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Introduction

The Second World War looms large in the popular consciousness. The six-year war pitted the Allies against German Nazis, Italian fascists, and the militaristic Japanese empire. There is a plethora of non-fiction books and documentaries about the war, along with countless novels, films, board games, and computer games. This would make it an excellent setting for a role-playing game, but military organisations usually enforce strict discipline and rigid rank structures. These can stifle the creativity that is so crucial to an enjoyable role-playing game.

The Special Operations Executive (SOE) is unusual in this regard, and offers a chance to play a game set during the Second World War. SOE agents were given a great deal of leeway and freedom to devise tactics and plans to achieve their objectives. The SOE had some spectacular successes, but an agent's life was a dangerous one, with many being captured. Once taken prisoner, an agent could expect little more than torture, followed by execution. Their role involved both intelligence gathering and sabotage, so the level of combat can be tailored to suit the group's tastes. Civilians were often recruited, allowing for a wide range of backgrounds and character types.

A controversial policy of SOE was to recruit women and train them to work alongside the men. Female agents even assumed leadership roles in the field, so players can choose to play a historically accurate female character without being unnecessarily constrained. SOE had agents in almost every occupied territory. The exceptions were those that the Allies had agreed were the sole responsibility of the United States or Soviet Union. The existence of SOE was a closely-guarded secret throughout the war, and most people only became aware of it afterwards.

SOE was formed in July 1940, shortly after the fall of France. British prime minister Winston Churchill was keen to take what limited offensive action Britain could, and he instructed the new organisation to "set Europe ablaze"1. SOE was unpopular in some circles, especially the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), also known as MI6. There was a fierce rivalry between the two agencies throughout the war, with the established SIS looking down on SOE agents as amateurs.

SOE had several nicknames, including "The Baker Street Irregulars" (because its London headquarters was at 64 Baker Street), "Churchill's Secret Army", and "The Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare". These also hint to the jealousy and disdain that was directed toward them by more established, conventional organisations.

The organisation worked with the RAF, but the relationship wasn't always cordial, particularly with Bomber Command. SOE officials liked to say that a single agent with a small amount of plastic explosive was more effective and less wasteful of innocent lives than a strike by RAF bombers. When asked to assist with dropping SOE agents into France in 1940, the Chief of the Air Staff wrote, "I think that the dropping of men dressed in civilian clothes for the purpose of attempting to kill members of the opposing forces is not an operation with which the Royal Air Force should be associated."2 These rivalries may offer interesting options for game masters, as problems could come from rival Allied organisations as well as Axis forces.


Running the Game

The assumption in this book is that the players will take on the role of SOE agents or resistance fighters that work with the SOE. The tone of the game is far from fixed, however. It could be light-hearted and humorous in the vein of the TV series 'Allo 'Allo. It could be action-packed and cinematic like a Hollywood blockbuster. Or it could be gritty and realistic, like the TV series Wish Me Luck or Secret Army.

Whatever tone is chosen, the GM needs to be aware of the possibility that disturbing topics may crop up. Genocide, slave labour, and torture are just some of the gruesome topics that SOE agents could encounter. It's important to discuss this, and establish lines and veils, before starting a one-off game or campaign. I also recommend using a tool such as John Stavropoulos' X-Card to make it easier for players to indicate when they are uncomfortable with an aspect of the game. There are a range of safety tools, along with instructions, at ttrpgsafetytoolkit.com.







	Dalton, The Second World War Diary of Hugh Dalton 1940–45.↩︎


	Foot, SOE in France: An Account of the Work of the British Special Operations Executive in France, 1940–1944.↩︎







Organisation

When it was first formed in 1940, SOE consisted of three departments. They were responsible for propaganda (SO1), operations (SO2), and research (SO3). By August 1941 the propaganda department had been spun off into the Political Warfare Executive. At this time, SOE had a single operations department that was split into sections (although some were named forces or missions), with each section assigned to a particular country. The sections were strictly compartmentalised for security, each with their own headquarters and training establishment. This compartmentalisation was very effective, with governments-in-exile from different occupied countries thinking that they each had their own organisation assigned, not realising that they were all sub-divisions of SOE.

SOE had departments charged with developing, acquiring, and producing special equipment. Other divisions dealt with finance, security, economic research, and administration. SOE was controlled by a council, made up of fifteen heads of departments and sections. Most senior SOE staff were recruited by word of mouth, generally between Cambridge or Oxford graduates and public school alumni.

Subsidiary stations were set up to deal with regions outside of Europe. Force 133, based in Cairo and later Bari, ran operations in the Middle East and Balkans, and had a reputation for sloppy security. In Africa, a West Africa Mission was set up, and later an East Africa Mission. The latter had responsibility for Portuguese East Africa and the Vichy French islands of Madagascar and Reunion. The Governor of Kenya and the General Officer Commanding-in-Chief East Africa both objected to the establishment of the East African Mission, but it went ahead despite them. SOE agents on Madagascar provided invaluable support and intelligence for the British invasion of the island in May 1942. After the invasions of French North Africa and Italy, stations were set up in Algiers and Brindisi, to run operations in southern France and Italy.

An India Mission and an Oriental Mission were established in 1941, then in April 1942 the Oriental Mission assets and responsibilities were re-assigned to the India Mission. At this point, the mission was responsible for operations in Burma, Malaya, China, Sumatra, Siam, and French Indo-China. In March 1944 it changed its cover name from GSI(k) to Force 136.


Sections, forces, and missions


	Albania

	Belgium

	Crete

	Denmark

	East Africa Mission

	Force 133 (Middle East and Balkans)

	France

	Germany

	Greece

	GSI(k), later Force 136 (far east)

	Iran

	Italy

	Italy (based in Brindisi, from 1943)

	Netherlands

	Norway

	Poland

	Slovakia

	Southern France (based in Algiers, from 1942)

	Yugoslavia



One of SOE's first tasks was to establish contact with resistance groups in occupied Europe. It was soon found that French resistance groups were split, largely by whether or not they supported General de Gaulle, the leader of the Free French. France was therefore split into two sections, with the supporters of de Gaulle assigned to RF Section and the others assigned to F Section. RF Section worked closely with the Free French intelligence service, the Bureau Central de Renseignements et d'Action (BCRA). Generally, the BCRA would provide personnel and the SOE would provide equipment, training, weapons, etc. After the invasion of Normandy in June 1944, the two French SOE sections were merged into the État-major des Forces Française de l'Intérieur (EMFFI).





Training

Initially, a prospective agent's character and potential were assessed, while giving away as little as possible about SOE and what the agency did. Any candidates that did not pass this stage were encouraged to forget what little they had managed to learn about SOE before being discharged.

In June 1943, a more streamlined process was introduced for the initial selection. A Student's Assessment Board (SAB) was set up at Cranleigh in Surrey. Here, the candidates were put through a variety of tests over four days, with a particular emphasis on the psychology of potential agents.

Those that passed the initial selection went on to a "Group A" paramilitary school in Scotland. This course initially lasted for three weeks, but was later lengthened to five weeks. The course began with a long march over the Scottish hills, so recruits had to be very physically fit. In addition to physical training, students learned silent killing, allied and enemy weapons handling, demolitions, map reading, field craft, Morse code, and raiding tactics.

Combat training concentrated on short-range and close combat. William Fairbairn and Eric Anthony Sykes, the inventors of the famous Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife used by the SOE and the commandos, taught unarmed combat and silent killing.

Training in demolitions and explosives was also emphasised, as sabotage was a significant part of SOE's function. The West Highland Line supplied a train and track for students to practice on with dummy explosive.

After the paramilitary training, students went to Ringway in Manchester to learn parachuting. Every agent performed at least two drops, one from a static balloon and one from an aircraft. When parachuting, an SOE agent would carry a small spade attached to their leg, to facilitate burying their parachute and jumpsuit after landing.

Next, the student went on to a "Group B" school, where they would start to learn how to live in enemy territory. These schools covered subjects such as personal security, communication in the field, maintaining a cover story, and how to deal with surveillance. The agents were given as much detail as possible about day-to-day life in their future area of operation. Something as simple as asking for the wrong type of coffee could blow their cover.

These schools also taught specialised subjects such as burglary, propaganda, codes, and invisible ink. Training in disguise emphasised changing small things about the individual's appearance, such as a change in hairstyle or gait, rather than false moustaches and the like. If an agent's cover had been blown, SOE had plastic surgeons they could call on. The agent's appearance could be radically changed, allowing them to be re-inserted behind enemy lines.

Agents were tested in exercises that typically lasted two or three days. Their ability to follow someone, lose a tail, and to get in touch with a contact, were all tested in this way. They were given a secret number to call if they got in trouble with the local police. It should be noted, though, that instructors were far more impressed by students that were able to get out of trouble without having to call the number.

Before being sent on a mission, a great deal of effort was put into ensuring that everything the agent had fitted with the environment they were going into. For instance, labels were removed from the clothes of recently-arrived refugees and sewn into the agent's clothes.




Resistance Movements



Resistance Groups

41st Infantry Division Firenze: An Italian infantry division. After the Italian surrender in 1943, the division broke up and became a number of resistance groups.

Albanian National Liberation Army: Albanian communist resistance.

Free Thai Movement: Thai nationals in the UK that refused to return after Thailand declared war on the UK and USA. Some of them worked for SOE.

Home Army: Polish resistance group.

Maquis: Common name for the French resistance.

National and Social Liberation (EKKA): Greek organisation with a military resistance arm.

National Groups of Greek Guerrillas (EOEA): Greek resistance group.

National Liberation Front (EAM): Greek communist resistance group.

Special Organisation (OS): French communist resistance group.

Union of Armed Struggle: Polish resistance group.

Ústřední vedení odboje domácího (ÚVOD, Central Leadership of Home Resistance): Czech resistance group.





Europe

Resistance movements started forming in the various European nations almost immediately after each one surrendered. Before the German invasion of the Soviet Union (Operation Barbarossa) in June 1941, local Communists tended to see the Germans as allies, or at least not as an enemy, due to the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact. Some Communists actively opposed the war effort against Germany. In 1939 Maurice Thorez, the general secretary of the French Communist Party, deserted from the French Army to go to the Soviet Union, and he told party members that they should do the same.

After the German invasion of the Soviet Union, the Communist parties completely reversed their position. Maurice Thorez urged French Communists to start a violent guerilla campaign against the German occupiers
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