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Intelligence is about people and a study of people. It is not simply a question of studying people on the other side, but studying one’s own as well. We have to learn about one another, not just about strangers.

Sir Maurice Oldfield,

Director of the Secret Intelligence Service [MI6]


In memory of Dick and Millie Ellis from Sunderland.


July – August 1917

Every success brings us nearer to the end of the long and desperate struggle and we are now justified in believing that one more great victory may turn the scale finally.

The commander-in-chief of the British armies in France,
Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig to his generals,
on the eve of the Passchendaele offensive,
5 June 1917.
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Bakers and Thieves

Muzzle flash white and burnt. Twisting, falling in filth, gaping a silent scream to stop. Then darkness. Smothering. Total. Pinned like a butterfly in a tray. Phut, phut, the dying respirator, dizzying wisps of memory condensing in its glass discs, familiar faces looming, dissipating, as if glimpsed in a cloud of gas. And voices, whispering in the Scots of those lost on the field at Loos in the battalion’s first days. ‘You’ve come tae us frae oot the battle,’ they say. ‘Frae hell tae emptiness, tae this purgatory.’

Then he hears himself pray, ‘Sweet Jesus, let me back.’ But Jesus doesn’t answer, only the dead. ‘Why? Why should you be saved?’ they whisper. ‘Why not us?’

‘CAPTAIN! CAPTAIN INNES!’ Mertens was shaking him, his face tense with concern. ‘You were calling out. You must be quiet.’ He raised a piano finger to his lips. ‘Are you sick?’

‘A dream.’ Innes touched his chest, feeling for the brass crucifix. His shirt was wringing wet.

‘Bad dream, no? From before?’

‘Yes, Joos, from before.’

Mertens squeezed his shoulder. ‘The war will be over soon. You hear? British guns. It’s the big attack. One of our men at the station heard a German Oberst say so.’

Ratchet after ratchet, the gears of the machine were turning again. British gun-crews, grimy, stripped and grunting with the effort, and the air thick with the smell of cordite; shell fire tearing the ground above the shattered city of Ypres, scooping gobbets of flesh and clay from the German line and rumbling on across roads and ditches into Flemish villages, leaving only brick and sludge in its wake. Flash, flash, the engine of war was sparking the night, rattling windows in distant cities where small children cowered beneath covers like the enemy in his concrete pillboxes.

‘We must leave.’ Mertens offered his hand, hauling Innes to his feet. ‘The nuns are waiting.’

Boom! Innes flinched as the percussion trembled through the floorboards and lifted the dust from the picture rail.

‘Godverdomme! That was big.’ Mertens whistled. ‘The gun at Moere?’

‘Too close to be anything else.’

They had gazed at its barrel a few hours before, making a careful mental note: fifteen-inch howitzer; reinforced cement emplacement, its walls fifteen feet thick at least; underground ordnance gallery; electric security wire. A few minutes’ observation that had taken days to organise. First a suitable café, a haughty Bavarian lieutenant, and then a brawl convincing enough to secure them a sentence of six weeks’ forced labour in the forbidden zone. Their work gang had marched hard miles of pavé with pick and shovel, footsore, hungry and abused by the enemy’s field police. Belgium’s factories had been plundered in the first years of the war but its people could still be pressed into service. Innes had dug the foundations of a new reserve line, mixed concrete, repaired roads, and seen all a spy might hope to see. At the end of the fourth week he had run.

Boom! He frowned and touched his brow as the attic room shook again.

‘Sorry, Joos. A little jumpy.’ He wasn’t sure why he said so. He wouldn’t have admitted it when he was in the line. Mertens nodded sympathetically. A decent sort, he was a baker and old enough to be Innes’s father. ‘They’re managing two rounds every three or four minutes,’ he said, reaching into his coat for a cigarette.

‘Is that good?’

‘A gun that size? Yes.’

‘Ah.’ Mertens took his watch from his waistcoat and peered at its shattered face by the thin light of the window. ‘No time for a cigarette, Captain. Almost ten o’clock.’

The hall was dark but for a sliver of smoky light from the parlour. Members of the family would be gathered there, waiting for the click of the front door to signal they were free from the fear of sheltering a British spy.

The storm at Ypres flickered in the broken panes of the house opposite, its confused echo haunting the empty street.

‘Are you all right?’ Mertens whispered.

‘Yes. Of course.’ He was a little embarrassed. ‘Fine. Really. It’s nothing, I’m fine.’

‘Keep close then, Captain.’

Mertens moved swiftly and lightly for a large man, holding to the shadow of the buildings opposite. Innes tried to follow, but wielding a pick for the Germans had aggravated the old wound in his leg. It was the electric-blue hour and still warm, but the village had drawn its blinds and fastened its shutters. Summer in the enemy’s Operationsgebiet ended every evening with the eight o’clock curfew.

Mertens was waiting in an undertaker’s doorway. ‘Just the next corner. I’ll check it’s safe.’

‘Together, my friend, let’s go together.’

The abbey enclosure occupied almost a side of the street: a walled garden, the west end of the domestic range and the church, its stepped gable as black as a crow’s wing. There was a row of shops opposite, a post office and a small hotel, light spilling through its shutters on to the pavement.

Mertens bent closer, cupping his hands to Innes’s ear. ‘The door – there.’ Weather-worn, studded with rust, it was set low and deep in the wall, a dozen paces from them. ‘Please wait here, Captain.’

Innes tugged his sleeve. ‘No.’

They were pressed against the ivy-clad wall of a house in their own no man’s land between shadow and the sanctuary of the abbey.

‘We must move.’

‘I know, I know.’ But it wasn’t how it should be. The grumble of the battle, men and metal sucked from miles around into the maelstrom at Ypres, yet the village was so still and there was that careless light at the hotel, just a few yards along the street.

‘Please, Captain. Let me try the door.’

‘Joos, there’s—’

There was a blinding flash and Innes shrank into the ivy as the enemy howitzer thundered another shell in the direction of Ypres. For a second the street palpitated in its afterglow. When he raised his eyes again the wicket in the church door was open and there was the bent silhouette of a man on the threshold – a priest, to judge by his robes. He was carrying a pillar candle like the one lit at the Easter altar to banish the darkness of the tomb. He took a few shuffling steps, glancing up to be sure perhaps that he was still beneath the arched portal. Then he sank slowly to his knees, grey head bowed in prayer with the candle a few inches from his chin, its troubled flame cutting deep lines in his face.

‘What is he doing?’ Mertens’ voice cracked with fear. ‘He’ll lead them to us.’

‘I don’t—’ No. The priest’s face; it was a kindly light. ‘We must go. Now! Quickly!’

Turning away, the hotel lights spilling into the street, Innes could hear the slap of military boots, and a moment later, the confusion of many feet, a shouted order, and as he ran, crack!, a single rifle shot. Mertens was a few yards in front, stumbling and almost falling, picking himself up and pushing on again. Boom! His face was sickly white in the gun flash as he glanced back along the street. Bloody, bloody leg – the rhythm of Innes’s stride – bloody, bloody leg. He knew he wouldn’t be able to run far, and he could hear the enemy, somewhere. Mertens was pulling away, disappearing at the bottom street. Bloody, bloody leg. Where were they going to hide? Bloody, bloody … where the devil was he? But Mertens wouldn’t desert him.

A woman steps into the street, beckons ‘here’. Mertens is at her door. ‘Hurry,’ she urges, driving him along her dark hall and through her kitchen. A child is wailing there, a small crumpled face. Mertens has lost his cap. Drawing bolts, they go down to a yard, then neighbour to neighbour, weaving through washing poles, on without question until their guide leads them up steps to another door, another stranger; and as he catches his breath they whisper in Flemish, their guide, their saviour offering a shy smile, then she has gone.

‘This is Pierre, another one of the network’s promeneurs,’ said Mertens. ‘Ramble sent him here. Thank God for Ramble.’ His voice trembled a little. ‘Pierre is a baker, like me. Well, he used to be.’

Innes offered his hand. ‘Ramble sent you to look after us?’

Pierre nodded curtly, his spectacles slipping down the bridge of his nose.

‘We’ll be safe here tonight,’ said Mertens. ‘No, not in the kitchen—’ pulling a chair away from Innes, ‘the parlour. There’s a space behind the fireplace in there.’

They sat in silence, knees pressed to their chins. Innes slept for as long as he could, but in the coffin darkness there were dreams, those same Scots voices, whimpering, sweating, shaken awake. Pierre brought a little soup and the news that a German soldier had struck the priest with a rifle butt and he was unconscious. Innes touched the brass cross beneath his shirt and tried to pray for the old man, but it wasn’t as easy as it used to be under shell-fire, the old words had come then with conviction and feeling. Everyone was a believer in the line.

Later, they heard the Germans clumping lazily around the house, shouting, turning over furniture. They left after only a few minutes.

The following morning Pierre moved them on in a farm wagon, by green lanes north-west towards Bruges, the grey sun too weak to dissipate a beard of mist from the fields, and for once the fighting was lost in the rumble of wheels and the clopping of the horses. ‘To the market at Torhout,’ they told Germans who asked, but most just marched by. The first night Innes was hidden by an elderly doctor and his daughter, the second on a farm, and the third with a carpenter near the border. Sleepless, his leg aching in the short sleigh bed the carpenter had made for his son, his thoughts drifted back to his old battalion and one of the last conversations he’d had with its officers. 1916. High Wood on the Somme. Shaken by three hours of shelling, and exhausted pretending not to be. When it lifted there was whisky. Dust motes dancing in a shaft of late sunshine. At the entrance to the dug-out, proper Clydeside cursing. Some of the men started up a chorus of ‘We’re Here Because We’re Here,’ although a good few wouldn’t be by the end of the following day.

‘Does anyone know?’ Ferguson said.

‘Know what, Major?’ someone replied.

‘Know what the hell we’re doing here, of course.’

What a card, they’d laughed; only an old sweat would have the temerity to ask. But Fergie wasn’t laughing.

Many times since, Innes had asked himself the same. From the parapet of a trench the depth of a well-cut grave, the world seemed a cruel, pitted place of blasted trees, wire tangles and rotting bodies, a place where men sang without reason, we’re here because we’re here.

He shifted on to his side, his cheek pressed to his coat. It smelt of sweat and the road, and the cement he’d mixed for the enemy. There was comfort, and good reason, and faith to make sense of the sacrifice. The old Belgian priest with his paschal flame, kneeling before his church in prayer, hands knotted like old oak about the candle. A pillar of fire by night. Priest, doctor, farmer, carpenter, risking their lives to shelter a British spy. To London they were numbers in Ramble’s network, but to Innes they were the purpose of the whole bloody business. Where are you, Ramble? He reached beneath the blanket to touch his cross. Crafted from a fragment of brass shell-case, it left a green stain on his chest. ‘But it will keep you safe,’ Ramble had said; ‘Safe, always.’

In the end he gave up trying to sleep and sat at the edge of the bed, rubbing the hollow in his right thigh left by the shrapnel he’d caught on the Somme. ‘A Blighty one,’ his surgeon had said, and he was right in a way. Tonight he was too far from the Front to hear the guns, only the rain pattering against the shutters and a startled blackbird. Was his old battalion at Ypres? Ferguson was dead. Milne and Low were dead. If he could speak to them he would say, ‘You fought for freedom and justice. The flame you lit will never go out.’ The thought brought him close to tears; thank goodness no one could see him. Mertens was snoring lightly. After two months of danger and companionship, they would go their separate ways in the morning. Just one more goodbye in a long series; in each an image of death, someone famous once said.

Sebastian Aerts had once made his living as a cracksman but now the laws were German he was a patriot, a passeur. Ramble turned a blind eye to his private enterprises because running lines in and out of the occupied territories called for his sort of nerve and attention to detail. Spies and intelligence one way, booze and cigarettes the other.

‘Still don’t trust me, eh?’ he said, when Innes asked about the arrangements for his crossing.

‘The forest border, like last time?’

‘That’s the one, Captain. Here …’ Dipping into a canvas sack, he tossed Innes a pair of rubber gloves.

‘So you don’t fry on the fence …’ His brown face was a wind-blown web of smile lines. ‘The rubber boots you’ll have to pay for this time.’

They stepped from the carpenter’s house into a grey sheet of rain. ‘German soldiers hate the rain,’ Aerts observed, pulling the brim of his sou’wester lower.

‘All soldiers hate the rain,’ Innes replied.

Skirting fields, seeking the cover of hedgerows and trees, they worked their way round the town of Arendonk towards the forest at its northern edge, stopping only once to rest and shelter in a barn, and to share bread and beer with a farm labourer.

‘That’s lucky,’ Aerts declared, as they were preparing to resume their journey. ‘Our friend says the Huns have lifted the checkpoint on the canal between here and the forest.’

Dusk beneath the trees, the ground boggy and broken, Innes pitching forward on to his knees and jolting his thigh. ‘You move like an elephant,’ the passeur muttered.

His companions were waiting deep in the forest, in the shadows by a lake. Two of them were brothers, perhaps the passeur’s sons or nephews, and the third was an older man called Merckx.

‘All right, Captain,’ said Aerts, ‘you rest. The boys and I will check on the guards.’

Wet and bone-weary, Innes sat on a stump and stared emptily at the rain circles on the water. He trusted Aerts to know his business. That’s how it worked in the occupied territories. Trust. Links in a long chain. Ramble insisted they weren’t spies. Spies lied and cheated and did ‘immoral’ things. No, they were Belgian soldiers fighting for their country’s freedom, even old thieves like Aerts.

A heavy hand on his shoulder made him jump. ‘For God’s sake!’

Aerts was shaking with laughter. ‘I might have been a Hun, Captain, then you would have had to swim for it,’ he said, gesturing at the lake.

‘I couldn’t be wetter than I am now.’

Aerts threw him a pair of rubber boots. ‘For free, because we’re comrades. And there’s this …’ He slipped a waxed cotton package from his coat and gave it to Innes. ‘From Ramble. The reports from the network in Antwerp, Brussels and Roulers. Ready?’ Short but powerful, he hauled Innes back to his feet with ease. ‘My boys are keeping watch. When it’s clear, we’ll run out with the frame. Once it’s up … three minutes, that’s all. Or you’ll be caught up there and—well, you know they won’t take chances, they’ll shoot. Bad for all of us.’

‘But especially me.’

Aerts chuckled and reached up to slap Innes’s back. ‘When you’re across, remember to watch out for the Dutch guards. There aren’t many but you don’t want any trouble. If they try to stop you, say you work for Gasper. Most of them owe me. Walk due east towards Reusel. You have a compass?’

Innes nodded. He didn’t anticipate trouble once he was over; the Dutch wanted to keep things quiet, head-down neutrality, see and hear no evil. It would be fine … once he was over.

‘Last thing …’ Aerts held up his gloved hands. ‘Watch out. No trailing knees.’

Somewhere beyond the fringe of the forest there was the murmur of voices. Crawling on their bellies now, closer, closer, and Innes could hear two men speaking German. Saxons. One of the guards wanted a light for his pipe.

The border was only a dozen yards from the trees. The Germans had cut through the plantation and the ground was stippled with stumps. First a belt of wire, then a dimly lit fence ten feet high and laced with copper, carrying a charge of six thousand volts. There was no sign of the enemy, but it was impossible to be sure. Aerts took the ropes. Somewhere in the forest on either side, the brothers were gripping the other ends: a sharp tug when the sentries were out of sight, then Go! Merckx was quietly clearing branches from the frame they had left hidden there.

Aerts held up his right hand. ‘Stand by.’

Innes’s heart was beating faster with excitement, because it was still possible to feel it, in spite of everything.

The other rope rustled through the brambles like a snake, jerking Aerts’ left hand. ‘Wait here, Captain.’ He began hauling the triangular frame clear of the trees. Like a garden toy or the top of a hangman’s tree, there were rungs to a right angle, two rubber-covered rails to place over the electric fence, and a hypotenuse of supporting poles. A sheet of tarpaulin over the barbed wire, and Merckx was over, reaching back to lift the frame. Innes glanced at his watch. Seconds were ticking by. Like the trenches, the worst thing about going over – the time before – waiting with his imagination. Now, a minute.

But the frame was up at last and he was running, gaze fixed on the barbed wire, head first and over. He paused at the bottom of the ladder to make eye contact with Aerts – an unspoken thank-you – then he was climbing. One foot carefully in front of the other, his boot slipping on a rung, and swaying like a ship’s stoker on Sauchiehall Street at closing time: God help him if they didn’t have firm hold of the bottom. Hoisting knees and boots on to the rails at the top, his bad leg trembling with the effort. Above the fence now, the bright bones of an animal at its base. Left hand, right knee, right hand, left knee, and over at last. Climbing down, jumping the last few feet, he glanced back into Belgium and waved, but Aerts was too busy to notice. So he pressed on through thorns and bushes, then across the corner of a potato field, his boots so thickly caked in mud he had to swing his legs, but his spirits lifting with every heavy step, the refrain of a soldier’s song the men sang on their way out of the line rolling round his head. After twenty minutes tramping steadily eastwards he reached the road, the faint glow of the border lights to his right and safety, a good meal, beer, a hot bath to the left – if he could rouse an inn-keeper. The tension of the last few months was draining from him: forget the beer and the bath, he thought, all he really wanted was a bed with thick white cotton sheets that rustled when you drew them back from a goose-feather pillow. He could see the silhouette of the church at Reusel and was impatient to be there.

Head bent to the gusting drizzle, he was concentrating so hard on putting one foot in front of the other he didn’t notice the motor car until its lamps were spilling on the road in front of him. It looked expensive. A driver and a passenger. The road led into occupied Belgium and nowhere else. Germans? There was no time to hide even if he could find the strength to. The driver was closing the throttle, cruising to a halt, his face still lost behind the lamps. Innes kept walking. If he heard the passenger door open he would force it shut, then run for the hedge or the ditch.

Another few strides and he was level with the car. Something German; black; the engine still running. Both men were wearing Homburg hats. Thank God the driver’s hands were gripping the wheel. Walking at the same steady pace, he passed by the passenger side. No sound; no movement. Then the squeaking of a door, and he rocked forward ready to run.

‘Oi! Silly bugger. Where do you think you’re going?’

Innes stopped and almost laughed out loud because, yes, he was a silly bugger, and the night was over at last. ‘Oh, it’s you, Tinsley.’

‘Of course it is, who else?’ Tinsley walked round the car to offer his hand. ‘You’re late. I ’ad word it would be midnight.’

‘I wasn’t expecting a reception.’

Captain Tinsley was an old Merchant Navy bruiser who tried not to venture further than his smoke-filled office in Rotterdam and the bar at the Hotel Weimar.

‘Well, I’m ’ere now,’ he said, ‘get in.’

His driver was one of the Secret Service Bureau’s locals. Innes climbed up to the back seat and arranged a blanket over his wet knees. ‘Is there a good hotel nearby? Oh, and before I doze off …’ he reached inside his coat for the packet of papers, ‘The latest returns from the network. I’ll do a report tomorrow.’

‘Keep ’em. You can deliver them to London yourself.’

‘What?’

‘All right, let’s go,’ Tinsley said, addressing the driver. ‘We’ll ’ave to be quick.’

Innes leant forward to make himself heard over the engine. ‘Where are we going?’

‘To the Hook. You’re to catch the first boat in the morning. Careful!’

The driver was trying to turn the car around without venturing on the muddy verge.

‘But I’ve only just got here.’

‘I know.’ Tinsley shifted awkwardly in his seat to look back at him. ‘Look, Innes, orders.’

‘From whom?’

‘Captain Cumming. Wants you in London at once … yesterday. Now, if I were you, I’d just sit quiet and think of old England.’

Innes leant back and pulled the blanket to his chin. ‘Scotland, Tinsley. Scotland.’


September 1917

During 1917 a collection of agents was formed, known locally as the Suicide Club. Their mission was to penetrate the enemy line.

Lieutenant Colonel R. J. Drake, Head of Section B, Military Intelligence, GHQ
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The Home Front

‘ALEXANDER MACDONALD INNES.’

‘A Scot.’

Cumming glanced up from the file spread across his broad knees. ‘As we discussed.’

‘This coffee is undrinkable.’ Hankey was contemplating his cup. ‘Isn’t it always at this club?’

‘But they’re good about me here, Sir Maurice. Discreet.’ Cumming lifted the file. ‘Do you want to know more?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Hankey flourished his hand like a concert impresario at an audition. ‘Go on, please.’

‘He’s twenty-seven. He taught at Glasgow University, history, and a little philosophy I think … he used to be known in his battalion as “the Prof”. After the Somme it changed to “Lazarus”. We call him that at the Bureau: “Agent L”.’

‘Lazarus?’

‘He was buried by a direct hit on a dug-out and they gave him up for dead, but his sergeant insisted on searching for his body. They found him under four feet of earth with just a few scratches. Unfortunately his luck ran out a month later when he was badly wounded in the leg.’

‘I believe most of our soldiers would consider that lucky, too,’ Hankey said, rising from his chair. ‘And he’s been working for you since?’

‘In Belgium. He’s grown the network there – speaks five languages – the intelligence from our watchers in Belgium is better than it’s ever been. He pulled off quite a coup: spent four weeks repairing the enemy’s defences; mapping artillery strongpoints and reserve lines, and the harbour at Ostend.’

‘The Army was grateful?’

Cumming grunted. ‘To the Bureau? Never. Bloody ungrateful.’

‘Yes, I imagine it was.’ Hankey was standing at the window, gazing distractedly into a London square, a slight figure in charcoal grey, right hand tucked neatly behind his back. A lugubrious fellow, or so he seemed to Cumming, that right hand always cold to shake. He had a hang-dog face with brown eyes, like a Bassett, that hardly ever betrayed emotion. They’d known each other a little for years, first in Naval Intelligence – plain Hankey then – but now he was the great panjandrum of government. More. He was Sir Maurice, the prime minister, Mr Lloyd George’s advisor and confidante.

‘I’m sorry, Captain.’ He took a deep breath, and turned to look at Cumming. ‘A difficult meeting of the War Cabinet this morning. You’ve heard the news from the Front at Ypres? Of course you have, enough of it’s in the newspapers. Well, as you can imagine, the Cabinet is losing its faith in this offensive. Lloyd George didn’t have a great deal in the first place. The casualty figures … we’re all desperate to prevent another Battle of the Somme.’ Wearily he bent his head, bald and shining in the sunlight at the window – perfect for a civil servant’s bowler.

‘The weather’s been atrocious. Drowning in mud. In September!’ he said, reaching into his jacket for his cigarette case. ‘I expect you know – it’s your job to, isn’t it? – but L.G. doesn’t have much of an opinion of our commander-in-chief. “Field Marshal Haig is brilliant to the top of his cavalry boots,” he says, “but with some very influential friends. Friends in the press, friends in parliament. The King.”’ Hankey lit his cigarette. ‘I’m sorry, would you like—?’

Cumming held up a hand.

‘Which is rather a long-winded way of saying, you can see how important this affair is to him …’ Hankey’s face seemed to droop a little more, ‘and for your Secret Service too.’

‘I understand the situation, yes. Although I’m bound to ask, if the Prime Minister didn’t have any faith in this offensive why did he allow—?’

‘He didn’t think he could prevent it.’ Hankey pursed his lips for a moment. ‘Actually, I think he was ambushed … but that is by the by.’ Lifting a glass ashtray from the chimney-piece, he walked back to the armchair opposite. ‘Tell me more about your man. Who did he serve with?’

‘The Cameron Highlanders. A queer chap. His battalion commander said he worried away at things. Serious, a certain fixity of purpose. Not exactly inflexible, but once he has the bit between his teeth … I had a devil of a job persuading him spying was worthwhile and decent. But Belgium – the people he met in our network there, and he saw with his own eyes what the Boche have done – well, he’s changed his tune.’

‘And an assignment to Field Marshal Haig’s Staff, will he consider that worthwhile?’

‘A short assignment, yes, I believe so.’ Cumming removed his monocle and massaged the corners of his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. ‘My people have freedom, of course, Sir Maurice, but he’s a soldier and I expect him to obey an order.’

‘May I?’ Hankey pointed to the file on Cumming’s knees. ‘Or is it secret?’

‘Not for the Secretary to the War Cabinet.’

Hankey took it, turning the pages slowly, lifting a photograph of Innes to the light from the window.

‘A miracle he survived so long.’ He glanced up at Cumming. ‘Six feet, one inch. Too tall to be comfortable in a trench.’

‘He does stoop a little. Habit, I suppose.’

‘But no doubting his courage.’

‘The Military Cross was for rescuing a wounded man under fire.’

Hankey’s perfectly arched eyebrows collapsed in a frown. ‘“Suicidal” his colonel says; “broad daylight, full view of the enemy”. A little too reckless?’

‘I don’t think so. A good officer. Religious, apparently. A Roman.’

‘A firm faith is to his credit in my book.’ Hankey drew heavily on his cigarette, then reached across to press the butt in the ashtray. ‘And a couple of years at Göttingen University; that is useful.’

‘I thought so.’

The sun was creeping across the polished floor towards the rug at their feet. The club was famous for the height of its ceilings, but it felt close, and Cumming was grateful for the draft stirring the curtains at the open window. Thunder later.

‘I don’t think lunch at the Rag is worse than anywhere else. Would you like to …?’

Hankey didn’t look up. ‘No. No, thank you.’

‘You’re prepared to put your trust in Captain Innes?’

‘Oh, yes. The Prime Minister’s determined.’ Hankey closed the file and offered it back to him with a polite half-smile. ‘But it must be handled carefully. It would be damaging … actually, it would bring down the government if it became public knowledge.’

‘Yes. Well, it will be handled carefully, of course.’

‘When will you speak to him?’

‘He’s spending a few hours with his sister.’ Cumming was straining on his stick and the arm of his chair to rise. ‘No, no, I’m quite all right,’ he said, waving Hankey away. ‘He’s staying at the Royal Automobile Club round the corner … it seems to be popular with the young. Ah. There.’ A deep breath. ‘Made it. Sitting in one place for too long.’

Hankey was on his feet too. ‘I hear you use a scooter when you visit the War Office.’

‘Useful in long corridors. You know …’ Cumming chuckled. ‘I heard someone on the Staff there say, “Watch out! Here comes that miserable Secret Service fart with the wooden leg. He’s a damn menace.”’

A gong was sounding somewhere, echoing up the Grand Stair, summoning one of the club’s many committees perhaps, a resting place for the commodores and colonels of the last century.

‘They don’t clean this place as often as they used to.’ Cumming ran a finger along the half-panelling by the door. ‘I suppose that’s the war. Three years and everything’s dirtier, don’t you think?’

Hankey was holding the door handle, the silhouette of his long face in the mahogany. ‘It isn’t the time for sentiment, we’ve lost too much. This place reeks of it.’

Cumming frowned. ‘Not sentiment, standards. Old-fashioned, I grant you, but I’m fond of this place. But of course, I’m old enough to be your father, Maurice.’

‘No doubt, no doubt.’ Their eyes met for a moment, Hankey’s drooping mournfully at the corners. ‘I know I don’t need to remind you, Captain: your man must know nothing of the Prime Minister’s interest.’

‘He won’t. Of course.’

Hankey offered a faded smile. ‘Innes seems a good choice.’ He opened the door and stood aside for Cumming. ‘And you can be sure I’ll speak to L.G. about the future of your Bureau.’

Innes was tired of London. On leave from the battalion, he’d done the sort of things young officers were supposed to do. He’d eaten in the right places, taken his sister and her friends to a show, danced and drunk and laughed, thankful to be alive and determined to prove it to everyone, and on his first visit he managed to. By the time his second furlough came he’d lost his appetite and did what was expected only to have a story to tell when he returned to the line. In truth, he hated the bustle and smoke, he hated scuttling across its streets, the horn-honking anarchy of the motor car, the impatience, the ‘business as usual’ insouciance, and the ignorance of the people he met who knew nothing of the real war. He took some pleasure in the Turkish bath at the R.A.C. – soaking and scraping away dirt that always felt more than skin deep – and in a soft bed, hot food, and the silence of his room. He wanted to walk with a warm breeze on his face. Home was too far but he thought of it often. Most of all he looked forward to seeing Jessie.

As always, they met at the Bureau de Change opposite Charing Cross Station. Innes watched her running through the traffic, pausing to apologise to a man pushing a handcart, ignoring the protests of a cab driver, tall and straight like their mother, with the same fine features and large blue eyes, but dark brown hair like their father’s family, unruly wisps breaking free of her hat. Everyone said they were alike – in their temperaments, too.

He wanted to hug her but she held him away, her eyes pointedly falling from his peaked cap, down his tunic buttons to his trews. ‘Oh, Sandy … why?’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘You’re in uniform.’ Her face was beginning to crumple.

‘Jessie. This doesn’t mean anything. Here …’ He folded his arms about her. ‘They’re sending me to GHQ in France for a few weeks. They won’t let me near the Front. I’m crocked. I’m going to work for Field Marshal Haig.’

She pushed him away. ‘You promise?’

‘Yes, yes, I promise.’ He laughed, glad he could tell her the truth even if his uniform was uncomfortable and he preferred a Belgian workman’s beard to the army moustache the barber had conjured up for him that morning. Jessie didn’t like face hair. A hint of red made him look like a bit of a lothario, she said; that and his weather-brown skin, the worldly care lines at the corners of his eyes.

He’d reserved a table at Romano’s in the Strand to celebrate her birthday.

‘It isn’t for another six weeks,’ she said.

‘I’ll be in France by then.’

People complained it wasn’t the restaurant it used to be before the war but Innes couldn’t say. Jessie was excited to be there, and they ate and drank well enough.

‘I expect you’re used to places like this,’ he teased. ‘A beautiful young nurse … so many officers …’

She tried to smile. ‘The hospital allows us one day a week. We’re too tired to go out.’

‘But you must find time for friends, for laugher. You’re almost twenty. This damn war may drag on for … oh, I don’t know. Too long already. Here …’ He poured her more wine.

‘Let the waiter, Sandy.’ She sounded embarrassed.

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re supposed to.’

‘Dug-out manners.’ He didn’t want to argue. ‘Tell me what you’re doing. Are you still playing the piano?’

‘There’s one in the hospital chapel.’

‘But you haven’t …’

‘No. I told you; we’re too busy.’

Bed pans and dressings, starched white aprons like the ones worn by the Romano’s waiters; suppurating wounds and the last mumbled words of the dying: Innes was very familiar with ‘busy’. One more case drifting in and out of consciousness. Don’t take my leg, he’d pleaded with the doctors, and they hadn’t. Perhaps they’d forgotten they were going to. He lifted his wine, trembling a little at his lip. In just a blink of memory the restaurant had reeked of Jeyes Fluid and gangrene.

‘Are you all right?’ Her hand crept across the cloth to his. ‘You’ve got black rings about your eyes. Are you sleeping?’

‘A few aches, that’s all.’

‘Your leg? You look worn-out, Sandy.’

‘It has been …’ He hesitated. ‘Busy.’

‘You don’t look well.’

He gave her hand another squeeze. ‘I’m all right, nurse.’

After lunch they walked down to the embankment and along the river towards Westminster. On the bridge, a steam lorry had been knocked on its side and traffic was grinding round it in a filthy haze. The pale stone face





























































































October 1917

We go on again tomorrow. With a great success, and good weather for a few more weeks, we may still clear the coast and win the war before Christmas. It is not impossible, but it is pouring again today.

Diary of the Director of Military Intelligence, Brigadier General John Charteris, 8 October 1917


November 1917

We have won great victories. When I look at the appalling casualty lists I sometimes wish it had not been necessary to win so many … When we advance a kilometre into the enemy’s lines, snatch a small shattered village [Passchendaele] out of his cruel grip, capture a few hundred of his soldiers, we shout with unfeigned joy.

Prime minister, David Lloyd George, in a speech to French government representatives in Paris, 12 November 1917


December 1917

You will agree that it is very necessary the War Cabinet should have the fullest confidence in the opinions and judgement of officers of your Staff, and this they will not have so long as Charteris remains Director of Military Intelligence.

The Secretary of State for War, Lord Derby to Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, Telegram, 7 December 1917


Author’s Note

A great deal will be written about the First World War at this time of anniversaries. The Suicide Club is a story but it is drawn from real events and in casting a field marshal and a prime minister among my characters I feel bound to say something about their depiction, the history, and my sources.

It is hard to think of an event that divides people more than the First World War, or a time in which the gulf between popular perception and scholarly opinion is greater. Stop and ask people in a street for their views – as I have done for the BBC – and they will speak of trenches and mud and sacrifice, and many will say it was a war not worth fighting and blame the politicians and generals for ‘the waste’. Most scholars disagree. They argue that popular opinions of many aspects of ‘The Great War’ have been shaped by the failure to offer soldiers returning home a land ‘fit for heroes’, by class struggle, another war, by bad 1960s history, and the poet’s ‘pity of war’. The terrible cost of the victory, they say, should not obscure the essential justice of the country’s call to arms. Britain went to war in 1914 for the same reasons it went to war in 1939, namely to fight German military ambition and to honour her treaty obligations to a smaller country.

One figure represents this gulf between popular and scholarly understanding of the war more than any other – Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. For many, he is still the butcher and the blunderer. Most historians take a different of view. The scholarly consensus is of a man with a stoic sense of duty and of his own destiny, who was supportive of innovation and ready to learn from mistakes. Not a military genius, but, in the words of Winston Churchill, a man possessed of ‘an exceptional greatness of character’. Lloyd George never tired of abusing Haig, heaping opprobrium upon him for the conduct of the Passchendaele offensive in particular. But his fury at Haig and his generals reflected his own sense of guilt and personal failure. Although he was strongly opposed to Haig’s plans, he was unwilling to take responsibility for rejecting them or for bringing the fighting to an end sooner. It was always his ‘most painful regret’. Prime minister and field marshal made mistakes, as all politicians and soldiers have done and will continue to do. Both men responded with calm resolve to the German offensive in the spring of 1918 and played a significant part in the final victory. In this they were more fortunate perhaps than Charteris, who was not presented with an opportunity to rescue his battered reputation.

For the character, thoughts, and words of Douglas Haig, I drew on his diary and correspondence in the National Library of Scotland, from the published diary of Brigadier John Charteris, and from a long list of secondary sources, in particular works by John Terraine, Gary Sheffield, Brian Bond, and Gary Mead. David Woodward’s study Lloyd George and the Generals was useful for the struggle between the politicians and the soldiers in the autumn of 1917, and I would like to thank my old BBC colleague Detlef Siebert for his help in obtaining copies of the Cabinet’s War Policy Committee papers from the National Archives in London. The published diaries and memoirs of the War Cabinet’s secretary, Sir Maurice Hankey, were an especially important source. For the general military and political situation, I consulted histories written by Hew Strachan, Max Hastings, and John Grigg. Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson’s Passchendaele: The Untold Story and John Terraine’s The Road To Passchendaele were my principal sources for the offensive itself.

‘I had a long talk with [General] Macdonogh. He is quite of my opinion,’ General Sir Henry Wilson wrote in his diary on the eve of the Passchendaele offensive: ‘Charteris is a dangerous fool because of his ridiculous optimism and because he is also untruthful’. Senior members of Charteris’s own intelligence staff were of the same view. One of his most perceptive critics was, Major, later General, James Marshall-Cornwall, who I have taken as the model for the character of Major Marshall in my story. It was Marshall-Cornwall’s warning of German reinforcements at Cambrai that Charteris brushed aside. I am indebted to the Military Intelligence Museum at Chicksands for allowing me to consult Marshall-Cornwall’s papers and for guiding me to the unpublished diaries and memoirs of a number of other intelligence officers. Tellingly, when Charteris fell ill, it was Marshall-Cornwall who took on the duty of reporting to Haig. ‘I was appalled to find what a mistaken view he held about the German troops confronting us,’ he observed: ‘he seemed to think that they were on the verge of collapse. I tried tactfully to give him a different impression, but found that his ideas on the subject were obstinately fixed.’ Another witness to Charteris’s melancholy influence on Haig was Major Stewart Menzies, who rose through the ranks of the Secret Intelligence Service after the First World War to become its chief during the Second. Menzies is credited by some with engineering Charteris’s downfall. I drew on his background and service for the character of Major Stewart Graham.

Charteris believed most of the optimistic intelligence assessments he placed before his commander-in-chief, but there were times when he chose to hide the true situation or was unable to communicate it properly. Haig was guilty of doing the same in some of his dealings with the prime minister. Charteris noted on more than one occasion that ‘the Chief’ went further in his optimistic claims than the facts could honestly support. Insights into this and aspects of the relationship between the two men can be found in Michael Occleshaw’s Armour Against Fate: British Military Intelligence in the First World War and in General Sir Kenneth Strong’s Men of Intelligence.

The same reckless optimism was responsible for the formation of the espionage unit staff at GHQ called ‘the Suicide Club’. ‘A long argument with the BGI who wants us to turn everyone into getting agents through the line,’ a senior member of Charteris’s intelligence staff noted in his diary: ‘he has no clear idea … what they are going to do when they get through or how they are to communicate, but he pictures us pushing men in by the tens.’ In the end, the few who did make it across in balloons were picked up by the Germans and shot.

In the interests of the story, I chose to omit any mention of the other director of military intelligence. British intelligence-gathering in the First World War was plagued by a tangled web of command and control. There was a particularly sharp rivalry between GHQ in France and the director of military intelligence at the War Office in London, General Sir George Macdonogh. A thoroughly professional intelligence officer, Macdonogh was much more cautious in his assessment of the strategic situation and the German Army’s capabilities in 1917. Haig and Charteris tried to dismiss him as a pessimist of ‘the deepest dye’, as a man compromised by his religious loyalties. ‘I cannot think why the War Office Intelligence Department gives such a wrong picture of the situation,’ Haig noted in his diary on 15 October 1917, ‘except that General Macdonogh is a Roman Catholic and is [perhaps unconsciously] influenced by information which doubtless reaches him from tainted [i.e. Catholic] sources.’ Naturally, Charteris was of the same opinion. A few days after the end of the Passchendaele offensive, he wrote to his wife complaining that Roman Catholic officers were to blame for the criticism of GHQ’s operations. They were ‘half-hearted about the whole war and have never forgiven Douglas Haig, unjustly, for being Presbyterian’. He had a very low opinion of the ‘professional pessimists’ in Downing Street and the War Office, and of Macdonogh in particular, ‘who takes a hand against both Douglas Haig and me’.

More than just an expression of the Scots Presbyterian prejudice of the day, these intemperate observations reflect something of the siege mentality at GHQ in the autumn of 1917. In the same letter Charteris dismisses Lloyd George as ‘incompetent’, Winston Churchill as a ‘glory’ seeker with ‘no judgement’, the former British commander-in-chief in France, Lord French, as an ‘incompetent old fool’, and one of Haig’s rivals, General Sir Henry Wilson as a ‘black leg’ and an Irish ‘intriguer’.

So much has been written from the perspective of the soldier in the trench over the years, most vividly by those who fought themselves. My story is of the Staff and spies and resistance, but for Innes’s memories of the Front I drew on the diaries of Catholic officer Edwin Campion Vaughan (Some Desperate Glory) and Scottish officer Alexander Stewart (A Very Unimportant Officer). From John Lewis-Stempel’s history Six Weeks: The Short and Gallant Life of the British Officer I took the idea of a survivor called ‘Lazarus’ and much fine detail. Glasgow University Library has a moving website commem-orating the service of its lecturers and students in the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders (http://special.lib.gla.ac.uk/exhibns/month/sep2005.html).

The British Army ran a number of intelligence networks in Belgium, including one that was code-named ‘Faust’. By the autumn of 1917 the best of these had been seriously compromised by the Germans. Three of the Army’s networks (Faust, Felix, and Negro) were run by double agents working for German intelligence. The Felix network was based in a brothel, where Belgian prostitutes passed on intelligence from their German clients and were paid for their service in drugs supplied by their British intelligence contact. For the history of British espionage efforts in Belgium I consulted Christopher Andrew’s Secret Service and Keith Jeffrey’s MI6: The History of the Secret Intelligence Service, and for colour, the papers of military intelligence officers Kirke, Woolrych, and Kirkpatrick at the Imperial War Museum in London. Marthe McKenna’s account of her war work, I was a Spy, was an excellent source for life behind enemy lines. So too, Henry Landau’s memoir of Secret Service Bureau operations in Belgium and the Netherlands, All’s Fair.

The Roman Catholic Church was very active in organising intelligence-gathering in the occupied territories, and for a time a network organised by the Abbé Buelens was one of the most successful. There was a Belgian agent with the code-name ‘Ramble’, but she was much grander and younger than the Madame Maria Simon of my story. German espionage operations in Antwerp were run by the redoubtable Dr Elsbeth Schragmüller, ‘an extraordinary and well-educated woman’ her commanding officer, Colonel Nicolai, later recalled: ‘expert at handling agents, even the very difficult and the sly ones.’

Finally, a very big thank-you to my editor at Hodder, Kate Parkin, for her guidance in shaping the story; to my agent, Julian Alexander; and to my friends and my family for their encouragement and boundless patience.
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