his decision not to ride on horseback, as tradition required, he said: “If it was good enough to go on foot through Europe, it’s good enough now.” At the end of the day, in the empty silence of Camp Mills, where the regiment had been quartered before going to war, he wept. “I can’t forget the men we left behind,” he told his brother, Father Vincent Donovan.


  “The most tragic thing about the war was not that it made so many dead men, but that it destroyed the tragedy of death,” wrote the American poet John Peale Bishop. “Not only did the young suffer in the war, but so did every abstraction that would have sustained and given dignity to their suffering.”


  A future prime minister of Britain, Harold Macmillan, returned to the university city of Oxford, found it full of ghosts, and later wrote the words that spoke for a lost generation: “Bitterness ate into our hearts at the easy way many elders seemed to take up again and play with undiminished zest the game of politics.”


  The game of politics demanded the dismantling of the war machine. The public wanted it so. Military budgets were slashed. Aviation in England was returned to private enterprise. Test pilots were out of jobs. Stephenson was put through Oxford and the forerunner of Cranwell Aeronautical College, where he concentrated on Admiral Hall’s favorite subject, radio communications. Stephenson went back to Canada with a private vision of a new world in which science would bring order and peace.


  His ideas got a cool reception. He sought Canadian backing for popular broadcasting. This seemed an inevitable consequence of wartime developments in radio. But he was a stripling of twenty-three. On the home front he had to take his place in line as if still a child, although he had outlived his allotted span in the war, where each day after the age of twenty was a bonus. He was hired by the University of Manitoba to teach math and science while he studied the province’s experiments in public broadcasting. “I had a guilt feeling that I should have died with the others,” he recalled. “Being still alive, I had an obligation to justify my survival.”


  Among his notes appeared fragments of verse. One, from Wordsworth, indicates his frame of mind:


  
    Who is the happy Warrior . . .


    That every man in arms would wish to be?


    —It is the generous spirit . . .


    Who, doomed to go in company with Pain,


    And Fear, and Bloodshed . . .


    Turns his necessity to glorious gain. . . .


    And in himself possess his own desire . . .


    And therefore does not stoop, nor lie in wait


    For wealth, or honors, or for worldly state . . .


    And, through the heat of conflict, keeps the law


    In calmness made, and sees what he foresaw.

  


  Stephenson never in his life publicly displayed his romanticism. It was, however, typical of the mood of those who survived a certain kind of individual combat. A few oldsters understood this sentiment and were willing to tap the energies it released.


  Admiral Hall sent word that Stephenson should return to London in the early 1920s. Hall had retired into the shadows. The British intelligence community had been drastically reduced, and Hall tried to keep it alive through groups of civilians in politics, international affairs, and scientific development. He regarded Stephenson as “a brilliant mathematician who, like the American pioneers, can see no limit to his horizons . . . a most rare combination of the man of action and of imagination.” Believing that the interception of enemy communications and cryptanalysis were the foundation of good modern intelligence, Hall built up contacts in industry, commerce, and the universities, where he could tap resources of intellect. The modern science of cryptology had grown from humble beginnings: the invention of telegraphy. Stephenson had demonstrated an inventive genius of his own in the field. Now he learned that while he had been fighting in France, other battles had been conducted by scholars who had applied academic discipline and logic to break down German codes and who could pinpoint the exact disposition of U-boats and Zeppelins by snatching orders out of the ether. Others analyzed general radio traffic to gain an insight into enemy thinking: a craft in itself, so that those who became skilled in “traffic analysis” were regarded by Hall as far too valuable to be lost in the postwar defense cuts. There was not yet a profession called “cryptanalysis,” and those who were good at solving coded mysteries were found in departments of classical history, mathematics, and even dead languages. These formed a tiny unpaid nucleus. Around them, Hall gathered likely young fellows who could make it in the commercial world.


  Stephenson found himself talking to British radio manufacturers about the Canadian pioneer venture in government-run broadcasting. He was convinced that public broadcasting services could be a powerful instrument for good or evil, and his views were shared by a former fellow pilot, Gladstone Murray, an air ace who became aviation correspondent for the London Daily Express, owned by another Canadian, Lord Beaverbrook. The three of them produced a case for the formation of a British Broadcasting Company. It was financed, like the Winnipeg station, by government license. The BBC was later incorporated to function without interference by the ruling political party. It created a national audience of millions and a market for builders of radio equipment. Thus it ensured research and development in Admiral Hall’s field. It also gave work to talented individuals like Murray, who became BBC publicity director—an appointment that would prove useful in the next war.


  “There wasn’t a lot of money available in those days,” Stephenson said later. “What counted was encouragement and being able to find enthusiastic co-workers. Whatever lesson the war taught me about personal survival were overshadowed by a conviction that our society had to defend itself against sudden attack or we’d have another world war. H. G. Wells became a good friend and adviser. The public knew him as a historian and prophet in fiction. Few knew about his passionate belief that in the science-fiction wars to come, our first line of defense would be information, rapidly conveyed. We’d both learned to distrust an elite class that claimed the privilege of leadership in good times and then, having led the people into calamity, let them fight their own way out.”


  Stephenson wrote papers on what he called “Tele-vision,” the method of transmitting moving pictures by radio waves. Why not make it a practical reality? He worked on mathematical equations to prove pictures could be transmitted as easily as sound. He bought an interest in two electronics firms in England, contributing ideas and labor to make up for what he lacked in ready cash. General Radio and Cox-Cavendish were in the forefront of new developments in radio and electrical equipment. At the age of twenty-six he was marketing thousands of small home receiving sets for BBC listeners in the British Isles. His life was one of fiendish activity in spartan quarters. Lord Northcliffe, owner of the Daily Mail, backed his experiments in the conversion of light into electric current. In December 1922 that newspaper published the first photograph transmitted by radio. It hailed the event as “a revolution in communications” and the inventor as “a brilliant young scientist.”


  He was now drawn into a circle of scientists gathered by Winston Churchill, through his personal force of character, around the person of Professor Frederick Lindemann, later Lord Cherwell, but always “the Prof” to Churchill and Stephenson. It was the Prof who began sounding the alarm about German militarism and its revival in an atmosphere of pseudo-scientific racism. Germany was also leaping forward in science and military technology. Stephenson’s own ideas were stimulated by the revolutionary theory that gravitation bends light, propounded by Albert Einstein, who had been part of resurgent Germany’s intellectual establishment. The Prof and a secret British defense committee kept in touch with the physicist, and also encouraged research in Britain on splitting the atom. The problem was always one of funds. There was popular hostility to government-financed research and development of arms. Men like Churchill were political outcasts for warning that preparation was the only guarantee against another “unnecessary war.”


  His secret defense committee was held together by little else than a common sense of purpose, to discourage tyrants by a display of armed readiness. One of its concealed accomplishments in the 1920s was the development of Larynx, a “catapult-bomb”—in effect, a guided missile that foreshadowed the rockets Hitler aimed later at London. Whatever was done, however, depended upon the interplay of industrial scientists. They attracted refugee scientists from Germany; and the best were given moral support by Churchill’s followers.


  Stephenson brought into his business such a man, Charles Proteus Steinmetz, a Jewish scientist whose socialist views were so strong that he had been forced to leave Germany years earlier. “Steiny was a mathematical genius. He calculated laws to prove the feasibility of inventions that even today seem pretty advanced,” said Stephenson fifty years later. “He had already covered a wide range of electronics before the end of the nineteenth century. At the age of fifty-seven he found himself working in the United States for a large corporation whose policies stifled his creative powers. I knew his work, heard of his discontent, and offered him freedom in my own labs.”


  Their first encounter was described by writer Roald Dahl: “The first impression of Stephenson was a small man of immense power. Nothing indecisive about him at all. There was bound to be trepidation and fear because you were right in the lion’s den. But when you got to know him better, you understood his immense capabilities. He worked hard, he played around with his businesses and his scientific things, he coupled them up and made fortunes with apparently no trouble at all. Even Steiny could never stretch this man to his full mental capacity. He just accommodated every new idea, digested everything, and created out of what he absorbed.”


  Stephenson was still a man of action. He continued to hold his title of amateur lightweight boxing champion until he retired in 1928, still undefeated, when he became owner of Britain’s National Sporting Club. Steinmetz confronted him with a different kind of challenge, demanding days and nights of concentrated mental labor. Once, in pursuit of the laser beam, half a century before its practical application, Stephenson was still at work as dawn broke. “Steiny peered at my sheets of figures and said, ‘Beeell, you are slowing down!’ Then he studied my calculus and blamed the sloppy work on my heavy smoking. Not lack of sleep. Too many cigarettes! So I threw down my last cigarette and never smoked again.”


  Another refugee scientist, Chaim Weizmann, entered Stephenson’s circle. This tall, princely figure first appeared on the English scene in 1903. He had left his home in the Jewish Pale near Pinsk to study chemistry in Europe. He was drawn to London for reasons shared with many Jewish scientists, which he summarized in a letter to his fiancée: “If we are to get help from any quarter, it will be England which, I don’t doubt, will help us in Palestine. . . . This [London] is the hub of the world and really, you sense the breathing of a giant.” In 1916, Weizmann had perfected a new process for making acetone, which eased a critical explosives shortage. This brought him in touch with Churchill and other English statesmen. They encouraged his dreams of a Jewish dominion in which Jewish creative energies would combine with British improvisation. By the 1920s he had become president of the Zionist Organization and was known as “the uncrowned king of the Jews.”


  From Steinmetz and Weizmann, Stephenson learned more than scientific innovation. “They opened my mind to new concepts,” he said later. “Steiny taught me German with a guttural Hebrew accent. Weizmann foresaw an age of small and independent nations whose first line of defense would be knowledge. They both believed science would produce weapons to enable small communities to put up impregnable defenses when danger threatened—like the porcupine raising its quills. And all would depend on early warning.”


  Stephenson saw such an early-warning system as a co-ordinated intelligence service. Admiral Blinker Hall was the man who might accomplish it. Hall was now Churchill’s personal intelligence chief. But Churchill’s political fortunes were in decline. There was no British intelligence service faintly resembling those intriguing versions of popular fiction. Instead, there were a few undervalued professionals and some amateurs who began to arrange themselves around Stephenson. And there was the small underpaid, overworked, and ill-appreciated British Secret Intelligence Service, which commanded official recognition and little else.
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  An American equivalent to the British Secret Intelligence Service did not exist at all. There was the United States Army’s Signal Intelligence Service, charged with the interception and solving of enemy communications in wartime; and there was that relic of the war, an organization for intercepting foreign communications, known as the Black Chamber. It was supposed to be “a permanent organization for code and cipher investigation and attack.” But the times were peculiar. Those who warned against the threat of war were warmongers. Those who sensed the menace in and tried to penetrate the secrets of the new totalitarians were sneaks. Those who peered too closely into closed societies were Peeping Toms. “Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail,” pontificated Henry L. Stimson after he became Secretary of State in 1929. The Black Chamber shifted its quarters from a fashionable town house at 3 East 38th Street in New York City to an old brownstone at 141 East 37th, like a genteel family going down in the world.


  Bill Donovan, who, like Admiral Hall, believed that a free society could survive only with efficient intelligence services, had been sent to Siberia in 1919 to assess the beleaguered White Russians. He applied a rule of good intelligence: his report must be free from personal prejudice. He reported from revolution-torn Russia to the State Department that anti-Communist forces were corrupt and divided. “We can prevent a shooting war,” he wrote, “only if we take the initiative to win the subversive war.”


  He went back to Europe in 1920 on a private fact-finding mission financed by the Rockefeller Foundation, and again he returned with reports that did not support wishful thinkers. His carefully documented notes on Germany dwelt upon the dangerous mood of self-pity induced by the notion that German leaders had never actually surrendered and were therefore still unbeaten. This conflicted with American public opinion, summarized by William Wiseman, nearing the end of his appointment in Washington as British intelligence chief. “We should be wary,” Wiseman had written to London, “of the American inclination to thrust responsibility for the war upon the Kaiser and what is termed the Military Party. Americans believe the rest of Germany has been an unwilling tool in the hands of military masters. If Germany was to repudiate the Kaiser and become a Republic, there would be an enormous reaction in America in her favour and she might be received again very much like the Prodigal Son.”


  Donovan noted the popularity of the German military caste, its determination to rearm, and the opportunities offered to fanatics promising to lead the people out of the economic chaos they were suffering. His reporting methods were described as “anticipating in an uncanny way the functions of a future American intelligence agency” by his biographer, Corey Ford. Donovan had also anticipated Churchill, who was soon saying publicly what Donovan reported privately to a few concerned Americans. “My mind is obsessed with the terrible Germany we saw and felt in action during the years 1914 to 1918,” said Churchill. “I see Germany again possessed of all her martial power while we, the Allies, who so narrowly survived, gape in idleness and bewilderment.”


  In the fortress prison of Landsberg, a new German hero conducted meetings of the National Socialist movement and dictated a book that cast a shadow across the years ahead. Adolf Hitler’s autobiography expressed hatred for the Jews, denounced the Bolsheviks, and offered a disturbingly perceptive study of mass propaganda. It was called Mein Kampf (My Struggle). Hitler began it in 1922. Two years later, having failed to seize power in a Putsch, he served a jail sentence for high treason and finished his political testament. It summoned into existence a new kind of man: der Führer, who would command a new barbaric civilization.


  Even in prison, Hitler commanded obedience. The warders cried “Heil Hitler!” on entering his cell. When he met a new jailer, he fixed the unfortunate man with blazing eyes. Those subjected to his manic stare agreed that it pierced them to the soul. The prison mailmen staggered to his cell with gifts from all over Germany: wine, fruit, flowers, chocolates, rich cakes, expensive meats, an abundance of luxuries while hardship stalked the streets. Hitler’s chosen henchmen occupied other cells. He had secretaries and a valet. He lunched in a communal hall with fellow Nazis. And thus he finished Mein Kampf, a blueprint for total destruction of existing society and conquest of the world.


  Meanwhile, Stephenson crossed the Atlantic again in search of business partners, scientific brains, and opportunities to expand his interests. Radio led him into recorded sound and movies, where he was experimenting, like many others, with the marvels of sound-on-film and “talking pictures.” He was ready to move into the automobile industry. Henry Ford’s assumed monopoly of it had been badly shaken by news that a rival, Chevrolet, had surpassed the Model T in sales. There was a stampede for radio sets and the first products of the embryo electronics industry. Those who were smitten by jazz were pouring money into records by George Gershwin and Paul Whiteman. Stephenson saw opportunity in all these fields. He went to New York seeking business partners in 1924, the year that John D. Rockefeller, Sr., was found to have paid only $124,266 in taxes, whereas his son paid $7,435,169, and the year Charles Dawes presented Germany with a reparations bill that would bankrupt the new republic and smooth Hitler’s rise to power.


  Stephenson saw magnificent opportunities for applying American technology to comparatively backward Europe, and ways to develop mass markets in the United States for the products of British inventiveness. United Europe, too, could provide the kind of market that produced large sales and money to finance new ideas.


  On the voyage back to England, he met a pretty young girl from Tennessee: Mary French Simmons. She had never traveled so far from home before, but she knew a great deal about the world. She noticed that the small, restless Canadian kept aloof from their fellow passengers and she concluded that he was shy. He seemed interested in reading dull-looking textbooks, although he answered politely when she questioned him about Europe.


  “This Mr. Churchill speaks of a United Europe which could accomplish what the United States has done in wealth and industry,” she said. “Is it possible?”


  Stephenson smiled, and she noticed how it transformed his whole appearance. “There was a chance of that,” he said, “two or three years ago. Now—I’m not so sure.”


  “Why is that?”


  “For one thing, Mr. Churchill lives quietly in the country, painting visions on canvas. The men who could lead the United States and a United Europe together don’t seem to have much of a following. . . .”


  “Who is this man Mussolini?”


  Stephenson surrendered to her polite interrogation. By the end of the voyage, he had only one question to ask in return: would Mary marry him. On Sunday, August 31, 1924, the New York Times carried the photograph of an uncommonly handsome girl under the headline AMERICAN GIRL WEDS CANADIAN SCIENTIST.


  In Germany, the first chapters of Mein Kampf were being smuggled out of Hitler’s well-furnished cell. By the end of the year, the future Nazi dictator had been released “for good behavior.” The Berliner Tageblatt wrote: “Never before has a court more openly denied the foundation upon which it rests and upon which every modern state is built.” The thugs had bludgeoned justice. Europe united was a dream that would become a nightmare.
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  In that same year of 1924, Stephenson received from Cipher Machines, at 2 Steglitserstrasse, Berlin, the offer of a “secret writing mechanism to frustrate inquisitive competitors.” This was Enigma, harmless enough in its commercial form. It resembled a clumsy great typewriter. Anything typed on its large keyboard passed through a ciphering system and emerged in a scrambled form that would mystify an unauthorized observer.


  It seemed to Stephenson that Enigma could be electrified and remodeled into a compact machine. Unknown to him, this is what German intelligence thought, too. By the time Hitler had strong-armed his way to power, a different, and highly secret, Enigma would lie at the heart of Nazi cipher systems.


  Stephenson played around with the design of the first Enigma and then forgot about it. In those breathless years from 1924 until 1933, when Hitler became Chancellor of a new Germany, much happened to distract this young man who had made his first million before he was thirty. His friendship with Frederick Lindemann, “the Prof,” allowed him to prod Churchill out of a prolonged mood of depression. The Prof feared that Germany was developing new weapons and would destroy her old enemies when Hitler was ready. Stephenson fed those fears with facts.


  Churchill seemed in 1933 to be “politically dead,” in Harold Nicolson’s words. “He is just a great round white face . . . incredibly aged. . . . His spirits also have declined and he sighs that he has lost his old fighting power.”


  But Churchill was not out of the battle. He had spent twenty years in governments formed by both major political parties. His detractors said this was proof of instability. His admirers saluted his stamina. He had held more ministerial posts than any man in England. Stephenson’s firsthand reports of what was really happening in Germany now stirred Churchill. With the Prof to lean upon, the seemingly old man made a little-known journey. It took him into the nooks and crannies of Germany, from which he returned alarmed and angry. This near-forgotten German tour would later explain Churchill’s ruthless pursuit of Hitler’s destruction and the Prof’s mobilization of air power to destroy the nation that spawned Nazism. They had glimpsed, in 1933, the possibility of a German atomic bomb and a dictatorship mad enough to use it.


  There was a bonfire of books at Berlin University that same year. Stephenson watched students fling into the flames the works of Freud, Mann, H. G. Wells, Proust, and Einstein. Already, the Führer was dictating how the Third Reich should think. “The National Socialist German Workers’ Party,” decreed Hitler, “constitutes the only political party.” In the burning of the books, Stephenson saw the forging of a weapon hard to define: thought control. He was asked by Churchill to seek out more facts and figures on secret German arms, details that would shatter British and American complacency. Thought-control defied such analysis, though H. G. Wells had tried. Hitler had invented the Big Lie, said Wells. “It will be believed if repeated enough.” The Big Lie spread like a gas that poisoned the minds of foreign observers as well as Germans disposed to trust one man’s claim to infallibility.


  “The Big Lie takes many forms. It can win bloodless victories for Germany if our leaders are soft-headed. Hitler means to conquer the world,” Stephenson wrote privately to Churchill. “But he will not attack his next victim until he has undermined him first, and digested the previous victim. Europe is rotten with indecision, and corrupted by hopes of making separate deals with the Nazis. Germany’s final enemies are in North America. Hitler will try first to sap our courage by winning friends there.”


  Stephenson was pursued by Alfred Rosenberg, the pasty-faced fanatic who dressed Hitler’s ugly intentions in pseudo-scientific disguise. There would come a day when Rosenberg choked while Hitler told him how the Jews were to be exterminated. In 1933, Rosenberg was still the self-deluded Nazi theoretician, earnestly preaching an anti-Bolshevik gospel to foreign visitors.


  Rosenberg failed to see Stephenson’s horror at the violence already visible in Germany. A dangerous arrogance blinded Nazi leaders to the reactions of such a foreigner. What Rosenberg did perceive was Stephenson’s control of the biggest film and recording studios outside Hollywood, and his influence in the world of entertainment—a prime Nazi propaganda target. Furthermore, Stephenson conducted business all over the world. He was modernizing coal mines in the Balkans, steel factories in Scandinavia, and oil refineries in Rumania. He led technical missions to help countries like India. His steel and cement companies were the largest outside the United States. The German cartels would love to plug into such a network.


  Nazi intrigues led to the rediscovery of Enigma. The cipher machine had been modernized and put into limited German service, its presence noted by American engineers of the International Telephone and Telegraph Company. ITT was becoming involved in German arms manufacture, after talks with Hitler in 1933. The founder of ITT, Colonel Sosthenes Behn, set up German subsidiaries to take advantage of Nazi promises that foreign investors would get preferential treatment and the guarantee of huge global markets later.


  A report on these advantageous terms was sent to Stephenson. One of his companies made equipment for ITT’s British subsidiary. He found an opportunity to talk with ITT engineers, who were now in an unusual position to examine the German communications systems. They commented on the large amount of coded traffic. It seemed to result from Hitler’s use of a coding machine for Nazi party business.


  ITT’s German interests were handled by Dr. Gerhard Alois Westrick. The German banker Kurt von Schroeder joined the directors of ITT subsidiaries. Both men caught Stephenson’s attention—and would hold it for other reasons for a long time. Schroeder was on his way to becoming Gestapo treasurer and a general in the SS security service. Westrick was a partner of Heinrich Albert, a German propagandist in the United States, and would become an adversary when Stephenson tried to break up Nazi cartels in the Western Hemisphere. Sometimes it was wiser to leave these partnerships alone. In ITT’s case, whatever benefit was obtained by the Nazis from American expertise had to be balanced against intelligence gathered by its technicians. The irony was that in those days this intelligence roused more interest in Enigma among Stephenson’s colleagues in London than it could in Washington.


  Several observers in different parts of the world must have guessed Enigma’s importance at the same time. In the U.S., the Radio Intelligence Division of the Federal Communications Commission was peering into Nazi secret-radio traffic. RID was the American counterpart of the British Radio Security Service (RSS). Each worked under the handicap of official displeasure and justified operations by claiming only to watch for pirate radio stations that broke the law, usually by transmitting without government license.


  In 1934, when Stephenson discussed Enigma with American friends, a Federal Communications Act became law in which Section 605 prohibited wiretaps and the interception of messages between foreign countries and the United States. The prohibition reflected the mood of the authorities in both countries and made it difficult for worried citizens to exchange information between countries—even if it did concern their mutual survival.


  Enigma gleamed briefly on their horizon and vanished again. Within the armed forces of the United States and Britain, there were inadequately paid specialists who might have locked onto the secret more firmly if there had been official channels through which to compare notes. Instead, there were informal groups of men and women who were convinced war was coming. To say so, however, was “unpatriotic.” Nobody in his right senses wanted war in a period of severe economic depression. There was a widespread belief in Britain and the United States that the manufacture of arms was in the hands of “Merchants of Death.” Stephenson and his friends on both sides of the Atlantic had to resort to an almost conspiratorial style to avoid the label. They were becoming reluctant detectives, obliged to get the facts of German rearmament before they could prepare to defend their own people.


  There was no financial inducement for Stephenson to chase ghosts like Enigma or to pry into Nazi secrets. Yet everything he touched not only turned to gold, but also involved technical developments that would transform warfare. He was building planes at a time when no British government would put money into military aircraft. His fellow flight-commander from 73 Squadron A. H. Orlebar won the coveted aeronautical trophy, the Schneider Cup, in the plane that sired the Spitfire. The designer, Reginald Mitchell, was dying; Stephenson encouraged him sufficiently that he fought pain and despair to complete the graceful fighter in time to defend Britain against invasion. The inventor of the jet, Frank Whittle, remembered his relief at discovering Stephenson, after the Royal Air Force had rejected his revolutionary concept of flight without propellers. Fortunately, such developments could be financed by Stephenson’s Electric and General Industrial Trust. Stephenson listened to Whittle’s proposals, sat silent for several minutes, then put his finger on the problem with characteristic brevity.


  “He said we’d need a new alloy for the high-speed turbine blades,” Whittle recalled. “Then he found it.”


  There were cautionary voices who had a more subtle influence on Stephenson: George Bernard Shaw, George Orwell, and foreign correspondents whose horror stories from Germany were often suppressed by their own publishers. Stephenson had lost his dearest friend, Steinmetz, who died suddenly but whose voice persisted in a period of confusion. On visits to Germany, Stephenson “felt Steiny at my elbow, setting me straight. Everything I did was tangling with the knowledge that we were going to have to fight Hitler and his perversion of Darwin’s theory of survival of the fittest.”


  The fight against Hitler finally began at home. In Britain and North America, small movements resisted further compromise with Hitler. In London, “Churchill’s activists” were drawn from all sections of society. Their voice in Parliament was Churchill, but the public ignored his warnings. These were what he called the “Wilderness Years.” He was branded a warmonger for writing that “when Hitler began, Germany lay prostrate at the feet of the Allies—Hitler may yet see the day when what is left of Europe will be prostrate at the feet of the Germans.” In articles for the few newspapers that tolerated his opinions, he learned to modify his statements. “We shall be worse off if we get too far ahead of public opinion,” he told Focus, anticipating what an American president would tell his own advisers when pressed to fight Nazism.


  Focus was one of those informal groups pulled together by Admiral Blinker Hall. They consisted of men and women who saw war as inevitable, but whose views ran counter to British policy. Some came from the British Secret Intelligence Service itself, whose servants were bound to obey the government of the day. If that government chose to belittle the danger of war, what was a loyal intelligence officer to do? It was an offense even to utter the initials of any department of intelligence, let alone complain to the press. The problem was partly solved by an unobtrusive figure moving between the Directorate of Military Intelligence and these civilian-professional groups meeting in their clubs and company board rooms. He was Desmond Morton, a modest major who would eventually organize an Allied Committee of Resistance to rally civilians against Hitler inside Nazi territories. Major Morton’s experience in organizing resistance within Britain in the mid-1930s offered lessons for the future.


  Morton later told a story that caught the flavor of those days: “Our man in Dublin concluded that the chief of German intelligence in southern Ireland was a thug living in Bray. Some of our gentlemen hit him with a rubber truncheon one night, bundled him into a dinghy and rowed him out to one of His Majesty’s submarines. When it reached England, there emerged from the lockers into which he’d been thrust, the bloody and bloody-minded features of the chief of British Naval Intelligence for southern Ireland. . . .”


  Morton was Special Assistant to Churchill in 1935, assigned to “discover the plans for the manufacture of arms and war stores abroad.” He was to prepare a shadow organization that in wartime would answer to Parliament as a Ministry of Economic Warfare, secretly responsible for sabotage and assassination. Neither Churchill nor Morton had parliamentary authority. Their support came from the King, that higher authority whose intervention was permissible in times of crisis although it could be challenged. This traditional arrangement, by which the monarchy and the funds set aside for royal functions could be used to protect those acting secretly to defend national interests, was and still is little understood. It was to prove vital in the secret wars to come. Meanwhile, it allowed Morton to shuttle between groups like Focus, Electra, and the XYZ Committee; informal gatherings of men who had respectable reasons for traveling abroad, including adventurers and explorers like Ian and Peter Fleming. (Peter had just walked across Tibet from China to India and was speculating on methods of “strategic deception” if war with Germany broke out again.)


  Stephenson’s business office, in St. James’s Street, off Piccadilly, had become the London base of an alliance with Washington between like-minded men. Through this channel came a report in 1935 that the Japanese Navy was sharing its version of Enigma with the Japanese Foreign Office.


  A working partnership developed unofficially through Stephenson. The U.S. Army’s Signal Intelligence Service and the U.S. Navy’s equivalent were forbidden to exchange information with the British. But much was possible by word of mouth. Stephenson, with business reasons for talking with key figures, could arrange co-operation in a way that might be embarrassing if documented on paper. To many senior officers and a few politicians, it was clear that Germany and Japan were moving into an ominous stage preceding naked aggression: concealment. Their diplomatic and military traffic was protected by unfathomable ciphers. Part of the method of breaking such codes was to gather quantities of coded messages: the bigger the volume, the better the chance of detecting a pattern that would lead to a solution. With help from Canada, which was part of the Western Hemisphere but also a confidant of Britain, the old Allies could pool the results of their unofficial eaves-dropping. Their clandestine method of co-operation provided useful experience for the hard times to come.


  Stephenson, anything but a conspirator, was obliged to seek anonymity. “The less anyone knows about the personal life of an intelligence chief, the better” was an unwritten law. Stephenson was becoming chief of a private intelligence agency. All record of his activities was erased from the newspapers after 1935. Clippings about him began to disappear from newspaper files.


  Still, he was in the public eye. This seeming contradiction had a purpose. If war came, such men would be scrutinized by enemy intelligence working through many channels, but largely dependent upon newspaper files. Stephenson’s activities were part of the process of building up contacts abroad in preparation for secret warfare. He had just won the prestigious King’s Cup air race when printed accounts of his past began to vanish. He won it with a machine designed and built in his own General Aircraft factory. This attracted the interest of Hitler’s Air Force chiefs. They had worked on other British and American airmen, appealing to sportsmanship and a shared passion for flying.


  Again Stephenson listened. It must have been an odd spectacle. In London, his friends tore up his past. In Germany, he gently interrogated Hitler’s men with little more than a smile and cocked eyebrow.


  “At one conference,” he reported, “a description was given of ‘blitzkrieg.’ . . . Dive bombers and tanks would spearhead each offensive, followed by troops in fast carriers. The Nazi war machine would rely on lightning victories, in turn dependent on the swift redirection of mechanized units by means of radio. It follows that blitzkrieg can succeed only by transmission of top-secret orders through the ether in unbreakable codes.”


  German chieftains talked so frankly because they took professional pride in their efficiency. Some hoped to overawe any potential opposition. Others used the sly justification that Germany was destined to destroy the ultimate and universal enemy: Bolshevik Russia.


  Did Nazi Germany plan to invade Russia, then? The answer was yes, according to Albert Kesselring. The man destined to direct the bombing of London told Stephenson how German armored divisions would strike into Russia. “The secret will be speed . . . speed . . . speed!” Kesselring thumped the table to emphasize each word. “Fast as lightning! Blitzkrieg! Lightning war.”


  “How would your Air Force get support, so far ahead of the armies?” Stephenson asked General Erhard Milch, State Secretary for Air, who replied: “The dive bombers will form a flying artillery, directed to work in harmony with ground forces through good radio communications. You, a radio expert, must appreciate that for the first time in history, this co-ordination of forces is possible. The Air Force will not require ground support, any more than the armored divisions will need repair units. Tanks and planes will be disposable. The real secret is speed—speed of attack through speed of communications.”


  To Churchill, Stephenson reported that the weak link in the German armor would be communications. “If we can read their signals, we can anticipate their actions.”


  Stephenson was launched on a search for the modernized Enigma cipher machine, without knowing it.
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  Whenever he flew from Berlin to London, Stephenson was angrily aware that the official German airline carried pilots and navigators of the shadow Nazi Air Force who were familiarizing themselves with their future target. In London, Parliament droned on, oblivious to the treachery being prepared in the skies above, intent only upon pacifying Hitler. Those who saw the danger hid themselves in Churchill’s shadow Ministry of Economic Warfare, still informal and secret and unacknowledged. The difference between this clandestine British ministry and the shadow German Air Force was pathetic. The bomber crews had official German support and scarcely bothered to hide their preparations. Not only did Churchill’s ministry run counter to official British policy, but also Churchill was himself a political leper.


  Support had to come from outside. Where better, Stephenson argued, than the United States? The U.S. Navy had established a Mid-Pacific Strategic Direction-Finding Net, whose purpose was to locate Japanese units by tracking their radio transmissions. It would net coded Japanese traffic that then could be added to what was acquired by British monitors in India and Asia. The Japanese were making increasing use of their own versions of Enigma, and the Americans were at work on the Japanese machine-produced ciphers.


  Small though these American preparations might seem, they could be traced back to a large truth. Churchill had courage but no visible power. In the White House there was a man possessed of the courage so conspicuously absent in Westminster. That man was Franklin Delano Roosevelt.


  Hitler would later sneer that Roosevelt became president “when I became Chancellor. . . . This tortuous-minded Jew was born to riches. I knew squalor and harsh poverty.” FDR was not, of course, Jewish. Nor did he seek pity. He was recognized by his magnificent head and his confident grin. He commanded such personal devotion that, for instance, press photographers loyally avoided showing the heavy braces that encumbered his withered legs. In 1933, President Roosevelt had written to Britain’s socialist Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald: “I am concerned with events in Germany. An insane rush to further armaments is infinitely more dangerous than any number of other squabbles.”


  FDR was anything but a warmonger. But, like Churchill, he was forced to look danger squarely in the face. He relied for disinterested reports on foreign dangers upon Bill Donovan, who traveled abroad using vaguely defined legal interests as an excuse. Donovan had returned to law practice after a fling at politics, and was now established at 2 Wall Street. “If Bill Donovan had been a Democrat,” said Roosevelt at a class reunion at Columbia Law School, “he’d be in my place today.”


  Donovan bore the same relationship to FDR that Stephenson bore to Churchill. There was mutual respect and trust. Donovan, knowing war, hated it. His investigation of the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia had been followed by discreet visits to Hitler. At home, Donovan enforced antitrust legislation for the Justice Department in such a way that the big corporations respected his fair play as well as his incorruptibility. He knew, in consequence, a great deal about the corporate structure of international firms controlled or influenced by the Nazis. It was inevitable that Stephenson would renew their brief World War I acquaintanceship. Donovan was the logical American to discuss how Nazi intelligence proposed to use dummy U.S. subsidiaries. Donovan was also a friend of the director of U.S. Naval Intelligence, Rear Admiral Walter S. Anderson, and Stephenson was the protégé of a British admiral, Blinker Hall. Though open co-operation between the two navies was restricted by political considerations, and the U.S. government continued to deplore the interception of communications on ethical grounds, nonetheless, it was impossible to stop Americans peering into the expanding world of codes and cryptology. Roosevelt did not intend to stop them. The field of cryptanalysis had an aura of sorcery, but the basis was highly scientific. Stephenson had a natural interest as a scientist, experience in signals transmission since childhood, and a talent for abstract mathematics that would be needed in meeting the challenge of Enigma. The existence of the cipher machine in its new Japanese and Nazi garb was vaguely understood. Stephenson’s knowledge was welcome on both sides of the Atlantic. Interest in Enigma was a minor note in the overture to calamity.


  Donovan agreed that dictatorship was made vulnerable by dependence on secrecy. “The soft area in a totalitarian state is the security system,” he said. “So much has to be kept secret that machinery to process information is cumbersome. A dictator is apt to think he functions in a totally secure environment and he gets careless.” Nazi Germany was forging a military machine that relied on secret communications, the weak link in Hitler’s armor.


  “I was delighted someone on the American side had come to this conclusion,” Stephenson was to recall. “It laid the foundations of our partnership and put emphasis on the vital area of secret warfare. There could be no story about wartime intelligence that was not the story of Donovan and his activities before the outbreak of war. It was understood without anything being spelled out that Big Bill was the President’s personal agent.”


  The two Bills saw the world in similar terms. Neither took pleasure in military affairs. Donovan never saw himself as a military hero, though General Douglas MacArthur was to describe him as “the most determined, resourceful and gallant soldier I have ever known in my life.” Donovan replied that “I know too much about war to glory in it. But wars are made by politicians who neglect to prepare for it.”


  While the Americans groped for the secret of the Japanese version of Enigma, the British gathered evidence of Enigma variations in Nazi Germany. In 1937, Stephenson learned through his contacts in the German communications industry that Enigma was serving the Nazi party’s own secret intelligence. It had come under the control of a few men with all the powers of spying, police interrogation, and execution. One of these men was Reinhard Tristam Eugen Heydrich.


  “The most sophisticated apparatus for conveying top-secret orders was at the service of Nazi propaganda and terror,” Stephenson noted. “The power of a totalitarian regime rested on propaganda and terror. Heydrich had made a study of the Russian OGPU, the Soviet secret security service. He then engineered the Red Army purges carried out by Stalin. The Russian dictator believed his own armed forces were infiltrated by German agents as a consequence of a secret treaty by which the two countries helped each other rearm.* Secrecy bred suspicion, which bred more secrecy, until the Soviet Union was so paranoid it became vulnerable to every hint of conspiracy. Late in 1936, Heydrich had thirty-two documents forged to play on Stalin’s sick suspicions and make him decapitate his own armed forces. The Nazi forgeries were incredibly successful. More than half the Russian officer corps, some 35,000 experienced men, were executed or banished.* The Soviet Chief of Staff, Marshal Tukhachevsky, was depicted as having been in regular correspondence with German military commanders. All the letters were Nazi forgeries. But Stalin took them as proof that even Tukhachevsky was spying for Germany. It was a most devastating and clever end to the Russo-German military agreement, and it left the Soviet Union in absolutely no condition to fight a major war with Hitler.”


  Heydrich, the architect of this triumph in Nazi deceptive operations, was Stephenson’s opponent in the developing battle of wits. He was tall, blond, clear-eyed, and handsome. He played down his part-Jewish origins, and was driven by a personal and unlimited vindictiveness that had nothing to do with Nazi ideology. “His cold eyes glinted with icy pleasure when he gave directions for a Jewish family of shopkeepers, discovered by the Gestapo in a minor infringement of the law, to be murdered by whipping and strangulation,” reported one of Heydrich’s own intelligence rivals, Walter Schellenburg. “His schizophrenic hatred of his Jewish ancestry led to monstrous actions against Judaism in general. He was ambivalent even in sex. Simply to win advancement, he married the daughter of a secret sponsor of Germany’s rearmament and close friend of Admiral Wilhelm Canaris.”


  Admiral Canaris was the name that always sprang to mind in connection with Germany’s foreign-intelligence operations. Like Admiral Hall in Britain and Admiral Anderson in America, he commanded naval resources for espionage that could be expanded into foreign and political affairs without civilian interference. Although Heydrich had been kicked out of the German Navy for “dishonorable conduct” when a youngster, Canaris continued to groom him for a career in intelligence.


  Stephenson awoke with a jolt to the full significance of this Nazi spy whose usefulness to Hitler had seemed to be mainly in cheating Allied watchdogs enforcing the Treaty of Versailles. Later, when the Allied Control Commission prepared to inspect German factories to see if Germany adhered to the treaty’s arms limitations, it was Heydrich who warned the managers. If the Commission arrived at Krupp’s, in Essen, it was to see household articles come off the assembly line instead of the guns and ammunition of a few hours earlier.


  These deceptions were spotted by Stephenson because he could look into the records as a bona fide businessman representing, among other things, new industries created by discoveries in synthetic materials, prefabricated construction methods, and propulsion technology. As owner of the Pressed Steel Company in Britain, he negotiated with German United Steel and thus found that this conglomerate made howitzers as well as hairpins. He saw where tanks were hidden among the blueprints for tractors. Submarines were now constructed in prefabricated sections in Finland, Holland, and Spain, where the separate bits would not be recognized.


  Heydrich was identified with the authors of such schemes, and with that typical Nazi weapon the Stuka dive bomber, which struck terror when it fell upon its victims. The Stuka’s scream was intended to destroy morale already undermined by bombs. Typically, the plane combined propaganda and terror. One required the other. The Stuka was unthinkable, and those who might have resisted Hitler preferred not to think about it. Stephenson’s reports failed to budge British leaders who wished to believe that the Stuka factories were making lawn mowers.


  What Stephenson saw was reinforced by what he was told by Germans like Fritz Thyssen. The German steel king poured a fortune into Nazi party coffers, and then in 1938 lost control of Hitler. Hoping to separate the Führer from the Nazi movement, Thyssen sought sympathy abroad and unwittingly betrayed crucial information, including a clue to the greatest secret of all. Hundreds of new, portable versions of a cipher machine were being built to Heydrich’s specifications in a factory near Berlin. This proved to be the new Enigma, for carrying the top-secret signals that would guide the massive Nazi war machine. It would be the nervous system of Germany’s blitzkrieg.


  Heydrich was in charge. His stature was to become, in secret warfare, greater than any rival within the Nazi camp. Knowing this in advance made it possible to study Hitler’s chief thug and most malevolent practitioner of the politics of terror. This knowledge would prove as valuable as the discovery that the new portable Enigma was very different from the original. The machine had a keyboard like a typewriter. The keys were linked electrically through a system of drums. The relationship between the drums could be changed swiftly in a multitude of ways. The sender of a message would hit the keys as if typing routinely. The machine switched each letter to a different one. The operator might press A, and Z would be transmitted. The receiving Enigma, its drums adjusted to the prearranged setting, would respond by translating Z back into A. Anyone intercepting the signals between the two stations would pick up gobbledygook. This elaborate system seemed foolproof. Not only was the portable Enigma itself a mystery, but so also were the schedules for setting the drums.


  The advantage in intercepting the signals and making sense of them would be incalculable. In the wars of rapid and surprise movement envisaged by the Germans, armadas of aircraft and tanks and troops could strike without warning. Their first aim would be to occupy vast areas before effective resistance could be mounted. Once some territory or an entire country had been occupied, it was likely that fighting would end with Hitler dictating terms. Possession would become the law. The success of blitzkrieg would depend on total secrecy and swift communications. Unless the secret signals were intercepted and solved, there would be no effective defense against blitzkrieg.


  Stephenson estimated it would take a month for one combination of the drums to be solved by a team of brilliant mathematicians. The Greek name, Enigma, meant puzzle. No puzzle had been invented of greater complexity. The job of capturing a machine would be only a beginning. Day and night, a vast number of experts would have to concentrate to determine the specific settings of the originating cipher drums. Stephenson came back to London distressed and frustrated. Little was being done to penetrate these Nazi secrets. Only Hall’s band of volunteers still worked at code-breaking. Working against similar odds with greater success, the U.S. Navy was making headway in analyzing the Japanese version of Enigma and in the development of its own ship-borne coding machines. In January 1938, the U.S. Navy’s Director of War Plans, Captain R. E. Ingersoll, was sent to London to co-ordinate work against the potential enemy’s ciphers. But Britain’s Prime Minister of the time, Neville Chamberlain, was not much interested in American apprehensions. He was busy brooding on “Russians stealthily and cunningly pulling all strings to get us involved in war with Germany,” as he confided to his diary on March 20, 1938. (His notes were quoted later by Sir K. Fielding in The Life of Neville Chamberlain.) Chamberlain added, with unconscious irony, “Our Secret Service doesn’t spend all its time looking out of the window.” Its preoccupation with Russia made Ingersoll’s secret mission unpopular. Furthermore, Chamberlain’s naval friends were not impressed with proposals for carrying coding machines on warships, and their disinterest ensured that the Royal Navy went into World War II without equipment that was by then standard with the U.S. Navy. Worst of all, press publicity made it seem that Ingersoll’s consultations were a breach of the ban against Anglo-American co-operation. Incredibly, Ingersoll returned to Washington with nothing accomplished in the one field where preparation would have saved Britain from near-catastrophe. He did accomplish much by informal means; and became commander in chief of the U.S. Atlantic Fleet at a critical time, thanks to the fundamental good sense of regular naval officers on both sides who risked offending their political masters.


  In September 1938, Hitler was fed another bloodless victory at Munich. The screaming Stukas were not even needed to strike terror in Chamberlain. Hitler caustically sketched a symbol for the sellout: Chamberlain’s rolled umbrella broken across the German sword. Munich was to become the historic crossroad where the words “Chamberlain” and “appeasement” merged. And the independence of Czechoslovakia vanished.


  The terms of the agreement between Adolf Hitler and Neville Chamberlain were studied by a retiring but exceedingly honest man, Alfred Duff Cooper. He was First Lord of the Admiralty, loyal to his prime minister, incapable of subterfuge, and the kind of Englishman upon whose sense of fair play the Führer had counted in his policy of deceit. Duff Cooper read the terms of the Munich agreement. “I said to myself,” he wrote later, “if these are accepted, it will be the end of all decency in the conduct of public affairs in the world.”
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