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			In memory of the members of Special Operations Executive circuit Salesman II

			June 1944–October 1944

			PHILIPPE LIEWER

			VIOLETTE SZABO

			BOB MALOUBIER 

			JEAN CLAUDE GUIET

			And of the thousands of French civilians who gave their lives in the Limousin in the summer of 1944.
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					First Lieutenant Jean Claude Guiet, age twenty, in December 1944.

				
			
		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			I stood with my father, Jean Claude Guiet, by a corrugated metal hangar at the Lons-le-Saunier airport in eastern France, watching a blue-and-white Cessna 182 make its final approach. Jean Claude did not allow the anticipation he felt to show in his expression. It was 9:00 A.M. on a sunny summer day that promised to build into a very hot Jura afternoon. A single tattered wind sock fluttered in the light breeze.

			The Cessna was an old one, perfectly ordinary, except that someone had removed its transponder, the device that would have identified it to air traffic controllers. Its pilot was Bob Maloubier, a seventy-seven-year-old Frenchman wearing Ray-Bans and a handlebar mustache. In the copilot’s seat rode his friend and former wife, Catherine, a beautiful and easygoing woman some twenty years his junior.

			Five days before, on June 24, 2000, Bob and Jean Claude had been reunited for the first time since the liberation of Paris in 1944. They had both attended the opening of a museum in Wormelow, England, devoted to the memory of Violette Szabo, an English secret agent who was a heroine of the French Resistance. Bob, who stood six foot four, wore a chest full of medals and ribbons. Jean Claude, who was five ten, wore none of his. Their handshake turned into a long embrace. “My God, Jean, you’ve gotten very old!” Bob said in French. Jean Claude replied, “I am still six months younger than you.”

			The museum opening was a merry hubbub of war veterans, politicians, even a few movie stars, and the newspaper reporters and BBC film crew competing to interview them. It was no place for a real conversation. So Bob and Jean Claude agreed to have a private reunion at the little château where my wife, Carol, and I spend summers in Nevy-sur-Seille, a village of 250 souls in the Jura region. Bob would fly in from Paris, where he lived. They would have a chance to go over the extraordinary history they had shared with Violette, and also news about the fifty-six years since they had seen each other last.

			We watched the Cessna descend toward the grassy airstrip bordered by white-painted rocks. My father’s face betrayed nothing. I was aflame with curiosity, especially as I knew that the wartime records of the unit both men had served with had finally been declassified. My father, a discreet, formal, French-born American—a perfectionist in all he did—had never spoken of things that were officially secret.

			My thoughts drifted to the tin bread box that had traveled with our family everywhere the government-supplied moving vans took us during my peripatetic childhood. It was light gray, painted with pink hibiscus flowers. Wherever we lived—apartment, hotel, shanty, or house—the box would be tucked away in a hard-to-reach spot in my father’s bedroom closet. There was never any food in it—it gave off no scent of crackers, bread, or nuts. Rather it smelled faintly of rubberized plastic, with undertones of old leather and canvas. We children didn’t have to be told never to touch it; the box, it was understood, was strictly off-limits.

			Opening it required considerable strength in the fingertips, I discovered at age five. We were living in a Quonset hut on Saipan that year, 1956. My parents and my older sister were outside on the beach, taking in a picture-perfect Pacific sunset. The tin bread box had been placed within my reach for once, on the Quonset hut’s floor among crates and suitcases, as we were preparing to move yet again. I got my fingers under the narrow, rolled lip of the lid, popped it, and peered inside.

			I didn’t understand most of the things I found. The .45 automatic was not a mystery, to be sure; I removed it carefully, along with five full clips. There were three slim knives, about four to ten inches long, in leather sheaths with straps. There was also a length of wire with a wooden handle at each end.

			There were thin pieces of paper, four inches square, titled Field Station to Home Station and Home Station to Field Station, with tiny type printed on them in sequences of five random letters. There were black-and-white photos, with scalloped white borders, of men roasting monkeys in a jungle.

			I found passports and identification cards that bore my father’s photograph but names that were not his. There was a compass. A small green box, bound with a fat rubber band, contained narrow bits of metal with quarter-inch round wooden handles—a set of lock rakes, as I later learned. There were large silk squares imprinted with different countries’ flags, bearing messages in unfamiliar alphabets. The messages, I discovered much later, were variations on a theme: I am an American. Take me to the nearest Allied military office. You will be paid.

			I put everything back into the box in the correct sequence and snapped the lid shut.

			The Cessna kissed the runway, its wheels sinking a little way into the grass, and taxied to the hangar. Bob and Catherine climbed out of the plane and into our car. It was a short ride to the château, along the bank of the Seille River, through the village, through our gated wall, past our little vineyard and trout pond and up to the 250-year-old house. We settled on the terrace with coffee.

			Bob began by asking Jean Claude, “What did you do after being dragged off to the airport by the MPs?”

			He was alluding to their parting, in Paris, in September 1944. The two young men had survived their clandestine mission in occupied France, against long odds, and had made their way to the liberated capital. For four days they celebrated their good fortune, drinking, dancing, and dining in Paris’s very expensive, very good, black-market restaurants. They had no desire to report to their commanding officers just yet, and that meant eluding the military policemen who patrolled the city rounding up reveling soldiers. Jean Claude had two sets of papers, one French, one American, and he was perfectly bilingual. He was able to fool the French MPs by speaking only English when questioned, and the Americans by speaking French, but his luck ran out on day four when he was picked up by a joint French-American patrol. They took him in for questioning and ascertained his true identity. A few hours later an older man in civilian clothing arrived hurriedly and, escorted by two MPs, put Jean Claude on the next flight to London.

			“I spent a few days at Baker Street,” Jean Claude replied.

			Number 64 Baker Street in London was, at that time, the headquarters of an organization called the Special Operations Executive (SOE). The few people who knew of its existence nicknamed it the Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare. Its operatives were sometimes called the Baker Street Irregulars.

			For any reader unfamiliar with the Sherlock Holmes canon, the original Baker Street Irregulars were London urchins who, in several stories, did intelligence work for the great detective. The men and women of SOE were certainly irregular in many senses of the word, but it wouldn’t be quite right to think of them as spies. They were secret agents, to be sure, but they weren’t trained just for espionage. Their job was mayhem—sabotage and subversion behind enemy lines. As one SOE officer told the historian M. R. D. Foot:

			“Our field operatives were for the most part temperamentally unable to regard Intelligence as anything but the essential prelude to action. To whet their appetites for action, by directing them to locate enemy activities or resources, and at the same time to forbid action, is akin to giving a lion a raw sirloin to play with but not to eat.”1

			The two old lions conversing at the château were the surviving members of a four-person team that parachuted into Nazi-occupied France, near Limoges, on the day after D-Day. There they galvanized thousands of maquisards—rural bands of French guerrillas—to intercept German reinforcements and prevent them from reaching Normandy. Bob was a demolition specialist. Jean Claude was the team’s wireless operator, responsible for coded communications with Baker Street. They were not expected to survive.

			Before they got into the details of their wartime mission, though, Bob and Jean Claude had some catching up to do.

			Jean Claude told Bob that after his return to Baker Street he had been shipped home to Northampton, Massachusetts, where both his parents were professors at Smith College. Then it was off to California for jungle training with the Office of Strategic Services, the CIA precursor headed by William Donovan—“Wild Bill”—known as the father of American Intelligence. Jean Claude’s OSS team was sent to China to train tribesmen in guerrilla warfare against Japanese and Communist Chinese troops.

			Bob told Jean Claude that he too had been sent to fight in the Pacific theater.

			Jean Claude said the warfare he had witnessed while living among Kachin and Naga tribesmen had been especially savage. He had seen necklaces made of ears, and the shrunken heads of Japanese soldiers.

			Bob stared quietly into Jean Claude’s face and said that he had seen similar things in Vietnam and Laos.

			Jean Claude said that in China you could never really be sure who was friend or foe. Even the regular U.S. Army resented and distrusted the OSS men. Eventually hostilities became so great that the army filed court-martial charges against Jean Claude; Wild Bill ordered him to disappear for a month, and when he resurfaced he found the charges dropped.

			Bob knew what that was like. He too had hidden out in a jungle, later in his career, when he managed to get crosswise with both the Corsican Mafia and the Mossad. He had flown the blue-and-white Cessna from France to a lumber camp in the Congo. That was how he had met Catherine, the daughter of a French foreign service couple posted to that country. They had two children, and remained close after their divorce.

			As they talked, the two men switched languages from time to time—French to English and back again—occasionally testing one another with a phrase in Italian, Spanish, or German.

			Jean Claude told Bob that after the atomic bombs ended the war, he went back to Massachusetts and reenrolled at Harvard. He graduated magna cum laude, obtained a master’s degree in Romance languages, and attempted to follow the family teaching tradition by taking a position in the French Department at Ohio State University. His first semester there he taught four classes, and it became clear that his perfectionism was going to be a problem: He flunked every student in every class he taught. The university put him on probation. The second semester he did it again, insisting, with documentation, that each student deserved a failing grade. It was something of a relief when he was invited to join many of his old colleagues from Europe and Indochina in the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency.

			Bob had returned to France at war’s end with a severe case of malaria. Recovered after a few months, he helped found the Service de Documentation Extérieure et de Contre-Espionnage (External Documentation and Counter-Espionage Service, SDECE). For a number of years he operated a covert school for the SDECE in Austria, recruiting, training, and running agents in Russia and its satellites.

			We opened a bottle of Crémant du Jura, a local sparkling wine, and strolled outside into the heat, glasses in hand. It was clear that Bob and Jean Claude were done with their summing-up: Neither man would ask for details of the other’s Cold War clandestine service, or volunteer his own.

			We found shade under a huge sequoia. Bob turned to Jean Claude and asked him in a curiously loud voice if he ever had difficult dreams, dark memories, or bouts of anxiety stemming from their SOE operation in the Limousin region. Bob said that sometimes he had trouble sleeping. Jean Claude said he did too, recalling his terror of being detected and captured each time he switched on his radio set.

			Bob asked my father if anyone knew how many maquisard fighters had been killed working for their team. Jean Claude said he didn’t have even a rough idea, but that it had to have been well over a couple of thousand. Their ghostly army, drawing fighters from eight departments of central France, had numbered about ten thousand at its peak. But these were citizen soldiers—farmers, teachers, shopkeepers, laborers—and their sacrifices were not recorded in any formal ledger. Records kept by SOE, scanty to begin with for security’s sake, were mostly destroyed by fire during and after the war.

			Jean Claude stared down at leaves and branches and said quietly that every June 10 he took some private time to honor the memory of Violette. Bob nodded in agreement and pretended to search the horizon. This was their first opportunity to talk about these things, openly and legally, in more than half a century.

			We walked back into the cool of the château. The church bells rang to mark the midi. The scent of Carol’s poulet et morilles au vin jaune came from the kitchen. We gathered at the dining table for a lunch that lasted all afternoon and into the evening, as Jean Claude and Bob reconstructed the astonishing story of their secret war.
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			In the spring of 1944, outside the farming hamlet of Sussac in south-central France, an old water mill, long disused, rumbled back to life.

			The mill was housed in a rock hut built right over a gentle stream feeding the Combade River. Screened by brush and trees, the hut looked abandoned from the dirt road outside, its windows frameless. In addition to its wooden waterwheel, though, the hut contained minimal furnishings—a chair, a table, two bedsteads with dubious mattresses, a stone sink that drained outside into a hedge. This was now the temporary home of a man identified in his official papers and ration books as Claude Jean Guyot.

			Guyot’s documents showed him to be a twenty-seven-year-old French office boy employed by an agronomist in Toulouse. He was of medium height and build, though unusually fit. As if to dial back the striking effect of his looks—fine nose, strong chin, brown eyes set wide apart—the photograph on his identity card showed him with his necktie and collar awkwardly askew. His clothing was tailored in the contemporary French manner, down to the buttons and stitching. His spoken French was accentless.
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					SOE forged a French identity card for “Claude Jean Guyot” with Jean Claude’s actual birth date but a false birth year, and his real fingerprints, as well as a certificate of residence to verify his cover story. The documents passed muster when examined by the Nazis.

				
			
			But he was, in fact, an American agent—the wireless operator for an elite team running a covert campaign of sabotage, subversion, and ambush against the German occupiers. His real name was Jean Claude Guiet; his real age was twenty. The slow turning of the old waterwheel was vastly improving his life expectancy—measurable, as he well knew, not in years, or even months, but weeks.

			The Germans, by that late stage of World War II, had become very good at radio direction finding. The Nazi Funk-Horchdienst, or listening service, monitored the entire radio spectrum between 10 kilocycles and 30 megacycles from a facility near Paris. Any frequency in use anywhere in France showed up as a spot on one of three hundred softly humming cathode-ray displays there. If a new, unfamiliar spot appeared, its frequency would be called in to three direction-finding (DF) stations on the country’s periphery, which would fix on the signal instantly and pinpoint it within a triangular area about ten miles per side.

			Then the hunt would begin. The first step was to momentarily shut down the electrical power grid, one substation at a time, in the zone identified. If the spot blipped off and on, it meant that the radio drew power from that substation. Then technical teams operating mobile DF stations, often carried in disguised laundry trucks but also sometimes in cars or small planes, would take over and narrow the field to within two hundred yards of the transmitter. Finally, if necessary, Gestapo men on foot, using sensors hidden under coats, antennae looped around their necks, eyes on meters disguised as wristwatches, would close in.

			In 1944 the procedure, from the detection of a signal to the dispatching of DF vehicles, took as little as fourteen minutes.

			Wireless operators were special prizes for the German military, as they were the vital link between Resistance fighters and the London spymasters who supplied arms, ammunition, and money by moonlight parachute drops. Captured agents were supposed to either swallow their L-pill (potassium cyanide, the L standing for lethal), or, if they could not, to remain silent for the first forty-eight hours of interrogation, giving their fellows time to get clear. The risk was never far from Jean Claude’s mind: His reason for being there was that the team’s previous radio operator had been captured months earlier near Rouen.

			Jean Claude’s borrowed water mill was a superb spot for operating his wireless set—a medium-power suitcase transceiver—as it offered both concealment and an off-the-grid power supply. Helped by an electrician friendly to the Resistance, Jean Claude had disconnected the heavy millstone from the waterwheel’s shaft and propped it against the hut’s wall. Then the two men had rigged belts and wooden gears to the shaft, the last belt stretched tightly over a pulley driving a small generator. The system amplified the slow turning of the waterwheel to a rate sufficient to charge a pair of scrounged 12-volt car batteries, which powered the radio. A long copper wire, threaded through a cracked roof tile and strung up into the branches of a tree, served as an antenna.

			Even so, Jean Claude knew he was in peril every time he switched on his set. DF trucks occasionally roamed the countryside. A small plane flew overhead with unsettling regularity (most likely a German courier, Jean Claude thought, but possibly not). Worse, one member of Jean Claude’s four-person team, Violette Szabo, had been captured and handed over to the Gestapo in Limoges. Who knew what information they might have extracted from her?

			There was no question of curtailing radio transmissions, though; wireless traffic, like the tides, was determined by the phase of the moon. Only when the moon was more than half full was there enough light for the bombers from England to make nighttime parachute drops of war matériel. Then there might be four or five drops a night, each one requiring coded radio communication with London. For agents on the ground in France, as one later put it, “the moon was as much of a goddess as she ever was in a near eastern religion.”1

			Early one morning in July, as Jean Claude was preparing to leave the rock hut to help clear an especially large delivery from a drop zone nearby, he heard the sound of an engine. It was approaching fast, which in itself was alarming, as nearly all the French motor vehicles in the region had by that time been converted to run on charcoal, which reduced horsepower by about a third. Jean Claude peered through the hedge in front of the hut. Out on the dirt road he caught a terrifying glimpse of feldgrau, the German military’s shade of gray.

			He hurtled through the empty window at the back of the hut, just as a truck carrying German soldiers pulled up in front. Jean Claude sprinted about twenty yards and dove for cover in some thick brush. Soldiers leaped from the truck and stormed in through the hut’s front door.
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			Before he figured out how to wire up the mill, Jean Claude had sent a coded message to his handlers in London requesting some kind of independent power source for his transceiver. They responded by sending him, in a canister dropped by parachute, a miniature steam engine. It was essentially a weaponized toy, green with polished brass accents, built to military specifications by the Stuart Turner model engine company in Henley-on-Thames.

			Jean Claude took it out into the yard, filled its eight-inch boiler with water, lit a fire of twigs in its minuscule firebox, and spent the next few hours feeling a little foolish—listening to it chug, refilling the boiler, and tending the fire. He found that the engine, hooked up to a small generator, would indeed charge batteries, but so slowly that he would have to spend all his time tending to its tiny appetites for water and fire. A local French boy happily accepted it as a gift.

			Deploying a toy steam engine to a war zone might seem like a quixotic military decision, but it was entirely in character for the British organization in which Jean Claude served, the Special Operations Executive. Sometimes called Churchill’s secret army, SOE was as inventive as it was enigmatic, willing to try anything that might serve to terrorize Nazis.

			SOE was one of the best-kept secrets of World War II. It was a volunteer organization operating outside the bounds of international law. Officially it didn’t exist. On the rare occasions when it had to be mentioned in documents, it went by the name Inter-Services Research Bureau. It employed warriors, engineers, cryptographers, forgers, actors, murderers, burglars, and thieves. It was set up to give the British government deniability for its agents’ actions, which were sometimes heroic, occasionally disastrous, and often shocking. After the war, generals on both sides expressed the view that SOE’s activities had shortened the conflict in Europe by about six months, saving many thousands of lives.1

			SOE was an important progenitor of modern special forces. As the historian Mark Seaman writes, “While France and Germany made a huge investment in military leviathans such as the fortifications of the Maginot and Siegfried Lines, Britain, in contrast, was seeking to explore the radical potential of clandestine warfare.”2 More than one scholar has noted that as an imperial power, Great Britain had broader experience with guerrilla tactics—because it had to defend against them—than most nations.

			Yet SOE was neither an intelligence service nor a military special operations group. It was unlike any organization that has existed before or since, an underground militia with global reach, dedicated to sabotage, assassination, and—especially—armed resistance in every region of the globe occupied by the Axis powers. Its field agents, carefully chosen and trained, were scholars of mayhem.

			For all its accomplishments, SOE remains far less well understood than other clandestine ventures that contributed to the Nazis’ defeat, like the development of radar, or the breaking of the Enigma code at Bletchley Park. That’s partly because of the wholesale destruction of its records. Researchers in Britain have combed through what remains, but they haven’t had much to work with: an estimated 87 percent of SOE’s original archive no longer exists. Outside the U.K., national pride has also helped keep the memory of SOE relatively obscure. Countries that fell under Nazi occupation have naturally celebrated their homegrown resistance movements and played down the contributions of outside agents. In France especially, the Gaullist mythology of the Free French has all but excluded SOE from history books. Charles de Gaulle himself, less than a month after his triumphal return to Paris in 1944, was introduced to a British SOE agent and told him, “You have no business here. Go home.”

			And yet there is no doubt: While resistance movements around the world had plenty of heart to stand up to the Axis powers, it was SOE that gave them teeth and claws. Thanks to SOE’s work, when the Allied invasion of Western Europe finally came, it was aided on the ground by a large, coordinated guerrilla campaign—a first for modern warfare. As the Supreme Allied Commander, General Dwight Eisenhower, put it in a letter in 1945:

			
				In no previous war, and in no other theatre during this war, have resistance forces been so closely harnessed to the main military effort. . . . I consider that the disruption of enemy rail communications, the harassing of German road moves and the continual and increasing strain placed on the German war economy and internal security services throughout occupied Europe by the organized forces of resistance, played a very considerable part in our complete and final victory.3

			

			As totalitarian regimes are wont to do, the Nazis called resisters “terrorists.” In the case of SOE, they were sometimes not far wrong; this too has likely contributed to a certain fuzziness in recollections of the organization and its exploits. Agents who wrote memoirs in some cases understated the savagery of what they were called upon to do.

			Jean Claude was one such memoirist. He wrote an account of his extraordinary wartime experience for his children and grandchildren, and gave it the title “One Man’s Lovely Little War.” It is forthright, but demure, with many upsetting and lurid events omitted for the sake of the grandchildren. And yet the present volume owes much to it. Wherever, in the pages that follow, there are descriptions of things that Jean Claude saw, heard, said, or thought, readers may be assured that they are not liberties taken in hindsight, but details set down by the secret agent himself.

			SOE was a child of desperation, born in one of the darkest periods of the twentieth century: the summer of 1940, after the fall of France crushed the hopes of antifascists, but before the Battle of Britain revived them. The shadow of the Third Reich extended over nearly all of Europe, and Adolf Hitler was preparing to launch Operation Sea Lion, as he called his plan to invade Great Britain. Winston Churchill, the newly appointed prime minister, ordered the formation of a sabotage agency to take the fight to the enemy. (He gave the job of drafting its charter to the ailing Neville Chamberlain, notorious for his appeasement of Hitler at Munich in 1938. As Foot observes, “By a nice irony, Chamberlain’s last political act was to devise a tool for felling Hitler.”)4

			Churchill put his minister of economic warfare, Hugh Dalton, in charge of the new secret service with a famous instruction: “And now, go and set Europe ablaze.” To his chiefs of staff, Churchill gave a slightly more explicit order: “Prepare hunter troops for a butcher-and-bolt reign of terror.”

			By the time Jean Claude enlisted in the buildup to D-Day, SOE had about five thousand agents in the field worldwide, and another eight thousand support staff at home in Great Britain. It had two large secret radio stations, weapons laboratories, commando schools, a hidden airfield, and fleets of trawlers and caïques from the Shetland Islands to Ceylon. Its workshops devised an arsenal of deadly inventions, from the exploding rat to the one-shot cigarette to the Welrod assassin’s pistol, so effective that it remains classified to this day. Some of these novel weapons were devised to attack conventional military targets, like the submersible, motorized canoe that agents used to attach limpet mines to ships. Others were plainly instruments of terror, intended to instill dread in the occupiers. Many German soldiers traveled by bicycle, so SOE devised an exploding bicycle pump. An agent coming across a German’s unattended bicycle would swap out the pump and deflate the tires. When the soldier returned to find his tires flat, he would attach the pump, press on the handle, and have his hands blown off.

			The goals of SOE’s operations ran the gamut from relatively trivial—slipping itching powder into a shipment of shirts bound for a U-boat crew—to momentous: It was SOE agents in Norway who destroyed the German heavy-water plant at Vemork, thwarting Hitler’s drive to create atomic weapons. SOE agents also assassinated Reinhard Heydrich, the SS general who was called—by Hitler himself— “the man with the iron heart,” and who convened the Wannsee Conference to plan the extermination of Europe’s Jews.

			Occupied France was, of course, a major theater of operations for SOE. In the course of the war, SOE dropped ten thousand tons of weapons into the country. As Foot writes, “Arms are to active resisters what rain is to farmers—nothing can be done without them—and SOE was often the only serious source of supply.”5

			In the early war years the weapons were used mainly for sabotage. SOE infiltrated agents with false identities into France to establish networks—“circuits,” as they were called—of brave French men and women willing to attack military and industrial targets. Train engineers were given grease guns rigged to inject abrasives into bearings. Factory workers and sailors were given lumps of coal with explosives inside, to drop into the fireboxes of steam engines. Sentries vanished.

			As D-Day approached, and Allied troops massed in England for Operation Overlord, the Normandy invasion, SOE’s mission changed. Now, the Allied commanders thought, was the time for massive, armed insurrections by Resistance fighters to aid the advancing regular troops. But they would need weapons, supplies, training, and leadership. Galvanizing these secret armies, deep behind enemy lines, became SOE’s job.

			How Jean Claude ended up in this harrowing role is one of those strange tales arising from the organized chaos of warfare. He was a draftee who happened to speak idiomatic French. And he was a big admirer of the tall leather boots issued to paratroopers.
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			SOE’s F Section, which ran missions into France, had a custom: When agents were sent into the field, just before departing they were given an object made of gold. Female agents received a powder compact; men were given a fountain pen or a pair of substantial cuff links. The gifts served a double purpose. They were easily convertible to cash, should the need arise. And they reminded agents that SOE considered their lives precious, in spite of what it asked them to do.1

			F Section was frank with its agents about the peril they faced, telling recruits that their chances of coming home were about even. Certainly the mission it assigned to Jean Claude and his team sounded improbable, if not suicidal: The agents were sent to block an entire Panzer tank division—an elite corps of the Waffen SS—from pushing north to Normandy and driving the D-Day invaders back into the English Channel. They were to do so by raising a guerrilla army deep inside occupied France, in the serene countryside around Limoges.

			Prominent among the indignities inflicted on France by the occupation was the Service du Travail Obligatoire, or Compulsory Work Service. Under that program, signed into law on February 16, 1943, French workers were deported to Germany as forced laborers. Facing that prospect, hundreds of thousands of Frenchmen simply went to ground, living in hiding in the countryside. They became known as maquisards—the word maquis translates roughly as “scrubland.”

			Theirs was a precarious existence. Hunted by Nazis, they lived as woodland nomads, moving their encampments frequently. They relied on local farmers and villagers for food and supplies, but occasionally they had to resort to thievery, and some of their countrymen regarded them as little better than bandits. Civilians found to be aiding them were subject to murderous reprisals by the occupiers.

			To avoid capture and deportation, the maquisards took up what arms they could—usually no more than hunting rifles and handguns—and organized themselves into embryonic resistance cells. In Brittany in the north, the Alps in the east, and the Limousin in the south, they undertook hit-and-run attacks on German troops. They helped Jews escape the country and gave assistance to downed Allied airmen.

			The maquisards were, naturally, a diverse and loosely organized bunch, drawn from all social strata, with political affiliations covering the whole spectrum—then exceedingly broad in France—from monarchists to anarchists. Those belonging to the Communist Party had better cohesion and discipline than most. Others declared allegiance to de Gaulle and his Free French government-in-exile.

			As D-Day approached, commanders in London—especially Churchill, an enthusiastic proponent of unconventional warfare—envisioned the maquisards as the shock troops of a general French uprising against the occupiers. If they were to be effective, though, they would need to set aside factional differences to focus on the common enemy.

			SOE tackled the challenge by parachuting agents, shortly before and after D-Day, into regions of France where maquis groups were thought to be concentrated. Typically it
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