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				Lieutenant Claude Arnault: Code name “Néron”; demolition specialist sent by Special Operations Executive (SOE) to assist George Starr.

				Serge Asher: Cover name “Serge Ravanel”; Resistance leader and regional commander of the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur (FFI).
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				Denise Bloch: Code names “Danielle” and “Catherine”; French Jewish résistante, courier of the DETECTIVE circuit and then of George Starr’s WHEELWRIGHT in Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon.

				Marcus Bloom: Code names “Urbain” and “Bishop”; SOE F-Section radio operator, arrived in southern France in November 1942 with George Starr, transmitted for Maurice Pertschuk of PRUNUS and for George Starr.

				Jan Buchowski: Polish naval lieutenant and skipper of the Seadog, delivered George Starr to the French coast and took John Starr out.

				Colonel Maurice Buckmaster: Chief of SOE’s F-Section.

				Buresie: Former member of the Foreign Legion, George Starr’s bodyguard.

				Peter Churchill: Code name “Raoul”; early SOE organizer in France.

				Winston Churchill: British wartime prime minister, established SOE on July 16, 1940.

				Yvonne Cormeau: Code name “Annette”; radio operator for George Starr’s WHEELWRIGHT circuit.

				Hugh Dalton: Minister of economic warfare, to whom SOE reported.

				Général Charles de Gaulle: Head of the Free French in London from 1940 to 1944.

				Lieutenant Charles Duchalard: Code name “Denis”; French Canadian sabotage expert sent by SOE to assist Maurice Pertschuk and George Starr.

				Pierre Duffoir: Code name “Félix”; courier for George Starr.

				Maurice Maxime Léon Dupont: Code name “Yvan”; French soldier and WHEELWRIGHT circuit courier.

				Colonel Léon Faye: Founder of the ALLIANCE network, captured by the Germans and held at avenue Foch.

				Major Horace “Hod” Williams Fuller: Code name “Kansul”; American marine officer and commander of Jedburgh Team Bugatti, which parachuted into southwest France in June 1944 to work with George Starr.

				Sergeant Fernand Gaucher: Code name “Gérard”; member of France’s 150th Infantry Regiment, which formed the core of the Réseau Victoire.

				André Girard: French chief of CARTE circuit until 1943, when he was recalled to London.

				Général Henri Giraud: French Army officer, captured in 1940 and escaped to lead Resistance networks, preferred by the Americans over Charles de Gaulle as leader of the Free French forces.

				Dr. Josef Goetz: Second in command of the Sicherheitsdienst (SD) radio department in avenue Foch, initiated and ran the SD’s Funkspiel radio game in France with radio sets captured from SOE agents.

				Philippe de Gunzbourg: Code names “Philibert” and “Edgar”; French Jewish aristocrat and landowner, operative of the homegrown Combat Resistance network before working for George Starr.

				Captain George Donovan Jones: Radio operator for ACROBAT circuit in eastern France, captured by the Germans and imprisoned with Captain Brian Dominic Rafferty.

				Corporal Alfred von Kapri: SD official at 84 avenue Foch.

				Noor Inayat Khan: Code name “Madeleine”; SOE radio operator in Paris, captured by the Germans and held at avenue Foch.

				Sturmbannführer SS Major Hans Josef Kieffer: German SD counterespionage chief in Paris, employed the imprisoned John Starr to draw maps for the Germans at avenue Foch.

				Colonel Helmut Knochen: Paris commander of the Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers-SS (Security Service of the Reichsführer-SS) and the Sicherheitspolizei (SIPO; security police).

				Pierre Labayle: Montréjeau brewer and SOE résistant with PRUNUS circuit.

				Roger Larribeau: Mayor of Castelnau, Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon, early résistant and confidant of George Starr.

				Louis and Théo Lévy: German Jewish exile brothers, early members of the Resistance, worked undercover for George Starr. Théo ran George Starr’s intelligence branch, and both brothers conducted operations disguised as German soldiers. Théo later adopted his brother’s code name, “Christophe.”

				Captain F. Lofts: Staff officer of SOE Group B Special Training School (STS) in Beaulieu, Hampshire.

				Leo Marks: SOE signals chief and author of Between Silk and Cyanide: A Codemaker’s Story, 1941–1945.

				Pierre Martin: Résistant who betrayed John Starr to the SS and Gestapo.

				Alfred and Henry Newton: Prewar circus performers, John Starr’s classmates at SOE training school, and agents in occupied France.

				Major Gilbert Norman: Code name “Archambaud”; PHYSICIAN circuit radio operator, imprisoned with John Starr.

				Tomás Guerrero Ortega: Code name “Camilo”; exiled Spanish Republican army officer, chief of Groupe Espanol de Résistance dans le Gers, the 35th Spanish Brigade of Guerrillas, who were armed by George Starr.

				Second Lieutenant Erich Otto: SD radio department chief in Paris.

				Captain Claude Joseph Maurice Parisot: Code name “Caillou” (Stone); organizer of résistants under the Organisation de Résistance de l’Armée (ORA), cofounder of the Armagnac Battalion, George Starr’s closest friend in the Resistance.

				Lieutenant Dennis Parsons: Code name “Pierrot”; radio operator sent by SOE to assist George Starr.

				Maurice Pertschuk: Code name “Eugène”; Anglo French F-Section operative, organizer of SOE PRUNUS circuit.

				Maréchal Philippe Pétain: World War I French Army marshal, head of the French state in Vichy from 1940 to 1944.

				Master Sergeant Josef Placke: SD organizer of hoax Resistance circuit north of Paris.

				Maurice Poncelet: Painter and résistant under Captain Maurice Parisot.

				Captain Adolphe Rabinovitch: Code name “Arnaud”; F-Section radio operator for Peter Churchill’s SPINDLE circuit and for George Starr.

				Captain Brian Dominic Rafferty: SOE organizer for ACROBAT circuit in eastern France, captured by the Germans and imprisoned with Captain George Donovan Jones and John Starr.

				Jeanne Robert: Schoolmistress in Castelnau, Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon, also known as Madame Delattre, Maurice Rouneau’s lover and cofounder of the Victoire network.

				President Franklin Delano Roosevelt: President of the United States from 1933 to 1945, presided over the establishment of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the American wartime intelligence organization trained by SOE.

				Maurice Henri Rouneau: Cover name “Captain Martin Rendier,” code name “Albert”; Belgian résistant, cofounder of the Réseau Victoire resistance group, brought George Starr to Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon near Agen.

				Diana Rowden: Code name “Paulette”; courier for John Starr, later captured by the Germans along with John Young.

				Odette Sansom: SOE courier for the DONKEYMAN circuit, arrived in France by sea with George Starr in November 1942.

				Paul Sarrette: French Army officer, Resistance deputy to Henri Sevenet.

				Henri Paul Sevenet: Code name “Rodolphe”; French Army officer during the German invasion of France, later SOE agent and lieutenant to Baron Philippe de Vomécourt, SOE’s VENTRILOQUIST circuit organizer.

				Maurice Southgate: Code name “Hector”; George and John Starr’s childhood friend, Royal Air Force pilot, and SOE organizer in occupied France.

				George Reginald Starr: Code name “Hilaire”; British Army lieutenant, dispatched to France by SOE in 1942, organizer of SOE WHEELWRIGHT circuit in Gascony.

				John Ashford Renshaw Starr: Code name “Emile,” later “Bob”; younger brother of George Starr, sent by SOE to France in 1942 and 1943.

				Second Lieutenant Ernest Vogt: SD interpreter and interrogator at 84 avenue Foch.

				Philippe de Vomécourt: French liaison officer with the British Army in 1940, SOE F-Section VENTRILOQUIST circuit organizer.

				Anne-Marie Walters: Code name “Colette”; courier sent by SOE to assist George Starr.

				Lieutenant Colonel Stanley H. C. Woolrych: Commandant of SOE’s Special Training School (STS) at Beaulieu, Hampshire.

				Lieutenant John Young: Code name “Gabriel”; radio operator for the ACROBAT circuit in eastern France, captured by the Germans with Diana Rowden.

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Courage was their common badge.

			MAURICE BUCKMASTER, They Fought Alone: The True Story of SOE’s Agents in Wartime France

			

			The German occupation of France, as Dickens wrote of the French Revolution, was the best and the worst of times. The defeat of the French Army in June 1940 challenged Frenchmen and -women to choose between courage and cowardice, rebellion and compliance, freedom and slavery. The worst collaborated with their occupier to enjoy the rewards that power afforded. The best and bravest resisted, turning for support to the ancient enemy, England. The British sent arms and, just as important, men and women to organize disparate French ranks into effective forces.

			As far as the public knew, the organization providing the resources for resistance, Special Operations Executive (SOE), did not exist. And until July 16, 1940, it didn’t. Britain’s new prime minister, Winston Churchill, created it, as has often been quoted, to “set Europe ablaze.” SOE was something new for Britain, with its vast experience of counterinsurgency in the empire. When Germany seized most of the European continent, the British backed the kind of rebels they suppressed in their colonies. SOE’s models were Lawrence of Arabia, organizer of Arab irregulars against the Ottoman Turks in Syria, and the Irish Republican Army that had expelled the British from southern Ireland twenty years earlier.

			SOE’s London headquarters at 64 Baker Street bore the innocuous name Inter-Services Research Bureau. Staff signed the Official Secrets Act that prohibited disclosure of their activities, even to their families. The organization, which reported to the minister of economic warfare, Hugh Dalton, became a rival of the older spy agency known as the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), or MI6. MI6 resented the intrusion of amateurs onto its turf despite the clear demarcation of objectives: MI6 gathering intelligence in secret, SOE conducting violent operations behind Axis lines. MI6’s method was “hush-hush,” while SOE went for “boom-boom.”

			Every country under Axis rule, from the Far East to France, came under a “section” of SOE that recruited, trained, and armed local populations to oppose occupation. The chief of SOE’s French Section (F-Section), Colonel Maurice Buckmaster, was an astute commander and a good judge of personnel. He had studied at Britain’s elite Eton College and was about to enter Oxford University when his father’s sudden bankruptcy interrupted his education. He moved to France and mastered the language so well that he wrote as a journalist for the French newspaper Le Matin. Later, as assistant manager of the Ford Motor Company in Paris, he studied the country’s road and rail networks, information that later would serve him well. Buck, as friends and associates called him, enlisted in the army at the outbreak of war, did basic training in England, and returned to France as part of the British Expeditionary Force to deter a German invasion. When the blitzkrieg invasion came, he retreated with his comrades from Dunkirk to England in June 1940 and took command of F-Section in March 1941, at the age of thirty-one. One of his operatives wrote that he was a “tall man, with a gentle, slightly self-deprecatory manner and eyes which, later in his life, suggested he had seen nearly everything. . . . [He] worked on average some eighteen hours a day.” His primary concern, wrote SOE signals chief Leo Marks, “was for the safety of the agent.”

			The first agent that SOE smuggled into France was radio operator Georges Bégué in May 1941, less than a year after Britain evacuated its armed forces and intelligence assets from the Continent. More infiltrations, of men and women, followed by parachute, submarine, sailboat, and Westland Lysander light aircraft that landed on occupied soil at great risk. The typical SOE team consisted of an organizer, a radio operator (W/T for wireless telegrapher), and a courier. Wireless telegraphers tapped out letters in Morse code to maintain links with London, while couriers carried messages on bicycles, buses, trains, and cars from organizers to field agents. Couriers were often women, whom the Germans scrutinized less than military-age men. A French intelligence inspector had doubts about the arrangement: “Only the English could have sent their agents out in teams of three, consisting of two men and a girl, without taking account of the fact that it raised a question of which should be the friend of the girl.” The three-member teams ran regional circuits, named for professions that were capitalized in internal communications: BUTLER, FIREMAN, AUTHOR, and so on. The circuits, or networks, recruited Frenchmen and -women to conduct sabotage against the Nazis and, more important, prepare to attack the Germans from the rear when the Allies invaded France.

			Among those dispatched in secret to France were the brothers George and John Starr, whose American father and grandfather had resettled the family in the mother country before the First World War. Theirs would be a lonely struggle, cut off from the wives and children they loved, deprived of the comradeship of a regular military unit, and on their own behind enemy lines, far from sources of supply. If captured, F-Section would not be able to protect them from inevitable torture and probable execution. The title of Buckmaster’s memoir, They Fought Alone, encapsulates George and John Starr’s experiences in occupied France. Borrowing his title for this book is both an homage to Buckmaster and acknowledgment of the Starr brothers’ bravery under the most adverse conditions. It adds poignancy to John’s discovery of facts that undermined Buckmaster’s glowing portrayal of his section’s wartime achievements.

			France teemed with traitors, informers, collaborators, and opportunists liable to betray them. Some Frenchmen cooperated with the Germans out of loyalty to their idea of a France cleansed of the corruption that led to the defeat of 1940. Others curried favor with the occupier in the hope of advancement. Many used the occupation to settle old scores. The Starr brothers could rely on only a handful of men and women whose patriotism or stubbornness made them risk savage torture, summary execution, or slow, humiliating, and anonymous death in concentration camps.

			The occupation set French against French as brutally as had the Revolution, Dickens’s age of wisdom and age of foolishness. The Armistice that France signed with Germany on June 22, 1940, partitioned the country along a Line of Demarcation into regions of direct German occupation in the north and an autonomous French regime in the south, the so-called Zone Libre, or Free Zone, with its capital at Vichy. The physical separation was only one of many factors dividing the French after their defeat. The others were political, ideological, and personal. Navigating the ambiguous political landscape would be as important to the Starr brothers’ survival and success as finding safe houses, caches for weapons, and locations for shortwave radio transmitters.

			“In the eyes of the French people,” wrote Olivier Wieviorka, one of the finest French historians of the Resistance, “the regime certainly enjoyed a strong legitimacy.” France’s Third Republic had voted itself out of existence on July 10, 1940, and handed power to the First World War “hero of Verdun,” the aged Maréchal Philippe Pétain. “Joining the resistance therefore amounted to stepping outside the law, a risk that Dutch, Belgian, and Norwegian citizens did not face, since their governments had taken exile in London,” wrote Wieviorka. The United States recognized the Pétain regime and appointed a senior naval officer, Admiral William D. Leahy, as its ambassador to Vichy. Many Frenchmen believed that fidelity to France demanded allegiance to the legal government. Patriots who responded to the appeal on June 18, 1940, from French general Charles de Gaulle in London “to listen to my voice and follow me” were rare. Indeed, most of France was unable to hear the general’s broadcast. The French Army convicted de Gaulle in absentia of treason and sentenced him to death. Vichy declared its underground opponents “terrorists,” subject to the death penalty.

			The French people thus fell into three categories: résistants, who fought the Nazis and the Vichy regime; collabos, who worked with Germany and Vichy; and the great majority, attentistes, who waited to see who would win. The obvious pool of potential résistants, more than 1.5 million of the nation’s young men with military experience, languished in German prisoner of war camps. SOE instead looked for support among the minority who had evaded capture or had not served in the army. Complicating matters were rivalries among the many Resistance movements. Some were loyal to de Gaulle. Others favored another French general named Henri Giraud, who escaped from a German prisoner of war camp to become America’s preferred leader over de Gaulle, whom President Franklin D. Roosevelt detested. Many belonged to organizations affiliated with the Communist Party, which did not support resistance until Hitler attacked its Soviet sponsor in June 1941. There were also socialists, royalists, and Freemasons. Many factions stole weapons from one another, and they clashed violently over ideology, strategy, and territory.

			While British agents like George and John Starr learned how to kill, training schools could not teach them whom to trust. They had to understand the sentiments of the French and to rely on their feeling for human beings more than on anything in SOE’s instruction manuals. Their lives and the fate of the Resistance depended on it.

		

	
		
			ONE

			An Unexpected Encounter

			It was no use trying to do things by the book. There was no book.

			MAURICE BUCKMASTER

			

			In late October 1942, autumn squalls and the impending Allied invasion of French North Africa, Operation Torch, confined ships in Britain’s Gibraltar naval base to port. The Royal Navy interrupted the moratorium on Thursday, October 29, for an operation of such high priority that it had to go ahead—regardless of storms and the threat of attack by German U-boats. At eight thirty that night, a small sailing craft called the Seadog cruised out of Gibraltar’s harbor with an unlikely assortment of British, French, and Italian passengers. Each of them, unknown to the crew and for the most part to one another, had an ordre de mission from London to spread throughout Adolf Hitler’s Fortress Europe and galvanize nascent networks of resistance. They looked like ordinary men and women in their French-made civilian clothes, but they were newly trained experts in the black arts of assassination, sabotage, armed and unarmed combat, explosives, safecracking, burglary, counterfeiting, and cryptography. All had officers’ commissions in the British armed forces, in the vain hope that the Germans would treat them according to the Geneva Conventions if they were captured. Half of them, their instructors had warned, were unlikely to return.

			On Monday night, November 2, whitecaps lashed the Seadog’s wooden hull, hurling the flimsy craft from wave to soaring wave. Lightning flared in the night sky, and thunder rocked every timber. Belowdecks, a half-American, half-British passenger was plaguing the radio operator: where was his message from London? The man was thirty-eight-year-old Lieutenant George Reginald Starr, who seemed certain SOE would abort his mission. No one liked to argue with George. His wrestler’s physique made him appear larger than his five feet six inches. Dark chestnut hair, light brown eyes, ruddy complexion, and callused hands gave him the look of a miner, yet he spoke like a gentleman. He was both. After leaving a strict Anglican boys’ boarding school, Ardingly College in Sussex, at the age of sixteen, he had labored underground for years in the Shropshire coal mines to qualify as a mining engineer.

			That night, George sensed something amiss, and he wanted out. Anything but a coward, he was one of the last Britons to make it out of Belgium ahead of the invading Germans in May 1940. He had outpaced younger men during SOE’s elite commando course in the Scottish Highlands, and he overcame a lifelong fear of heights to make his first parachute jump. His queasy gut had nothing to do with fear or seasickness. “It was more than a hunch,” he said. “It saved me many, many times. If I’m going to do something and my stomach goes funny, then I don’t do it.” He asked the ship’s radioman again and again for a communiqué canceling the operation and ordering Seadog back to Gibraltar.

			The Seadog’s skipper, Polish naval lieutenant Jan Buchowski, had weathered worse storms in seven months of evading German and Italian warships in the western Mediterranean Sea. In the absence of orders for George Starr and the others to abandon their missions, he sailed on toward France. He and his crew were, in the words of a Polish army general, “too rough even for the Polish navy.” Buchowski detested the Germans, not only for occupying his country but also for murdering his entire family. His service with Britain’s Royal Navy started with the rescue of Polish soldiers from France during the German conquest of June 1940, and since April 1942 Buchowski had run a clandestine ferry between Britain’s Gibraltar colony and the French coast, delivering secret agents and tons of equipment to France and returning with agents at the ends of their assignments. Seadog was a 20-ton, 47-foot Mediterranean felucca, similar in shape to the classic lateen-rigged feluccas that plied the River Nile. Despite overcrowding and engines that were prone to break down, their disguise as a commercial trawler had so far spared them inspection by German, Italian, and Vichy French patrols. Passengers complained of the stench, residue of the ship’s prewar service as a sardine trawler. George, although longing to see France for the first time since Germany occupied it over two years before, did not regard the Seadog as an ideal mode of transport: “It turned every way but upside down. It was rough. You couldn’t stay there, the stern. I found a good place in the galley. I cooked myself bacon and eggs all the time.” His voracious appetite staved off nausea, but it did nothing for his anxiety.

			Everything in his baggage was Belgian or French, down to the razor and scraggly shaving brush. His old shoes were Belgian made, and a French tailor in London had sewn his wool suit. His communications equipment was concealed in cylindrical metal containers, along with explosives and supplies weighing 1,000 pounds. His wallet contained 100,000 French francs, equivalent to £500 or $2,500, and a forged identity card in the name of Serge Watremez. Watremez had been George’s classmate during his youth in the Loire Valley and he had faith that the family, if questioned, would vouch for him. George’s code name was “Hilaire.” Making sure that nothing British remained in his bags before departing Gibraltar, he had discarded a gold cigarette case that Colonel Buckmaster had given him. Most agents carried cyanide to swallow in the event of capture, but George had rejected the poison with the words “My family motto is live in hope.”

			George’s “Final Instructions,” dated October 12, 1942, ordered him to contact agent “Rodolphe” after his arrival in France: “Rodolphe is expecting you. He will see that you are safely installed, attend to the cashing of your first food coupons and give you all the necessary information as to local conditions.”

			“Rodolphe” was Henri Paul Sevenet, lieutenant to SOE’s VENTRILOQUIST circuit organizer, Baron Philippe de Vomécourt. SOE chiefs in London knew Vomécourt, who had served as the French liaison officer with the British Army in May 1940. After escaping in 1940 on the last ship to England from Cherbourg, he joined the newly formed SOE and returned to France. He recruited Henri Sevenet, his brother’s godson, in early 1941. Sevenet, whose personnel file described him as “an extremely courageous officer,” had fought in the regular army during the German invasion of France and escaped twice from German captivity, the second time with de Gaulle’s rival, Général Henri Giraud. The five-feet-ten-inch Frenchman’s Charlie Chaplin moustache and thick glasses gave him the look of a professor, but he was a ruthless clandestine operator whom the Gestapo was doing its best to apprehend.

			At this time, all that George knew about Sevenet was his code name, “Rodolphe.” Could he be trusted? Was his organization secure? It had to be for George to achieve his objective: “Prepare a widespread underground organization ready to strike hard when we give the signal.”

			The other agents on Seadog were, like George, amateurs when it came to intelligence work. One was Lieutenant Marcus Reginald Bloom, a likable and flamboyant Jewish businessman from the north London suburb of Tottenham. The others were Australian Thomas Groome, Frenchman Alfred Maurice Schouten, Italian Giacomino Giovanni Sarfatti, and three women, Marie-Thérèse Le Chêne, Mary Katherine Herbert, and Odette Sansom.

			George took a dislike to Odette Sansom before the Seadog set sail. “I swear I had the surprise of my life,” he said of the journey from Glasgow. “I was put in charge of three bloody women.” Sansom was a beautiful young woman, whose long, shapely legs, bright brown eyes, and coquettish charm attracted most of the men she met. George, however, was not one of them. His antipathy may have grown on Seadog, where he and Odette spent long hours in the galley—George cooking and Odette cleaning.

			Sansom was born Odette Marie Céline Brailly in Amiens, northeastern France, on April 28, 1912. Her father died while serving as an army sergeant in the First World War. Plagued by ill health, Odette went blind at the age of seven for a few years, then suffered a bout of rheumatic fever. Her mother moved to the Normandy coast in 1925 to give her the benefit of sea air. In 1932, by then a healthy and attractive twenty-year-old with dark, wavy hair, Odette married Englishman Roy Sansom. They moved to London and had three daughters. Sansom joined the army in 1939 and, like Odette’s father, became a sergeant. While her husband was away on military service in October 1940, Odette fled the German bombardment of London with her mother and daughters to a tiny village in rural Somerset. There she heard a BBC broadcast in 1942 appealing for photographs, including holiday snapshots, of the French coast for intelligence purposes. Listeners were asked to write to “The Admiralty, London, S.W.1.”, but Odette sent her letter by mistake to “The War Office, London, W.” This led to an interview with an SOE F-Section recruiter, and then an assignment with SOE. She placed her daughters in a Catholic convent in Essex and trained in Scotland and southern England, but she suffered a concussion on her last practice parachute jump. To avoid injuring her again, SOE dispatched her on one of the Royal Air Force’s (RAF) Lysander light aircraft to deposit her on a secret field in France. SOE was sending her as a courier to the DONKEYMAN circuit in Auxerre, Burgundy. Shortly after takeoff, her Lysander crashed in England, almost killing her. Determined to proceed, Sansom cruised from Glasgow to Gibraltar on the troopship that carried George.

			On the morning of November 3, the skies cleared and Seadog sailed northeast toward the Riviera resort of Cassis. The unusual topography between Cassis and the port city of Marseille made it ideal for clandestine operations. Fingers of land jutted into the sea, sheer limestone cliffs protected inland waterways from the wind, and pine forests obscured the view from the ridges. The French called the narrow bays calanques, the Corsican word for inlets. Buchowski’s preferred calanque, one of the three largest, was Port-Miou, where he had made previous drops. It lay two miles west of Cassis, far enough from town to avoid detection, yet within walking distance of safe houses and the train station. As Seadog neared Cassis, the crew switched the ensign from Spanish to French. The shore hove into view at nightfall.

			“Arriving at the position on 3 November at 2130 hrs,” Buchowski wrote in the ship’s log, “I transferred command to [Captain] Pohorecki and made my way via the dinghy together with two other people to the Port-Miou calanque. After an hour’s searching the shoreline, I found the agents, who had not been waiting at the position agreed, and we exchanged the correct signals.” The reception party’s leader, André Marsac of the CARTE resistance circuit, welcomed the Pole with a bottle of whisky.

			Buchowski returned to the Seadog, where the waiting agents lowered themselves into the skiff. They rowed into the calanque, passing little jetties of fishing boats and pleasure craft. Almost a mile upstream, the Resistance reception committee was waiting on the bank. One by one, the agents disembarked from the bobbing rowboat.

			“We land, and someone gives me a hand up off the rocky shore,” George recalled. “It’s me own brother.”

			John Ashford Renshaw Starr gazed into the face of the man beside him on the rocks. It was his brother. Although both men were of short stature, John five feet five and George five feet six, they were physical opposites. John was slim and lithe, George stocky and well muscled. John was more handsome, with a fair complexion, light brown hair, and blue-gray eyes. George’s rough features contrasted with his brother’s delicate profile. John was the charmer, often a trait of second sons competing for parental affection. George was a man of action, not words. Yet both brothers were outstanding athletes, strong and dexterous, who shared a love of good food and wine. Their parents’ only children, they had been close all their lives. John had not seen George since he left England three months earlier, on August 27, to parachute into France. This chance meeting on a French waterway between agents “Hilaire” and “Emile,” John’s code name at the time, was the first either knew of the other’s presence in the country.

			“Are you going now?” George asked. John thrust something into his brother’s hand, saying, “Here’s my ration card. It might come in useful.” He jumped into the dinghy with five other men and rowed back to Seadog.

			“And that was all,” George recounted. “He got on the boat and went.”

			Lieutenant Buchowski recorded in the ship’s log: “0200 hrs the operation was completed. We moved away from the shore and set our course for the next operation point.”

			

			•   •   •

			As the Seadog sailed to base with a galley short of food, John grew hungrier by the day. George mused years later that his younger brother reproached him, “It was your fault, because you’ve eaten too much.”

			Buchowski docked in Gibraltar on November 13, ten days after depositing one Starr brother and exfiltrating the other, and the next day John flew to England. His first meeting in London was with Colonel Buckmaster at his Orchard Court office in London’s Portman Square, near SOE headquarters. John gave Buck his view on F-Section’s networks in France’s so-called Free Zone: they were a mess. The group in which London placed its trust, CARTE, was little more than a fiction concocted by a Frenchman named André Girard. Girard was a veteran soldier and committed patriot, but there was little evidence to support his contention that the hundred thousand soldiers of the Armistice Army that Germany had permitted Vichy to maintain for internal security would rise up at his command. Some of the agents John had met, and on whom his brother would have to rely, were doing more to dominate the circuit than to challenge the Germans.

			Although disenchanted with F-Section’s field operations, John volunteered to return to France and try again. Before sending him to Loch Morar in Scotland for refresher commando retraining, Buckmaster granted him a short leave to visit his family in Newcastle-under-Lyme, Staffordshire. Britain’s Official Secrets Act did not permit John to tell his mother and father that he had seen their other son in France, a difficult fact to conceal in a family as close as the Starrs.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Called to the Colors

			Most of our agents were ordinary men and women and it was their ability to maintain that appearance of ordinariness while performing extraordinary actions which most distinguish them.

			MAURICE BUCKMASTER

			

			The Starrs descended from American pioneer stock, having left England for the New World, in George Starr’s words, “not on the Mayflower, but not long afterwards.” In 1635, the ship Hercules carried Dr. Comfort Starr, a surgeon and treasurer of Canterbury Cathedral, with his wife and children to Massachusetts Bay Colony. Dr. Starr donated land to build Harvard College and was laid to rest in its Old Burial Ground. His son, also named Comfort, was one of five signatories of Harvard’s Charter of 1650. Succeeding generations of Starrs gave America frontiersmen, soldiers, industrialists, physicians, and businessmen.

			In 1899, two and a half centuries after Comfort Starr settled in Massachusetts, his descendant George Oscar Starr sailed back to England as the manager of the Barnum & Bailey Circus. His son, Alfred Demarest Starr, accompanied him as the chief bookkeeper. In London, the five-feet-three-inch bookkeeper met the daughter of an engineer he commissioned to construct a metal safety curtain for performances in the Olympia auditorium. She was Ethel Jemima Renshaw, whose father’s firm went on to manufacture rolling stock for the train that carried the circus and its wild animals around Europe. Alfred and Ethel married on October 16, 1902, in Stoke-on-Trent, Staffordshire. Buffalo Bill Cody and the cowboy and Indian stars of his Wild West show were among the witnesses.

			The couple’s first child, George Reginald Starr, was born on April 6, 1904, in London. The boy spent his earliest years on the Continent with Barnum & Bailey and then with Buffalo Bill’s troupe. He would later boast about his wartime exploits, “People say I got the cowboy and Indian stuff from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. Up to a point, you need showmanship in a job like that.” One consequence of George’s Continental infancy was a lifelong phobia of heights, acquired when his parents took him at age two to the top of the Eiffel Tower. The family moved back to England after the elder George Starr became manager of the Crystal Palace exhibition center in south London. Alfred and Ethel’s second son, John Ashford Renshaw Starr, was born in Heaton Moor, Lancashire, on August 6, 1908. Alfred went to work for his father at the Crystal Palace for a few years until he found a job managing a factory in France.

			George and John studied in France at the Lycée Vendôme and went on to board at Ardingly College. Although George finished before John started at the Sussex school, differences in their characters emerged during their education. Rugged older brother George was practical and excelled at the sciences, while John was a dreamer who loved painting and music. The family believed John was his mother’s favorite. Both boys became corporals in the school’s officer training corps, but only George became corps bugler.

			George left school to work underground in the Shropshire coal mines, an apprenticeship that introduced him to hardworking men. “Those men, they were salt of the earth,” he said. “Those men made me a man.” Then came an engineering degree from the Royal School of Mines at London’s Imperial College and employment with Mavor & Coulson of Glasgow. The company sent him to install mining equipment in Britain, Tunisia, Belgium, and Spain, and on the side he provided intelligence to MI6. George at this time was briefly married to a French actress, a marriage that lasted only a year. It was in Spain that he met Pilar Canudas Ristol, a dark-eyed ingénue of undeniable beauty and self-confidence. Her father was the director of the local social club in Manresa, about forty miles from Barcelona, near the mine where George was working. They wed in 1934 and moved to Brussels. Two children, Georgina and Alfred, came soon afterward.

			John studied art in London and Paris, where he made his living drawing advertising posters for Agence Yves Alexandre Publicité. Occasionally visiting his brother over the border in Belgium, he led the charmed life of a playboy in interwar Paris. He sported a close-cropped, full moustache, and his hobbies were fast cars, tennis, and fishing. He married a Frenchwoman named Michelle Vergetas from Rouen on June 30, 1934, and they settled into a flat in the Paris suburb of Issy-les-Moulineaux. Two years later, they had a baby girl and named her for John’s mother, Ethel.

			While George was working in Brussels for Mavor & Coulson, General Francisco Franco led troops from Morocco into Spain to crush the Republic. The civil war bled Spain and brought fascist Italy and Nazi Germany in on Franco’s side, while the democracies of the West allowed Spain’s elected government to lose more and more territory. Pilar’s family sided with Franco. George recalled, “During the civil war, our house was like a fairground with people arriving from one side and staying with us and going back to the other side. Obviously, it was one-way traffic. There weren’t many Reds coming.”

			In September 1938, after British prime minister Neville Chamberlain and French premier Edouard Daladier ceded Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland to Adolf Hitler at Munich, George and John hastened to volunteer for the Royal Air Force. The RAF rejected them on the grounds that their father was an American citizen. Instead, George joined the British Army in Belgium, and John did the same in Paris.

			Franco’s forces defeated the Republic in May 1939. George, who called the rightist victory “the liberation of Spain,” went there soon afterward. He carried his nine-month-old son, Alfred, on foot from France over the Pyrenees. They arrived just in time for Pilar’s father to see his grandson, and the old man died the next day.

			George and his family were back in Brussels on September 2, 1939, when Britain and France declared war on Germany. “We heard Chamberlain tell us we were at war,” George said, “and we went out to play cricket.” Pilar took Georgina and Alfred, then aged two and one, back to George’s family in Newcastle-under-Lyme. When the static “phony war” produced no battles, she returned to George.

			In Paris, the army delayed John’s enlistment. Michelle and baby daughter, Ethel, went to live with his parents in Newcastle-under-Lyme. In early 1940, the army posted John first to the King’s Own Scottish Borderers Regiment in Rouen before transferring him to the Field Security Police (FSP). With little for him to do in the FSP, he carried on with his work as a commercial artist.

			The fighting war erupted on May 10, 1940, while George was working deep below the earth’s surface in a coal mine in Liège, Belgium. Luftwaffe aircraft bombed the city, a prelude to the blitzkrieg invasion of Belgium by the German Army, the Wehrmacht. “I had been on the night [shift] and came out at about half past four in the morning,” he recalled. “I was in the washroom, and all hell broke loose.” He rushed back to Brussels, where Pilar told him the British Embassy wanted him urgently. The embassy sent Pilar and the two children to Paris. From there, she took the children to her mother’s house in Manresa. George remained in Brussels at the British Embassy, which issued him a sergeant’s uniform to work with Phantom, a battlefield intelligence unit. The embassy staff evacuated, George said, “after showing me the direct line to Downing Street and left me in sole charge.” A British admiral knocked at the door and asked, “Where’s the embassy staff?” George answered, “You’re looking at it.” When the German Sixth Army overran Brussels on May 17, George blew up the radio and the rest of the embassy’s equipment before racing a truck westward through artillery barrages to Dunkirk. The retreat of British forces from France began the next day, and George boarded a ship across the Channel.

			As the German invaders spread from Holland and Belgium to northern France, John stayed behind with the FSP. His unit gathered frontline intelligence for commanders who, amid the Wehrmacht’s lightning conquest, had no chance to use it. The Germans overran the FSP in the town of Nantes, and John seized a motorcycle for a mad race to the Atlantic port of Saint-Nazaire in time for the last ship to England.

			The defeat of Belgium and France left the Starr family divided. Pilar and her two children were in Spain. Michelle and her daughter were living with Alfred and Ethel in the north of England. The brothers made it to London, having lost their homes and livelihoods on the Continent. They determined to get both back.

			

			•   •   •

			The army granted Sergeant George Starr home leave after his evacuation from Dunkirk. He arrived at his parents’ house in Newcastle-under-Lyme on June 17, 1940. The new head of the French government, Maréchal Philippe Pétain, was speaking on the radio to announce his country’s capitulation to Germany and to request an armistice. It was a heartrending moment for France’s friends to hear the eighty-four-year-old newly appointed head of France’s government say, “I spoke last night with the enemy and asked him if he is ready to seek with us, soldier to soldier, after the honorable fight, the means to put an end to the hostilities.” George recalled his father’s reaction:

			I remember him sitting there listening to it, and he turned to me. There were tears running down his eyes. And he said to me, “You know, they’ll never forgive us. They’ll never forgive us for this, the French.” I said, “What do you mean us?” I used to pull his leg a bit about being an American.

			Alfred Starr applied for British nationality and volunteered for civil defense work. His hope was that his native country would rescue France and Britain as it had in 1917. In 1940, that prospect was unlikely.

			George reported for duty in London, where his unit, Phantom, became General Headquarters Liaison Regiment. His first assignment involved overseeing carrier pigeons in a loft beside St. James’s Park. The birds took messages to and from France, a measure of the dearth of British intelligence in German-occupied Europe. Serving with Sergeant Starr were the actor David Niven, Sir Jakie Astor, and Hugh Fraser, brother of famed commando officer Lord Lovat.

			The army posted John to the FSP training base in Winchester, where he employed his artist’s skills drawing war propaganda posters and, unofficially, portraits of senior officers. It was there that the new and secret government organization, SOE, approached him, as it did others with military experience and language skills, to infiltrate occupied Europe and attack the Germans from the rear.

			John trained at SOE’s irregular warfare school at Wanborough Manor, Surrey, in early 1941. His classmates included the brothers Alfred and Henry Newton, entertainers who had learned French touring the Continent like the Starr family. Theirs was a vigorous course of physical exercise, martial arts, secret codes, and bomb making. Students took commando training at Arisaig in the Scottish Highlands and advanced instruction in the dark arts at Beaulieu, the Montagu family estate in Hampshire’s New Forest. His superiors awarded John top marks and a second lieutenant’s commission.

			Lieutenant John Starr recommended two other French speakers to SOE: his brother and a childhood friend named Maurice Southgate, who had joined the RAF in Paris on the day war was declared in September 1939. The Starr and Southgate families had been close for years. “His father and mother were very, very old friends of my father and mother,” recalled George. “I used to call his father uncle.” Southgate was born in 1913 in Paris, where as an adult he managed an upholstery factory. Like John Starr, Southgate was evacuated from Saint-Nazaire in June 1940. His escape, however, was not as fortunate as John’s. German dive bombers sank his ship, Lancastria, with the loss of more than 3,000 troops and sailors. Southgate managed to swim until another vessel rescued him and brought him with 2,446 other survivors to England. Since then, he had been flying RAF bombing raids over occupied France.

			George received orders to report to room 304 of the Hotel Victoria on Northumberland Avenue near Trafalgar Square. “I go in there,” he said, “dirty old room with a broken-down table and a couple of broken-down chairs and an officer sitting behind the table.” The officer, who did not give his name, was Captain Selwyn Jepson. His interviews determined who qualified for clandestine service in occupied France. Jepson, himself a fluent French speaker, asked George, as he had John a few months earlier, whether he spoke the language. George answered in the affirmative, and Jepson told him, “You’re going back to France, you are.” George looked doubtful and, demonstrating the caution that would characterize his subsequent military career, he set a condition: he would work anywhere except Vendôme or the Belgian frontier, where old acquaintances might recognize him.

			While waiting for his SOE assignment, George continued to work with the carrier pigeons in St. James’s Park. In July 1942, the War Office promoted him from sergeant to second lieutenant and issued him vouchers for an officer’s uniform. Back at the Liaison Regiment barracks, Sir Jakie Astor saw the new uniform and said, “I see you’re an officer and a gentleman.” George answered, “I may be an officer, but I’ve always been a gentleman.”

			The following Monday morning, SOE training began. Buckmaster described the course, listing “[t]he use of codes, unarmed combat, fieldcraft, shooting, sabotage (which included the use of explosive and the knowledge of where to use it to inflict the maximum damage on specified targets), methods of contact, psychological tests” as components of the curriculum. SOE tried to teach the veteran coal miner to handle dynamite, but, George said, “I taught the instructors in England a lot about explosives.” George graduated to commando training at Loch Morar, where among other skills he learned to sail. Despite his acrophobia, he was forced to parachute from an aircraft near Manchester. In Cardiff, Wales, he practiced surveillance with such determination that the police detained him on suspicion of espionage.

			John, who had completed the same course three and a half months earlier, gave his brother tips that SOE felt he should have kept to himself. Lance Sergeant Ree wrote in George’s training report on July 7, 1942, “He brought his brother to the Rendezvous at Euston [station]. The conducting officer expressed his disapproval and he went away.” On July 21, Sergeant Ree added that John had provided George “with plenty of material” about training. Ree cautioned George about “the danger of giving away to other students, information about the course and the organisation which he had had from his brother.” To Ree, George was “a self-confident know-all,” but also, he admitted, “quite reliable.”

			Lieutenant John Starr turned thirty-four on August 6, 1942. F-Section considered him ready for deployment in France, where his mission was to buy and store food supplies in the south to feed Resistance bands. Colonel Buckmaster, who usually met agents for a final briefing before sending them into the field, offered this advice: “If you are arrested, try to last out forty-eight hours.” Two days would give his colleagues time to evade arrest, but SOE could not determine which of its personnel could withstand forty-eight hours of pain. Captured agents would have to discover that for themselves.

			Under the full moon of August 28, 1942, a Halifax heavy bomber of RAF 138 Squadron flew John from Tempsford Airfield in Bedfordshire across the English Channel. His would be a “blind jump,” with no one to receive and assist him on the ground. Patches of farmland around the Rhône Valley town of Valence in Vichy’s Unoccupied Zone appeared below, and John dropped from the plane. As he descended, wind blew him over a farmhouse. He narrowly avoided crashing into it by maneuvering into a forest. His parachute caught some high tree branches, and he dangled until he cut himself free and fell to the ground. The cylinder of supplies that followed him down proved too heavy to carry any distance, so he buried it with his parachute under a haystack. Then came a five-mile walk to Valence, where he took trains another two hundred miles south, first to Marseille and then to the Mediterranean resort of Cannes. In the Cannes station, where Vichy police were inspecting passengers, John attached himself to a large family in order to walk out undetected.

			His destination was the Baron Henri Ravel de Malval’s sumptuous Villa Isabelle in the Route de Fréjus on Cannes’ western outskirts, where he would be met by one of SOE’s first organizers in France, Peter Churchill. Churchill had worked with Malval early in the war, while Malval was serving as the French military attaché in London. When he returned to France as a rare résistant of “the first hour,” he lent Churchill the villa as his base in the south of France.

			Thirty-three-year-old Captain Churchill, code name “Raoul,” was an experienced operative on his third mission. His résumé was impressive: star athlete, fluent in five languages, and graduate in modern languages from Cambridge University. Buckmaster’s admiration was unconcealed: “Churchill was here, there and everywhere—testing methods of introducing our men into France, recruiting new agents and encouraging existing ones—in short, doing the work of ten men.” With his round, horn-rimmed glasses and slim physique, Churchill could pass for an innocuous accountant, a useful cover for a secret agent. He was not, as some colleagues presumed, related to Prime Minister Winston Churchill.

			When John arrived, no one met him at the villa. He waited in the garden for hours until, at midnight, Churchill and another F-Section officer, Nicholas Bodington, appeared at the gates. “What the hell are you doing here?” Churchill asked. He and Bodington had gone to the station to meet him, but John’s deft evasion of the police had deceived the two Britons as well.

			For the next week, John sunbathed by the villa’s swimming pool to replace his telltale London pallor with a healthy southern tan. When his color was right, CARTE circuit chief André Girard moved him to another safe house in the nearby coastal village of Antibes. The landlady there seemed anything but safe when she introduced him to her neighbors: “He’s an Englishman. He came by parachute.” His hosts shared their rations with him, although they had little to spare. When he mentioned that he had concealed food in a container near Valence, they took him there by train to retrieve it, only to dig up the canister and see English labels on the food tins. That, as John would learn, was only one of SOE’s many obvious errors.

			After John arrived in Antibes, he sensed that his new location was not secure. There was a bench opposite where he was staying, and John began to see the same man there every day, watching the house. A police officer, a gendarme, who somehow knew that John was a British agent, warned him that his place was about to be raided. John told his hosts, who sent their British-branded food away in a truck, and moved to the Plage de la Garoupe, made famous in the 1920s by F. Scott Fitzgerald, beside Cap d’Antibes. Like Poe’s “Purloined Letter,” John hid in plain sight, erecting an easel on the beach promenade and painting seascapes. A loud pink shirt, bright yellow scarf, espadrilles, and unkempt hair marked him as a zazou. The beatniks of their era, zazous were countercultural youths with a passion for American jazz.

			The rest of the time, he carried out his orders to negotiate the purchase of large quantities of wheat, chocolate, dried bananas, and a flock of sheep to store for Resistance fighters. In Marseille, underworld figures gave him French francs to finance his operations in exchange for pounds sterling that SOE deposited in their London accounts. A French Resistance report observed that, while he made contacts to obtain provisions in “significant quantities,” his role as adviser made it impossible for him to purchase the goods. However, the report concluded, “He accomplished this mission with great diplomacy and much tact.”

			SOE approved his work, as evidenced by his promotion from second lieutenant to lieutenant on September 1. At the end of the month, he asked London to send a doll to his daughter, Ethel, for her sixth birthday. The message came back, “Doll sent.”

			John, by now disillusioned, complained to Churchill that he was wasting his time. The CARTE circuit barely existed, and the résistants did not need a food expert. He had not come to France for an easy life, but to wage a struggle against the Nazis. It was time to leave. Churchill later recalled, “London let him down by not authorising payments.” Churchill asked John to take reports on CARTE to London and arranged for his passage to Gibraltar. Then, at Port-Miou, as the night of November 3 turned into the morning of November 4, John chanced upon his brother. He would tell London what was happening in France, but there was no time to warn George.

			

			•   •   •

			After John left the Port-Miou calanque, résistants carried George Starr’s supply containers to a secret cache near Marseille. The thousand pounds of explosives and equipment included an S-Phone and a Eureka homing device. S-Phones enabled direct voice communication with aircraft or ships along a straight beam that was difficult for the Germans to monitor. Unlike shortwave transmitters sending dots and dashes of Morse code, S-Phones allowed an agent’s voice to be recognized and verified. The Eureka was a device that transmitted an invisible beacon to an aircraft’s Rebecca receiver for pilots to follow to drop zones in any weather. George’s equipment did not include a shortwave wireless transmitter. This radio device, packed into a small suitcase, was standard issue for all F-Section teams and the only means for maintaining regular contact with London and ordering airdrops of supplies. F-Section expected the DETECTIVE circuit to provide him a radio when he went to Lyon.

			George and his fellow agents followed André Marsac from the shore uphill through a dense forest of umbrella pines to a safe house in Cassis. They slept for three hours. “We had at six in the morning to go to the station,” George recalled. The railway cashier, like George, was barely awake. Forgetting his training and revealing what everyone called his atrocious French accent, he asked for a ticket to Cannes. But he pronounced it like Caen, a city at the opposite end of France in Normandy. George recalled the man’s response: “You don’t want to go there. That’s in the Occupied Zone. You want to go to Cannes [pronounced Cahn].”

			In Cannes, Peter Churchill met the agents at a beauty parlor run by a résistante. The men from the Seadog moved into the Villa Isabelle, where John Starr had spent his first week the previous August acquiring a suntan, and the three female agents stayed at the Villa Augusta. Together, the new arrivals discussed with Churchill how to reach their destinations in the south or the German-occupied north. George, however, was not going anywhere. Remembering his feeling of unease during the trip over, he took Churchill aside and asked about the setup in Lyon at the northern fringe of the Unoccupied Zone. Churchill said a source in Marseille might have information and he could arrange for George to meet him, but he asked George to take Odette Sansom along. Churchill explained, “I want her to get into the swim of things and make some contacts for me.”

			On November 6, George and Sansom boarded a train for a 120-mile journey west to Marseille. In the train station, she claimed, a German soldier scrutinized her identity papers but allowed her to pass. At six o’clock that evening, she met with Marsac in a café near the terminal. However, he had forgotten to bring Churchill’s documents. Marsac took her to his apartment, but the nightly curfew was in force by the time he found the papers. For her safety, she said, Marsac lodged her in a brothel whose private rooms the Germans did not check closely.

			George told a different story of their trip to Marseille. Unlike Sansom, he saw no Germans at the station, which accorded with the fact that Marseille was in the Vichy-ruled Unoccupied Zone. After they arrived, George searched out a hotel for the night. At the hotel reception desk, one story above the ground floor, he requested separate rooms. The receptionists gazed at the attractive young woman beside him, and George repeated, “Two rooms.” Sansom’s room was near the lobby and George’s on the third floor at the rear. When they met downstairs to go out to dinner, she demanded to know why they had separate rooms. “Look, chum,” he replied, “even in France brothers and sisters don’t share a room to my knowledge.”

			After dinner, they walked through the city with its beautiful Old Port glimmering in the darkness before returning to the hotel. In George’s account, Sansom was wearing “one of these organdy blouses that were damn near transparent, and it buttoned all the way down the back.” He claimed that she led him to her room and asked, “Aren’t you coming in to undo my blouse for me?” He snapped, “You buttoned it up. You can unbutton it, chum.” When he called at her room for breakfast, she told him to come in. “There she was,” he said. “She hadn’t got the blouse on or anything. She said, ‘Won’t you help me to get dressed?’ I said, ‘Look, chum. You’ve got the wrong man.’ And I walked out.”

			George was as prudent as he was prudish. Although Pilar Starr lived just over the Spanish border with their daughter and son and Odette’s husband was serving in the British Army, his focus was on security. Affairs between agents opened them to pressure if they were captured, with one liable to say anything to save the other.

			More important for George than Odette, though, was his rendezvous with Peter Churchill’s Marseille contact. The source confirmed the “hunch” that had plagued George on the Seadog: Vichy police had penetrated the circuit to which George had been assigned in Lyon. Five days before George left Gibraltar, on October 24, police captured its British radio operator, Brian Stonehouse, and Blanche Charlet, a French courier trained by SOE in Britain. “Lyon was blown sky high, and everybody was on the run,” George said. “The Germans were waiting for me with a password and everything else.” His queasy stomach had saved his life.

			George and Sansom returned to Cannes on the coastal train via Toulon, passing for local French travelers to deceive suspicious French gendarmes. George remembered their arrival:

			And we got out of the train at around ten at night, and she went through the side gate like you do into this courtyard. Peter Churchill was waiting for her. She threw herself in his arms and [made] all sorts of advances. God, she was a dreadful lady.

			On November 8, American and British forces invaded French Morocco and Algeria in Operation Torch. When the senior French commander in Algeria agreed to an armistice with the Allies, the Germans responded by occupying southern France. They awarded their Italian allies the island of Corsica and the southeastern Mediterranean coast, including Cannes. George was there when the Italians arrived on November 11: “I remember one morning we woke up and the Italians had landed and marched into Cannes. I watched them through the window. We were on the main road. The Italians were in lorries, playing mandolins.”

			After the parade, George and three other agents left the Villa Isabelle for lunch at a small restaurant down the coast. “There were four of us, and we were having a meal. A great car came driving up. An Italian officer, little bloke, dressed up, medals all over him, came in to have a meal with his chauffeur.” The Italians were too busy celebrating their unopposed victory to notice the British saboteurs in their midst.

			As CARTE circuit chief, André Girard was gathering the names, addresses, and other details of more than two hundred potential Resistance sympathizers to help SOE recruit operatives. He gave the list to Marsac to deliver, but on the train from Marseille to Paris, Marsac fell asleep. When he woke, the case containing the list was gone. Buckmaster lamented later that “massive arrests followed.” SOE, dissatisfied with Girard’s record, would recall him to London in February 1943. Girard, who felt the British had betrayed him, ended his short Resistance career by immigrating to the United States.

			Henri Sevenet, the “Rodolphe” in George’s orders, traveled to Marseille searching for a wireless operator to replace the captured Brian Stonehouse. Learning that his new deputy, agent “Hilaire,” had arrived in France, Sevenet found George in Cannes on November 12 and offered him an alternative to the blown Lyon operation. Dedicated but unarmed résistants in the town of Agen in southwest France needed an organizer, trainer, and arms supplier. Agen was in the heart of Gascony, a sparsely populated region of hills, rivers, and forests bordering Spain’s Pyrenees to the south and the Atlantic Ocean to the west. The Gascons were known as much for their belligerence as for their fine Armagnac brandy and foie gras. It may have been a good omen that the Gothic church in Agen was named for Saint Hilaire. Two days later, George left for the remote Gascon countryside.

			“That’s where it all started,” George would recall. “My empire in the southwest, as they say.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			A Beautiful Friendship

			Hilaire typifies the sort of person who was best suited to our work. He appeared on the surface a man of the most unassuming character and you would certainly pass him without a second glance; this was something we were not unwilling to have the Germans do to our men.

			MAURICE BUCKMASTER

			

			Henri Sevenet took George Starr from the Italian Zone over more than four hundred miles of territory that the Wehrmacht was occupying. They traversed Toulouse, the “pink city” on the River Garonne and capital of the Midi-Pyrénées region, and stopped in the medieval town of Agen. Sevenet gave George dinner in a restaurant on Boulevard Carnot, where he usually ate on his own. Before they finished, a Belgian-born résistant named Maurice Henri Rouneau joined them. Rouneau, who went by the cover name Captain Martin Rendier, did not sit down at first. He was wary of the stranger whom Sevenet introduced only as “Hilaire.” The Belgian journalist-turned-printer had reason to suspect those he did not know. Having spied before the war for French intelligence on German agents operating in northern France, he was arrested soon after the invasion for publishing anti-Nazi tracts. A French court in Arras convicted him of sedition. He escaped from jail and had been in hiding ever since.

			George and Rouneau had little in common. Rouneau was tall and slim, while George was short and stocky. Raymond Escholier, a Gascon historian who knew them both, observed a “curious contrast” between them. In the extravagant language characteristic of his region, he wrote that Rouneau “with a large nose, deep and calm eyes, with his sober gestures” was the opposite of George, “the foreigner, short, all steel, clean shaved, with a look like water, water that runs deep.” Yet Escholier felt both men “sought silence and shadows.”

			Rouneau remembered George’s “profound gaze that examined everything, hard, but not worried.” His description, while contradicting Escholier’s account of the “clean shaved” British agent, reflected the profound impression George made on everyone he met: “With his hair so brown and abundant, his lip graced with a moustache like Clark Gable’s, he made one think more of a Balkan who had escaped from his arid native mountains than of a son of Albion.”

			The meeting at the restaurant in Agen between Rouneau and George was to have profound consequences for both men, as well as for the Resistance. When Sevenet called George “un ami très sûr,” Rouneau relaxed and sat at the table. He later wrote about the meeting to a fellow résistant, remembering, “Henri Sevenet asked me to help Hilaire, to house him and to assure his security, and I did.” His help extended to placing George in a safe house that belonged to a colleague from his printing factory, Madame Hélène Falbet. Her flat was on a narrow street of two- and three-story gray stone buildings around the corner from the city hall. George stayed for eight nights, rarely venturing into streets patrolled by German troops and only with Rouneau. On November 22, Rouneau and George bicycled seventy miles along rough country tracks toward a hamlet where Rouneau’s girlfriend lived. George, unaccustomed to cycling, strained up the hills. “How many times did he ask me, ‘Is it still far?’” Rouneau wrote. At nightfall, they reached the ancient stone settlement of Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon.

			Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon, perched on a hill about twenty-five miles south of Agen, had barely three hundred inhabitants. Life for its small farmers and artisans had not changed in at least a century. As if to emphasize its desolation, locals called it “Castelnau-des-Loups,” Castelnau of the Wolves. Water came from a well, and electricity had yet to reach this isolated corner of rural Gascony. Castelnau boasted a stone castle from which it took its name. Its only other notable buildings were a small twelfth-century church, the chapel of Abrin, and a two-story school that doubled as the mairie, or municipal town hall. Its square dwellings of Gascon limestone nestled on either side of a road between Condom on the River Baïse in the west and tiny La Romieu, with its ancient Benedictine abbey, in the east. The road was poorly paved, increasing the hamlet’s isolation. The beautiful setting five hundred feet above sea level afforded a magnificent view of forested land around a river called Le Grand Auvignon. The Gascon food was hearty and more plentiful than in the towns, where Vichy enforced strict rationing. There were geese and ducks, as well as eggs, to eat. Wine and Armagnac never ran short. Best of all, the nearest Germans were far away in Agen.

			Castelnau’s only light shone from the stars that guided Rouneau and George through the darkness to a farmhouse at the hamlet’s edge. Rouneau knocked at the door. It opened, and the two men slipped inside. Rouneau introduced George to the mayor of Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon, Roger Larribeau. “Age 47,” stated an SOE report on Larribeau, “height about 1.75 [meters] [five feet nine inches]; dark brown hair; medium build, rather thin; farmer, and mayor of Castelnau-sur-l’Auvignon.” The British agent and the French mayor became instant friends. “I cannot tell you what a feeling we had for each other, Hilaire and me,” Larribeau later confided to Raymond Escholier. For his part, George saw Larribeau as a colorful, enthusiastic rebel from his farmer’s boots up to the beret that he never took off.

			Larribeau sent someone to the school to bring Rouneau’s girlfriend, an attractive twenty-eight-year-old widow named Jeanne Robert. Robert, the village schoolmistress, ran to the Larribeau house. The mayor was waiting outside for her. “We have a visitor,” he said. She recalled:

			So I went in, and he introduced Colonel Hilaire. And then I saw him. He noticed my look, and we looked at each other for I don’t know how long. And I had the impression he was undressing me, inspecting me with a look that was very impressive
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