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Introduction

IN THE MIDDLE of the snowless English winter of 1944, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Allied commander overseeing the forthcoming invasion of Europe, was anxious to get the hell out of London. It was January, less than six months before D-Day, and it seemed to him that every Allied officer and VIP in the capital felt personally entitled to barge into his bustling office and bend his ear. The visitors never stopped, interrupting him and his staff, whose typewriters and footsteps and male voices created a constant, purposeful buzz in the rooms at 20 Grosvenor Square. The American ambassador, John Winant, was forever knocking on his door. Churchill was incorrigible. Today—he glanced down at his appointment book—Noel Wild of Ops (b) was due in, the head of an obscure sector in Eisenhower’s sprawling command: deception.

The general had been an early skeptic of deception, the shadow bureau of spies running around the Continent claiming they could fool Hitler and turn the tide of war. General George S. Patton, who much to his own disgust had been drafted into the effort as head of an imaginary one-million-man army called FUSAG, summed up the initial feelings of Eisenhower—and the current attitude of many other military and political leaders: “This damned secrecy thing is rather annoying,” he wrote, “particularly as I doubt if it fools anyone.” 

Eisenhower had changed his mind about deception after witnessing its effectiveness firsthand in the Mediterranean. But in January 1944 he had many actual objects to worry about: destroyers and French railroads and the landing vessels called LSTs, which were maddeningly scarce and threatened to sink the invasion before it began. These very real and important things, not espionage, were what consumed his days.

As he strode through his headquarters, bald, handsome and electric with physical vigor, Eisenhower appeared confident, “a living dynamo of energy, good humor, amazing memory for details, and amazing courage for the future.” His staff loved his relentless optimism, but inwardly and in his private letters to Mamie, the general agonized about what was about to happen. He was smoking four packs of Camels a day, and a journalist would later describe him as “bowed down with worry . . . as though each of the stars on either shoulder weighed four tons.”

If and when the Allies took the beaches of Normandy, Eisenhower hoped to join them. Going to France would return him to an old haunt. He’d spent a year there that few of his visitors knew about, the idyllic seasons of 1928–29 when Eisenhower—somewhat slimmer and with more hair—traveled the roads of Bordeaux and Aquitaine with an army driver, eating picnic lunches on the grass borders of country lanes and grating the ears of the farmers with his rudimentary French before winning them over with a flashing smile. That year at the end of the Roaring Twenties had been one of the best of his life. The career officer had been in France to write a guidebook for World War I battlefields and the graveyards of American troops, austere places where the soldiers’ families came to honor their dead.

It had seemed a pleasant assignment then, but Eisenhower’s memories of France had lately attained a darker shading: if D-Day wasn’t successful, American cemeteries would sprout around the hills and hedgerows of Normandy like the native wood hyacinths. The French would need acres and acres of rich farmland for the graves of the 101st Airborne alone, more for the young men of the Big Red One; the white crosses would blanket the Norman countryside. Western France would become the graveyard for an entire generation of American GIs, the men that Eisenhower made a point of dashing out to visit every chance he got.

The invasion numbers were daunting. Eisenhower hoped to land five divisions on the first day of the operation. Waiting for him in France and the Low Countries would be fifty-six German divisions. The Fifteenth Army was perhaps the most crucial: it was strung out from Turhout in Belgium (the 1st Panzer Division) to Amiens (the 2nd Panzer Division) and Pontoise in France (the 116th Panzer), place names that Eisenhower knew well. There were ten German armored divisions that were “thought to be held as a centrally controlled mobile reserve, whose function would be to drive any invading force back into the sea before it had time to establish a lodgment.” The Allies would calculate that most of those reserves would be sent to the Normandy bridgehead within one week of the invasion. That one week, however, was critical.

If Noel Wild and his deception outfit failed to deceive the enemy about the true target of the invasion, those German divisions would begin to flow south and attempt to destroy the Allied invasion force on the roads and in the small towns of Normandy. If the deception succeeded, the panzers would stay right where they were, waiting for the “real” landing. But how could that be achieved? Who could disguise the largest invasion force in history from Berlin’s watchful eyes?

Finally, Lieutenant Colonel Wild knocked on the door. He was a “slim, elegant little man” and—though this didn’t impress Eisenhower much—an Old Etonian. The two men chatted for a few moments, then Eisenhower made a very modest request. “Just keep the Fifteenth Army out of my hair for the first two days,” he said. “That’s all I ask.”

Wild saluted and walked out.

His chat with Noel Wild was one meeting among the many that Eisenhower held that day and he probably forgot about it almost immediately. If he thought about it at all, the commander most likely believed his request—forty-eight precious hours free of the Fifteenth Army—was asking too much.

 

On the same day, approximately two miles from Eisenhower’s frenetic headquarters, a rather ordinary-looking man named Juan Pujol was taking the Underground to work at a nondescript office on Jermyn Street. Though short and thin, Pujol carried himself like a member of the unseated European royalty that had found themselves at loose ends in London during the war. His shoulders were thrown back and a winning smile arced across his lips. The young Spaniard had an almost boyish face, a wide forehead, a prominent nose and a strong chin. The dominant feature of his face were the warm hazel eyes, flecked with green, that occasionally flashed with amusement and hidden depths. Pujol commuted to work every day from his house in Hendon, where he lived with his glamorous but unhappy wife and his two young children.

Dwight Eisenhower was the all-powerful commander of the Allied forces in Europe; every ship’s quartermaster, every tank gunner, every medic was technically under his command. Pujol, on the other hand, was the emperor of an imaginary world. He was the linchpin in the plan to fool Hitler into believing the attack was coming not at Normandy but up the French coast at Calais. His mission was to keep the Fifteenth Army that was causing Eisenhower such deep worry out of the action. Only a handful of men, such as Lieutenant Colonel Wild, even knew who Juan Pujol was; he walked the London streets unrecognized and unprotected. But this brilliant spy, who three years before had been a failed chicken farmer and hotel manager at a one-star dump in Madrid, was the jewel of the Allies’ counterintelligence forces. Churchill avidly followed his adventures; J. Edgar Hoover would one day clamor to meet him. His code name was Garbo; a British officer had given him the name because he considered Pujol “the best actor in the world.”

In his quest to fool Hitler, Garbo was surrounded by a rather bizarre supporting cast that included a handful of other double agents, a mysterious half-Jewish case officer nicknamed Jesus, a vast supply of props and specially trained commandos, his own invented army of some twenty-seven nonexistent subagents, even an advance man who scoured the country looking for places Garbo’s specters could stay while on their espionage missions to Dover and Edinburgh. But mostly, he had the Germans’ confidence. The Führer’s intelligence agency, the Abwehr, believed in Garbo above all others. They were convinced he was their secret weapon inside England, a spymaster who had sent them so many invaluable reports (carefully crafted with MI5’s help), who had recruited so many valuable sources (all pure inventions), and who believed in fascism so fervently that he could hand them the time and place of the invasion. And if Hitler knew when and where Eisenhower would land his troops, the Führer believed that the Nazi victory was assured.

For Eisenhower, Hitler was a cipher, quite possibly mad: “a power-drunk egocentric . . . one of the criminally insane.” Pujol had less experience with military leaders than the American general but more with fascists: he had actually met and fought with them. And he’d spent months trying to get inside Hitler’s mind, to imagine what the German leader was thinking and then, from six hundred miles away, to obscure entire divisions and armadas from the Führer’s eyes. Pujol’s view of Hitler reflected the spy’s Catholic boyhood and the scenes of executions he’d witnessed as a young soldier in the Spanish Civil War. “I had the idea that this man was a demon, a man who could completely destroy humanity.”

That cool January day, Pujol emerged from the Underground station and walked down Jermyn Street. He arrived at his building, ascended the stairs to his office, greeted the young British secretary, Sarah Bishop, who kept the records of his spectral army, and said hello to his MI5 case officer, Tommy Harris, the man they called Jesus, already filling the small room with the smoke of his black Spanish cigarettes. Pujol knew that D-Day, his final test as a spy, was coming, and he was increasingly nervous, even as he looked—like Eisenhower—cheerful and confident.

Pujol had failed in almost everything he’d tried in his thirty-two years: student, businessman, cinema magnate, soldier. His marriage was falling apart. But in one specialized area of war, the espionage underworld known as the double-cross game, the young man was a kind of savant, and he knew it. After years of suffering and doubt, Pujol hoped he was ready to match wits with the best minds of the Third Reich.

“I wanted to start a personal war with Hitler,” he said. “And I wanted to fight with my imagination.”

Pujol sat down at his desk. Perhaps he asked Sarah Bishop about her evening. Or he exchanged a few words with Tommy Harris about lunch at the nearby Martinez Restaurant, one of their favorite haunts. But despite the close bond between the two, forged over two years of creating intrigues and counterplots spread across Europe and round the world, the enigmatic Harris was keeping not one but two secrets from his star agent: the deception plan that would hide D-Day from Hitler—code-named Operation Fortitude—was in deep trouble. And, even more worryingly, an Abwehr spy in Lisbon had recently revealed that he knew all about Garbo and could soon expose him to the Gestapo, ending his quest once and for all.

Unaware, Pujol began to write a message to the Germans in a beautiful, sloping hand. He was acquainted with secrets. He had a few of his own.
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The Making of a Spy
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Tom Mix in Barcelona

JUAN PUJOL WAS BORN into turmoil, even though no one realized it at the time. The baby boy was entered into the Barcelona Civil Registry as Juan Miguel Valentín García Guijarro and the date of birth given as February 28, 1912, although the baby had actually been delivered two weeks earlier, February 14, the “Day of the Lovers.” What was more troubling was the missing name of his father. In the appropriate box, the registrar listed the baby boy as illegitimate.

It was a not uncommon story. Pujol’s mother, Mercedes García Guijarro, had grown up near Granada, in the southern region of Andalusia, the beautiful and high-spirited daughter of a family that was so devout they were known to locals as Los Beatos (The Blessed). The family moved to Barcelona when Mercedes was eight, and when she was in her early twenties, the trim-waisted and effervescent woman went to work in the factory of Juan Pujol Pena, who lived at 70 Muntaner Street, a respectable and historic address in the heart of the Catalan bourgeois district. Pujol Pena was a highly successful dye merchant, completely self-made, whose factory was “famous for its dark shades,” especially the deepest jet black, which was an important color in Catholic Barcelona.

The merchant’s first wife was alive when Mercedes began working in the factory, but passed away soon after the young woman started there. Pujol Pena and Mercedes began a relationship—whether before or after the first wife was dead is unknown. At the age of twenty-two, Mercedes gave birth to her first son, Joaquín, and then a daughter named Bonaventura. Juan followed, and inherited from his mother a “complicit expression in his ironic gaze” that the British operative Desmond Bristow would catch years later. A younger sister, Elena, followed two years later, after Juan Sr. and Mercedes had married.

The ironic gaze and his small stature were about all Pujol took from his mother. He looked strikingly like his thin, elegant father and he would inherit Pujol Pena’s liberal outlook on the world, as opposed to Mercedes’s stark Catholicism. When Juan was four, his father finally accepted the young boy and his two older siblings as his legitimate children. It was a fortunate moment for Juan: to be a bastard in status-conscious Barcelona in 1912 was a serious matter.

Yet most of the turmoil that churned Pujol’s early years had an inner origin. As Pujol grew up in a house full of nannies, chefs, seamstresses and chauffeurs, with vacations to the shore in his father’s gleaming Hispano-Suiza, his parents quickly saw qualities in their second boy that they couldn’t trace to either of their personalities. Pujol was wild, very wild, or as his mother saw it, bad, very bad. “In my house, the name ‘Juan’ was constantly ringing,” he remembered, “followed by ‘What have you done this time?’” Pujol banged into walls, scraped his limbs raw, crashed into banisters and, in one memorable incident, plowed straight through a floor-to-ceiling window on his tricycle, sending glass crashing into a thousand pieces all around him.

Miraculously, he emerged unscathed. “I really believed that Don Quixote in his adventure with the windmills was not so destroyed as I was,” he later wrote. But that day was the exception. “I was constantly covered in bandages through my whole boyhood.” Though they loved him, Pujol’s brothers and sisters would hide their toys from Juan, convinced that anything he touched would soon be shattered.

His family despaired. Mercedes, especially, couldn’t understand her son. He was incorrigible: threats, punishments, near-mortal injuries seemed to have no effect on a trail of destruction that stretched wider and longer the older he grew. But what looked like sheer mayhem to his parents and the rest of his family were, for the boy, marvelous and exuberant adventures that he saw in his mind in blazing, sharply defined color, always with him as the hero of the tale. As Pujol tore around the mansion, he became a knight, a desperado, a daredevil, an explorer or, his favorite role model, Tom Mix of the Hollywood westerns that he attended as faithfully as Mercedes did Catholic Mass. “That cowboy was doing these wonderful things, and I decided that I should imitate him.”

Pujol would later describe his boyhood imagination as something that he had no real control over. Like some alien host, it compelled him to do things. “The contents of my fevered fantasies,” he wrote, “ran my imagination.” Whatever bloomed in his brain, Pujol would set out to do. Most boys have adventures spinning through their heads at all hours of the day, but Pujol actually seemed to live solely in his dreams, lost to the real world. “I wanted to be the beloved hero of a Hollywood silent movie.” But no one else saw the sets and the props, only Pujol with the crazy look in his eye, approaching at top speed. On the soccer field, he was even more terrifying; his nickname was Bullet.

He wasn’t malicious, and in fact he had a good heart, always rushing in to help when the neighborhood runt was losing a fight. “I didn’t hurt anybody, I was just very, very naughty.” Pujol’s mother tried to snatch him out of his fantasies and mold him into a nice Catalan upper-class boy, a boy she could fully love. “Punishments and retribution” rained down on Pujol’s head one after the other, but they rarely had any effect. Pujol’s genial father could only sigh.

When he was seven, Pujol was sent away to a strict boarding school, run by the Marist Fathers. Pujol’s older brother, the “sturdy and straightforward” Joaquín, was forced to go along to watch over Bullet. In the Spanish expression, it was Pujol who broke the dishes but Joaquín who paid for them.

The priests did their best, but Pujol would always be a mediocre student. He hated the boarding school, and waited impatiently for his wonderful father to arrive on the train, as he did faithfully every Sunday, to take Juan and Joaquín for walks by the sea. There Juan Sr. would tell his boys entrancing stories about the world and dispense advice about life. “He taught me to respect the individuality of human beings, their sorrows and their sufferings. He despised war and bloody revolutions, scorning the despot, the authoritarian . . .” The Marist discipline wouldn’t stick, but the seaside lessons would. In Pujol’s four “interminable” years with the Marists, however, he did manage to become fascinated by history and especially languages. Eventually he would be able to speak five: Spanish, Catalan, French, English and Portuguese.

 

The elder Juan had more to worry about than a high-spirited boy. Barcelona in the 1920s was a prosperous city known as “the Unrivaled,” with nearly one million citizens and heavy industries that led the world. The city’s cotton industry was second only to mighty Liverpool’s, and the first railway engine in the world had been built in its thriving factories. The young Pujol loved going to the train station, where he would watch the steam engines blowing and hissing as they pulled out of the grand terminal. “My imagination would travel with them as they sped away to remote destinations to the echoing sound of a whistle.”

But there were good reasons for a young boy to want to escape Barcelona: it was a combustible, highly dangerous place to grow up in, a place where the leftists’ idea of a joke was to soap the stone steps of churches so that the hated Catholic bourgeoisie would slip and break their necks when leaving Mass. The Catalan capital often seemed on the verge of tearing itself apart: waves of riots, strikes and violence left dozens of mutilated bodies on the streets; radicals burned down churches and convents, fascist gangs responded with kidnappings and mass murders. Political coups seemed to be the city’s leading industry. “One day a right-wing faction sitting outside a coffee-bar would be machine-gunned,” Pujol remembered, “the next day it was the turn of the left.” Anarcho-syndicalists battled Catholic workers, proto-fascists shot communists, military supporters bombed antimonarchists. Assassination became so common that when a politician or union leader was found dead on the street, it was said almost casually that he’d “been take for a paseo,” a stroll.

As a leading industrialist and a progressive, the elder Juan was a potential target of several factions. “Every morning my father went to work, he said goodbye to us as if for the last time; each parting was heart-rending.” The paterfamilias despised the violence and poison-tipped rhetoric that had become so common in Barcelona. He was a committed humanist who believed in science, progress and, above all, tolerance. (Mercedes’s sympathies no doubt lay with the Catholic traditionalists who backed Franco.) Finally, the tension became so thick that Juan Sr. moved his family away from the city center to the northern suburb of Putxet, where after living in a succession of apartments they settled into a magnificent home on Homero Street.

Pujol grew up strong, athletic, “a hefty fellow of fifteen, with an incipient beard,” as he boasted later. He was charming, loved to dance and quote Catalan poetry, to hike in the mountains and sweet-talk the local girls. But he found his lessons to be “endless and dull,” and after one particularly loud fight with a teacher, he marched home and announced that he was dropping out. Cannily, Juan Sr. agreed, with one proviso: the impulsive teenager had to go out and get a job. Pujol agreed, promptly marched off and talked his way into an apprenticeship at an enormous hardware shop just off the world-famous Rambla.

His duties were to sweep the floor, run errands, deliver packages and replace the tools that the shop assistants had left out after demonstrating them for customers. It was his first real job, and the long hours and menial tasks quickly wore him down. As his father had no doubt foreseen, Pujol lasted only a few weeks before quitting the shop. Then he zoomed to the opposite extreme, locking himself in the family library and delving deep into the arcane philosophical and literary texts that lined the walls. Pujol was searching for a vocation, and like everything else, he pursued it at top speed. The teenager was all velocity and no direction.

The young man’s intense, headlong nature also propelled him into a series of mad love affairs. “I’ve always adored romanticism, and I’ve always been a slave of what is usually called the weaker sex.” When he met Luisita, a vivacious dance-crazed girl from Andalusia, he pursued her all the way to Granada, begging his father to drive him there in the family’s Hispano-Suiza. In Granada Pujol discovered that his beloved had a violently jealous boyfriend. Pujol sent Luisita poem after poem and declared his everlasting love, but the girl chose the brute, and Pujol’s father had to drive back to Barcelona with his heartbroken son weeping in the passenger seat. “I was destroyed; the chef of the house couldn’t find anything to make me happy. A few months after I left, Luisita married that abominable cretin.”

 

One day when he was nineteen, Pujol began to feel knife-like pains in his abdomen that doubled him over. His appendix had burst. He was rushed to the hospital and into the operating room. The surgeon successfully removed the appendix, but three days later, as Pujol recovered in bed, the incision became infected. The young man raved with fever, wavering between life and death. In between hallucinations, he would awaken to find his father by his side, day and night, holding his hand and saying nothing, only crying. It was the first time young Pujol had seen his father’s tears.

The fever seemed to burn something out of Pujol. After he recovered, he made another hairpin turn in his life: he would stop dreaming of romance and foreign travel. He gave up studying Aristotle. Instead, he began taking classes in—of all things—poultry management. After a six-month course at the Royal Academy of Poultry Farming at Arenys de Mar, Juan Pujol became a fully certified chicken farmer.

This about-face was clearly a major capitulation to his family, and to reality. “I felt my stubbornness, my not studying and continuously disappointing my father were going to bring me to a bad end,” he later explained. He even took up with Margarita, a sensible and tender Barcelona girl who was very like his mother: “prudent, very religious”—and afraid of sex. The mad charms of girls like Luisita, as well as the adventures of Tom Mix and Don Quixote, were quietly put on a shelf.

In 1933, Pujol reported for compulsory military service. Soon he was sporting around town in the tailored officer’s uniform of the 7th Light Artillery Regiment, sworn to serve the leftist Republican government against all enemies. After a few months, Pujol had learned to ride a horse and salute correctly. It was of his last successes before death and war darkened his life.

After a series of small strokes, his sixty-seven-year-old father soon took to his bed. The 1934 flu epidemic had struck Barcelona, and Juan Sr. was sick with the virus. In another room, Pujol was also laid out with the flu, and the two of them spent their days only yards apart, their faces burning with fever. On January 24, a doctor was called. Half delirious, Pujol listened from his room as the physician examined his father, the only sound the murmuring of his mother and sisters. Though sleepy and dazed, Pujol heard the doctor say that an injection was needed. He heard the thump of the front door closing and the rapid footsteps of a servant running off to the nearby pharmacy. A few minutes later, the sound of the door again: the servant had returned with the medicine. There was silence and Pujol imagined the doctor poking his syringe into the vial, then rolling up his father’s sleeve, holding his pale arm as the needle slipped into the vein. And then Pujol heard a scream that he would never forget. “Everybody was crying and shouting. I heard someone cry out, ‘What happened? What happened?’ My mother and my sisters were crying, crying. I could hear the doctor saying he couldn’t understand what had happened, why the injection had that effect.” Finally, someone rushed in and told Pujol the news. His father had died the instant the doctor pushed the syringe’s plunger.

Pujol, too ill to attend the funeral, was devastated. His father had been his closest friend, the ideal of what a man should be. “The flight of his soul from the world left me oppressed and overwhelmed,” he said. “I had lost the one I loved the most, forever.” To make matters worse, his father had died knowing that his son was struggling. As he listened to his family tell how the workers at the dye factory had taken his father’s coffin on their shoulders, tears streaming down their faces, and how children from the San Juan de Dios Hospital had joined in the procession, paying tribute to the man who’d quietly paid for their medicines and their beds because it was the decent thing to do, the wayward son cried and contemplated a hard truth: he’d fallen short in his father’s eyes.

 

With his father gone, Pujol struggled to find a place for himself in increasingly chaotic and violent Barcelona. Perhaps sparked by boyhood memories of Tom Mix, he bought a movie theater, then sold it and bought a smaller one. Both failed miserably. A trucking company bought and run with the long-suffering Joaquín bled red ink and had to be closed. Then a chicken farm. Everything collapsed in frustrated hopes, costing the family untold sums. “He was a terrible businessman,” says Pujol’s eldest son, who would go on to be a successful entrepreneur and art gallery owner. Pujol simply wasn’t a practical thinker; he threw himself into things with passion but little planning or strategic vision.

Finally, at twenty-four, Pujol took up a sales position with a poultry farm in Llinás del Vallés, just under twenty miles north of Barcelona, and got engaged to the quiet Margarita. Was he in love with her? “I don’t know. She was very nice to me but I was bored,” he would say years later. Pujol had seemingly reconciled himself to a life of anonymous work and family life in a small town in Spain. He owed his family that much. And he needed to eat.

Then, on July 17, 1936, Spanish soldiers in their Moroccan barracks staged a revolt. The Spanish Civil War had begun.



  2


The Training Ground

JULY 18 WAS A blisteringly hot Sunday. Pujol had planned a day trip with friends to Montseny, a mountainous region thirty miles northeast of Barcelona. But then fragmented reports of the barracks rebellion came in over the radio: General Franco and his troops in the Canary Islands were joining the fray; officers and men across the nation were swelling the ranks of the coup against the Republican government. As Barcelona tensed, Pujol made his way through empty streets to his fiancée’s house in Calle Girona. There he heard the news of escalations and fresh outbreaks of violence: cathedrals and political headquarters were burning; priests were being hunted down and murdered by leftist radicals; a general strike had been called by antifascist unions; food was already growing scarce and people were killing each other in the streets. Rebel fascist units had stormed the Telefónica building and the Hotel Colon, and marched toward the intersection of Paseo de Grácia and Diagonal, where a workers’ militia waited to oppose them, rifle stocks growing slick in their hands.

Soon it became clear that Barcelona was firmly in the grip of the Republican forces. As a cavalry officer, Pujol was required to report for duty, but he refused to take up arms “in such a fratricidal fight.” Even if he had to die, he wouldn’t kill a fellow Spaniard.

Politically, Pujol was his father’s son. “I loved liberty, tolerance and religious liberty,” he said. He hated the wild rhetoric of the communists and the anarcho-syndicalists, who declared that “nothing great has ever been achieved without violence . . . the possession of revolvers and machine guns distinguished the free man from the slave.” Franco and his Nationalists were just as extreme in their hatreds, but Barcelona was a leftist city, its buildings draped with communist flags and the red-and-black banners of the anarchists. “Every shop and café had an inscription saying that it had been collectivized,” wrote George Orwell. “Even the bootblacks had been collectivized and their boxes painted red and black.”

Pujol shared none of the left’s infatuation with the Republicans. He’d seen the massacres, seen the bodies being pulled from the church ruins. His younger sister Elena and his mother were arrested by the Republicans on charges of supporting Franco, but the family managed to contact an anarchist friend, and the pair were “snatched from certain death” and returned home unharmed. Pujol’s older brother, Joaquín, was sent to the Republican front; like his brother, Joaquín didn’t believe in the cause and soon deserted, slipping through the hills of Girona province, starving and near naked. The family’s dye factory, on whose profits the Pujols depended, was taken over by the workers who just a few years earlier had carried his father’s coffin on their shoulders. Pujol despised the vicious war that tore families apart, the massacres in bullrings, the shadowy groups of men known as “uncontrollables” who hunted fascists and their peers on the right. He saw firsthand what one thoughtful anarchist called the release of “a brutish appetite, a thirst for extermination, a lust for blood inconceivable in honest men before.”

 

Barcelona was Pujol’s first experience of war—and of espionage. In Spain, the spy game shared little with the remote gentlemen’s pastime popularized in pulp novels. It was all-pervasive, blind and savage. “A horrible atmosphere of suspicion had grown up,” wrote Orwell, who arrived in the city in late 1936. “Various people were infected with spy mania and were creeping round whispering that everyone else was a spy of the Communists, or the Trotskyists, or the Anarchists, or what-not.” Men and women were executed on the mere charge of “Trotskyist treachery.” Even those who weren’t spying, as Orwell wrote, somehow felt that they were. Pujol would emerge from the Spanish Civil War naïve about the techniques of espionage, but not about its costs. People were put up against a wall and shot in Barcelona on the strength of a rumor.

Not wanting to fight for the Republicans, Pujol took his chances as a fugitive and holed up at his fiancée’s family home, one of many young Spaniards who fled the ranks of both sides. For months he lived there, unable to leave the premises, glued to the radio as gunshots echoed outside and the airwaves filled with reports of massacres. It was too risky for him to speak above a whisper or glance out the window, and every time the doorbell rang he had to hide. Capture could mean being shot as a deserter.

Just before Christmas 1936, Pujol was in the kitchen cracking hazelnuts and walnuts with a hammer, the shells flying everywhere. Enjoying himself, he forgot about the need for silence; in fact, he was making such a racket that at first he didn’t hear the knock at the front door. An informer had turned Margarita’s family in for storing valuables for pro-Franco families who’d fled Barcelona. When the police poured through the front door, they marched straight to the spot where the jewelry was hidden, a lintel between two rooms. Then they began to search the rest of the house. When the police reached the kitchen, they found Pujol, hammer still raised to smash a walnut. He was arrested at gunpoint and marched out of the house, along with his fiancée’s father and brother, into a waiting car.

Had Pujol and the others been found by an irregular posse of full-blooded radicals, they would most likely have been “taken for a stroll” and executed. But luck was with them: the somber group was brought instead to the local police station, which meant they were in the hands of more moderate Republicans. Pujol breathed a sigh of relief—which quickly evaporated when he was accused of being a deserter. “I was petrified, fearing that I might have to pay with my life,” he recalled. The young lieutenant was taken to the dungeon below the station and locked in a dark, cold cell.

Day after day, as his warders brought his meals, Pujol could only sit in the gloom and listen to the voices of his jailers and fellow inmates. Every day the door to his cell would be opened and a police officer would sit down and interrogate him. “I kept assuring [them] I had only been in the house because I was engaged to the eldest daughter, but they continued to question me remorselessly.” The war was growing even more savage, with atrocities and mass killings on both sides. The execution of a suspected Nationalist sympathizer would barely be noticed.

After a week in the jail, in the middle of a freezing night, Pujol awoke with a start. The cell door had swung open and a man he’d never seen before was standing in the dim light. The man whispered for him to get up and come with him. Pujol, half asleep, stumbled after the stranger as he led the prisoner through a bewildering series of hallways and offices in the predawn darkness. Pujol now realized that the man was no policeman; Pujol had unwittingly become part of a jailbreak. At every turn he feared running into a Republican militiaman in one of their mismatched uniforms. A deserter might catch a break, but a deserter-cum-escapee was certain to be shot. Finally, the stranger reached ahead and pushed open a small door, and Pujol felt a rush of cold air against his face. The man handed him a piece of paper and pointed toward the starlit road.

His fiancée, the pious and prudish Margarita, whom he wasn’t even sure he loved, had saved his skin. She’d contacted a secret Catholic organization called the Socorro Blanco (White Aid), which ran a kind of Francoist underground railroad for fugitives. But now Pujol was on the streets of Barcelona, a hunted man without the identification needed to pass the Republican checkpoints. He looked at the address on the paper and began walking quickly, keeping a sharp eye out for the barricades behind which soldiers stood guard around the clock. The dizzying fall from the dreamy existence of his childhood was nearly complete. “I had . . . become a criminal.”

The address led him to the Gothic Quarter, one of Barcelona’s tough and dirty working-class neighborhoods. Pujol climbed the stairs of the apartment building listed on the paper, not daring to turn on the hallway light. Feeling his way forward in the dark, he touched the smooth surface of a wooden door and knocked gently. He heard footsteps. A woman slowly opened the door. Without a word, she gestured him inside. The flat was a Socorro Blanco safe house occupied by a taxi driver, his wife and their bright-eyed nine-year-old son. Pujol was safe for the time being.


Unable to get word to his family, Pujol spent his days in the cramped apartment, often hungry, as food in Barcelona was becoming increasingly scarce. When Pujol had to speak to his protectors, they would turn up the radio to muffle the conversation. Otherwise, he lived in silence. He helped the boy with his math and history lessons—the schools in Barcelona had closed during the war—by whispering his corrections in the nine-year-old’s ear. Outside, he could glimpse fathers and mothers lining up for food and could feel the impact as bombs thudded into nearby houses. At night, Pujol had difficulty sleeping, his vivid imagination serving up nightmares in which a sudden knock on the door was followed by arrest and a firing squad.

The only relief from the boredom were moments of unexpected terror. One day, when he was whiling away the time with the taxi driver’s son, with the parents away, the knock on the door finally came. “Policía,” a voice shouted. Pujol silently pointed to the boy’s bedroom, and the boy nodded. As he hid himself, Pujol heard the child open the front door and inform the policemen that his mother was shopping and his father was out fighting the fascists. The boy invited the men in and casually showed them the apartment as they asked detailed questions. When he came to the room where Pujol lay hiding under the bed, the boy flung the door open, hit the light switch and in a bored voice announced that this was where he slept. The police nodded and passed by.

After months of this precarious existence, in the summer of 1937 the taxi driver took his family to live in a small village in Lleida, in western Catalonia. Pujol was left alone. He had to strain to be completely quiet, as the neighbors believed the apartment had been left empty—no radio, no clattering of dishes, no singing to pass the time. When he walked across the floor, he shuffled to keep the noise down. The apartment windows were kept shut even during the blazingly hot Barcelona summer, so Pujol roasted; when winter came, his teeth chattered with cold. He couldn’t turn on a lamp, afraid the glow from behind the drawn curtains would be seen from the street. Pujol’s eyes, like those of a nocturnal animal, became sensitive to bright light. Only the surreptitious visits of a girl from the Socorro Blanco with packages of food under her arm broke the monotony and kept him from starvation. She came every three days, but as the weeks passed the time between visits stretched longer and longer.

Pujol was a naturally buoyant person, a lover of life, but in time he fell into a deep depression. He lost nearly fifty pounds, and his skin grew pale from lack of sunlight. “I began to look like a decrepit old man of forty, even though I was only twenty-five. I became desperate and knew I could not hold out much longer.” Pujol asked the volunteer to get him fake papers so that he could walk the streets again, and after a long delay she came back with a forged ID showing he was too old for the army. It wasn’t a difficult thing to pull off: Pujol had aged so much that his appearance matched the fake details.

The fugitive walked out into the streets of Barcelona and at first failed to recognize his native city, with its burned-out husks of buildings and its citizens in rags. Distraught over the reports of fresh bloodshed coming over the radio daily, he decided it was time to leave Spain. “The years of enclosure and persecution shaped my personality and most of my dreams were dashed and destroyed. The bitterness of so many hours of dejection and woe, deprivations, deceptions . . . made my spirit into a rebel one, more disobedient and obstinate.” In order to plan an escape over the border, he first found work managing a chicken farm in Girona in the northeast, not far from France. He nodded as his neighbors repeated the latest Republican slogans; he was an undercover pacifist, unattached to either side, already learning how to be a kind of double agent in his own country. In his free time, Pujol went for long walks in the hills to build up his strength for the ordeals ahead, carefully noting the distances in a small notebook. He was walking thirteen miles a day, then twenty, until one day he arrived back in Girona and realized he’d hiked forty miles, all the way to the top of Mount Puigmal, from which he could see the French border. His health slowly returned.

There was one problem with his escape plan: border guards had recently shot and killed a number of fugitives. Pujol contemplated fleeing but soon changed his mind. Instead, he decided to go over to the Nationalist side, where he hoped he’d “be left alone to live my own life.” To do that, he first had to rejoin the Republicans, go through training, get his commission and be sent to the front. Only then could he make a run for the enemy lines. Even to begin the ruse, Pujol had to deceive. Using a false name and forged papers, he went to the barracks in Las Atarazanas and signed up for the army. The Republican officers cheered his selflessness; Pujol’s fake ID showed that he was past the age for compulsory service, but here he was, a diehard volunteering for the cause.

After two weeks of bare-bones training, Pujol was sent to Montblanc, near the Ebro River. The war, and the Nationalist army, was only a few miles away. Pujol volunteered as a signals officer and was sent to the front as part of one of the International Brigades made famous by Hemingway and Orwell. The appeal of the war had faded for the Europeans and Americans, however, and Pujol found himself among fellow Catalans, often shooting at their cousins and uncles a few hundred yards away across a hilly landscape cut into zigzag trenches and pitted with bomb craters. The casualty rate was over 50 percent.

Though he’d claimed to be experienced in signals, the new recruit didn’t know Morse code or semaphore. Instead of sending messages, he was ordered to lay telephone cables from the rear command areas to the front lines. On the northern bank of the Ebro, he ducked as a rebel bomber screamed overhead and dropped explosives on a Republican pontoon, which was being used to ferry combatants across the river. “The bombs hissed as they descended, thunderous explosions followed and the air was filled with millions of splinters as huge columns of water gushed upward.”

Pujol took up his position in a trench cut into a slope of the Sierra de la Fatarella and listened to the voices of the Nationalist troops as they called through their megaphones, mocking the half-starved enemy, asking them if they were eating lentils again. That was the only Republican meal: lentils, perhaps with a trace of lard or a bit of pork. Desertion was rife. The punishment, if you were caught, was death. One day, Pujol watched as the company barber, who’d been caught trying to sneak over to Franco’s lines, was stood up in front of the battalion and shot. His corpse was left to rot in the sun as a warning to the other men. Pujol decided to risk an escape anyway.

Walking the front line, checking the telephone cables for breaks or cuts, Pujol kept an eye on the no man’s land between the trenches. He could see the helmets of the Francoists outlined against the setting sun. He listened to the chatter from the other side, trying to zero in on the trench closest to the Republican lines. Finally, one evening early in the new year of 1938, he picked up two hand grenades and steeled himself for “the craziest act I ever did in my long and adventurous existence.” Two other ragged and starving Republicans had agreed to go across with him. They waited for the right moment.

The sky was clear and a full moon lit up the battlefield. At around 7 p.m., the three men crouching in their trench turned to each other and nodded. As Pujol adjusted his gear one final time, the other two, their nerves frayed to the breaking point, startled him by jumping out of the trench and dashing wildly down the hillside, sending a small avalanche of rocks and pebbles ahead of them. A sentry called out. Pujol wasn’t yet out of the trench and already his cover was blown. Prepared to die to escape an army he’d grown to hate, he climbed the trench wall and pitched himself into no man’s land.

Stumbling down the hill in the half darkness, Pujol heard a patrol take up the chase behind him. He made it down the slope and crossed the river at the foot of the mountain, then angled toward a stand of pine trees that offered cover from the bright moonlight. Once he reached the trees, however, he became disoriented and began running uphill, before realizing he was ascending the same small mountain he’d just scrambled down. He was panicking, heading straight back to the Republican lines and certain death.

Bullets cut through the night air around him. Pujol reversed course as tiny geysers of dirt spattered against his wool pants. He sped up, taking giant steps, half running and half falling down the hill toward a patch of reeds that lay at the bottom. When he reached the stand, he rolled into the reeds and out of the moonlight as the patrol nipped at his heels. Panting, he tried to control his breathing as the soldiers beat the grass with their guns, hoping to flush him out. Their voices, angry and frustrated, grew closer. “There were six of them. I lay there shaking in fear and covered with sweat,” he later wrote. He began to pray to the Virgin Mary to keep him hidden.

Pujol felt the cool metal of the grenades in his sweating palms. If he pulled the pins and lobbed the grenades at the voices, he’d be free. But he was lying in this dirt because he despised bloodshed. He couldn’t do it. After a tense fifteen minutes, he dashed up the opposite hill—the correct one this time—to a nearby stand of trees. He found a narrow ditch just wide enough to hide a man. He lay down in it, covering himself with leaves and twigs. The voices of the patrol, close by, soon stopped; the men were taking a cigarette break. Pujol peered through the leaves and saw the silhouettes of their faces against the sky.

The Francoists began their nightly banter, their mocking voices floating over the reed bed. “Hey, Reds, what’ve they given you to eat today?” A rain cloud passed in front of the moon, sending a shadow over the battlefield. Pujol placed his two grenades on dry ground and slowly reached down to untie his boots, listening for any change in the soldier’s voices, any hint they’d heard him stirring. Now his boots were off and he could tiptoe silently. He crouched down, making his way through the reed bed and out the other side.

His bare feet gripped the loose gravel of the hillside as he raced uphill and threw himself over two stone walls, using the shouts of the Nationalists as his beacon. His heart racing, he suddenly heard a voice that seemed impossibly close to him. “We’re coming to you,” the man said. Pujol nearly fainted, thinking the patrol had caught him—but it was one of his fellow escapees. He had made it across.

Once they were safely behind Nationalist lines, Pujol and the other two fugitives were presented with plates piled with food. They ate until their stomachs hurt. Stone-faced interrogators put them through “endless hours” of questioning: Where were the Republican positions? What was morale like? Next, the men were sent on a supply train back to Zaragoza, where they were herded into the concentration camp at the University of Deusto, in the Basque province. 

Pujol had risked his life for freedom. Now he found himself dressed in filthy rags like all his fellow prisoners, watching lice races in the camp barracks, complete with betting and cheering sections for each contestant. He slept on the hard wooden floor, his days ruled over by abusive guards. He fell ill and was brought, vomiting, to the camp’s infirmary. His dream of liberty, like all the others, had gone up in bitter smoke.

Pujol had only one thing of value left, a beautiful and expensive fountain pen, a reminder of his past as a child of Barcelona’s upper class. He sold the pen to a soldier and, with the proceeds, bought a much cheaper pen, some writing paper and stamps. Pujol wrote to everyone he knew, relatives and distant acquaintances that he remembered from his boyhood. Finally, a kindhearted family friend, a brother superior of the order of San Juan de Dios, the Catholic mission his father had supported, showed up at the camp to berate the Nationalists and secure his release. Again his long-suffering family had come to the rescue of their luckless son.

Pujol was taken to Palencia and then on to a hospital in the city of Burgos, where he was diagnosed with acute bronchitis and sent to the wards. At last he could enjoy small pleasures, such as sleeping in a clean bed and playing cards with his fellow patients as the daughters of the best families of Burgos cared for them. One especially caught his eye, a dark beauty named Araceli, who worked as a nurse and whom he later ran into at the Hotel Condestable. The hotel had one other guest that would have an impact on Pujol’s life: Kim Philby, war correspondent for the London Times, Russian spy and future head of the Spanish section of MI6.

The Civil War ended on April 1, 1939, with General Francisco Franco taking control of a broken, hate-addled nation.

 

Pujol was in as bad shape as his country. “Years of hiding and persecution had made me bitter; my dreams had been shattered; my life seemed to have been nothing but disappointments and privations; I hated being a soldier and longed to escape to a new life.” He received his discharge from the army but refused to join the Spanish Phalanx of the Assemblies of the Nationalist Syndicalist Offensive, also known as the Falange, the party headed by General Franco. Doing so would have greased the wheels for Pujol in business and social life, but by now he despised the fascists as much as he had the communists.

The war had remade Juan Pujol. It had eaten up his youth, left him physically wasted, mocked his ideals, disillusioned and humiliated him, reduced him to a pale ghost. His family fortune was gone and his beloved country was in ruins. He’d lost most of his hair. He looked far older than he was. He had no medals or war service with which to kick off a brilliant career.


But the conflict had given as well as taken. He found himself walking the streets of a blasted, mourning Madrid no longer willing to settle for an anonymous life as a chicken farmer in the back reaches of the capital. Instead of grandiose dreams, he now had something more world-ready: a survivor’s wit sharpened to a razor’s edge. He’d learned how to talk his way past firing squads and to convince people of whatever he wanted to convince them. He wasn’t the hero he’d wanted to be; he was far from being his noble father. “I am only his shadow,” he would later write. But he was a far tougher man than he’d been a few years before. It was as if the stuff of his fantasies had been brutally reprocessed into a working knowledge of how human beings functioned under pressure.

Even more importantly, Pujol realized that playing it safe had gotten him nowhere. Why remain a chicken farmer when the world was being turned upside down? He was willing to risk things again—everything, if necessary. And he’d found someone who was just as eager to take the plunge with him.
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Araceli

ARACELI GONZÁLEZ CARBALLO, the dark stunner of a nurse that Pujol had met in the Hotel Condestable, was a dreamer like Pujol. Growing up, her mother nicknamed her Antoñita la Fantástica, after the fictional character in a series of popular children’s books starring a Madrid girl who traveled the world chasing adventure and who, as one reader put it, “symbolized extravagance and almost a hint of madness.”

But unlike Pujol’s ambitions, Araceli’s were tuned to beautiful things, fine clothes and social glamour. “There is a part of the family that believes they descend from Alfonso XI,” she would later write, while confirming that one grandmother “belonged to the house of the marquis of Carballo.” All very important considerations in status-conscious Spain.

Pujol had always alternated unhappily between two romantic poles: devout Catholic girls like Margarita, humble and a little boring, who must have pleased his mother, and women with fire in their eyes: wild, music-mad, flamboyant like Luisita, the girl who’d married the “abominable cretin.” Perhaps, like his career choices—chicken farming vs. philosophy—they represented the two forces that repelled and attracted him: a desire to please his family and be the good son, and the compulsion to seek out all-or-nothing encounters with destiny. Araceli was very much from the flamboyant camp, and in pursuing her ardently, Pujol made declaration: I will take a chance on life. Poor Margarita, who’d saved his life more than once, wasn’t heard from again.

Pujol’s fires burned deep inside, but on the surface he was often quiet and reserved. It was Araceli who had the show-stopping personality. When she entered a room, it was as if the lights had been turned up. With lustrous black hair, flashing eyes, a pale, creamy complexion, she was impossible to miss. Decades later, her granddaughter would smile ruefully and say, “She was the most seductive woman I ever met. My boyfriends always ended up falling in love with her.”

Araceli had grown up in the province of Galicia, in the small northwestern town of Lugo, the only extant town in the world still surrounded by intact Roman walls. It was as ancient and insular as it sounded. When Araceli claimed that “Lugo was the kind of place where people died in the bed they’d been born in,” she meant it literally. Instead of receiving a first-class education that would allow them to make their way in the world, Araceli and other girls of her station were sent to “ladies’ school” and then to be trained in a minor profession where they could meet a respectable husband. Araceli was steered into nursing. “It was the best way to leave us without culture,” she wrote bitterly. “I always wanted to talk, to reason, to discuss.” Everything modern and exciting was far away: “We lived in a fantasy world of the good girls of Lugo.”

Araceli rebelled. After her nurse’s training, she raced off to the regional center
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