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About the Book

Compiled from interviews, diaries, letters and contemporaneous first-person accounts  – many unpublished until now – this oral history follows the adventures of the courageous men and women who volunteered for service with Britain’s Special Operations Executive and the United States’ Office of Strategic Services.  They parachuted behind enemy lines, often alone, with orders to cause mayhem.  Arrest almost always resulted in torture and imprisonment; sometimes in execution. Trained in the black arts of warfare – sabotage, subversion, espionage, guerrilla tactics and undermining enemy morale by the distribution of insidious propaganda – theirs’ was a war fought in the shadows.  Their activities extended to every theatre of operations: in occupied France, equipped with false identities, they played a deadly game of cat and mouse with the Gestapo; in the Balkans they discovered that the fiery politics of the region were as dangerous as the enemy; in the Burmese jungle, in some of the worst combat conditions of the war, they led native marauders in surprise attacks against the Japanese.  From Britain they were supported by a team of back-room boffins who produced expertly forged documents and dreamed up ingenious devices like exploding rats and invisible ink. The special agents of World War II really were a breed apart.  This is their extraordinary story, in their own words.
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Foreword

This is the story of Special Operations in World War Two as it has never been told before – directly by those who took part, the extraordinarily brave men and women who chose to fight, often alone and always in great danger, behind enemy lines. Many of them were barely out of their teens when they strapped on a parachute and jumped into the night, into the unknown. The risks were horrendous. Clandestine wireless operators in occupied France had an average life expectancy of just six weeks. Capture routinely led to torture and execution. Small wonder that agents were equipped with suicide pills and advised to have them to hand at all times.

There were few material rewards. Some were undoubtedly attracted by the excitement, the adrenalin rush that became part of their daily lives. Some joined, paradoxically, to escape military rigmarole, preferring independence and the freedom to fight a highly personal war at close quarters, choosing to be masters of their own destiny rather than pawns in the grand scheme. All, no doubt, were motivated by the certainty that right was on their side and that victory was a prerequisite for any kind of decent future: the Second World War may go down in history as the last unequivocally just war.

Whatever their reasons, they were unquestionably a breed apart. In occupied Europe, equipped with false identities, they played a deadly cat-and-mouse game with the Gestapo while wreaking havoc deep inside enemy ranks. In the Balkans, they had to accommodate the fiery politics of the region and work alongside rival guerrilla gangs as keen on killing each other as on killing Germans. In the impenetrable jungles of Burma and Malaya, they faced primeval hazards quite as dangerous as the Japanese – typhus, malaria, blood-sucking leeches, enraged elephants and drenching monsoons.

Back home, in Britain and the United States, teams of back-room boffins dreamed up an endless stream of ingenious devices – itching powder, exploding rats, invisible ink and the like – to assist agents in the field in causing maximum discomfort to the enemy.

Nearly sixty years after the end of the war, the remarkable men and women who served in Special Operations are now, sadly, few in number. But many of them recorded their adventures contemporaneously, in first-person action reports, letters, diaries and memoranda now lodged in the National Archives in Washington and the Public Record Office in London. It is primarily from this rich, and largely unpublished, resource that I have drawn to ensure that former members of the Office of Strategic Services and the Special Operations Executive are able to tell their stories in their own words.

Undue reverence or excessive caution were not in the nature of those who volunteered for Special Operations, thus it is that many accounts they left behind read like an adventure story for Boy’s Own rather than a sober military report.

It is as it should be, for they were true adventurers.


1

Set Europe Ablaze!

BY THE HOT summer of 1940, much of mainland Europe had succumbed to the Nazi blitzkrieg. The British Expeditionary Force, cut off by the Germans, had been forced to retreat through France and was miraculously evacuated from Dunkirk. Norway, Denmark, Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg and France had been crushed; Mussolini had committed Italy to the war on the German side. Along the southern shores of the Channel, the Luftwaffe was preparing for the air battle that would precede the invasion of Great Britain in August or September and, most likely, end the war. A German victory seemed assured.

On the night of 16 July 1940 – the same day that Hitler signed Directive No. 16, plans for Operation Sea Lion, the invasion of Britain – Prime Minister Winston Churchill called Hugh Dalton, the Minister of Economic Warfare, to Downing Street to discuss setting up a secret agency to organise sabotage and subversion in enemy-occupied countries. Dalton had already prepared the ground, as he explained in a memorandum to Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, dated 3 July 1940:


We have got to organise movements in enemy-occupied territory comparable to the Sinn Fein movement in Ireland, to the Chinese guerrillas now operating against Japan, to the Spanish Irregulars who played a notable part in Wellington’s campaign or – one might as well as admit it – to the organisations which the Nazis themselves have developed so remarkably in almost every country in the world. This ‘democratic international’ must use many different methods, including industrial and military sabotage, labour agitation and strikes, continuous propaganda, terrorist acts against traitors and German leaders, boycotts and riots.

It is clear to me that an organisation on this scale and of this character is not something which can be handled by the ordinary departmental machinery of either the British Civil Service or the British military machine. What is needed is a new organisation to coordinate, inspire, control and assist the nationals of the oppressed countries who must themselves be the direct participants. We need absolute secrecy, a certain fanatical enthusiasm, willingness to work with people of different nationalities, complete political reliability. Some of these qualities are certainly to be found in some military officers and, if such men are available, they should undoubtedly be used. But the organisation should, in my view, be entirely independent of the War Office machine.



Memorandum to the War Cabinet signed by Neville Chamberlain, Lord President of the Council, 19 July 1940:


On the Prime Minister’s authority a new organisation shall be established forthwith to coordinate all action, by way of subversion and sabotage, against the enemy overseas . . . This organisation will be known as the Special Operations Executive.



Churchill’s directive to Hugh Dalton, 19 July 1940, after he was given responsibility for running the Special Operations Executive (SOE):


And now set Europe ablaze.



Planning began immediately. Initially, Dalton proposed SOE should be a civilian organisation, but it soon became clear that many of the operations it would be called upon to undertake would inevitably be of a paramilitary nature and he realised he would need highly trained soldiers to provide the backbone. He appointed Brigadier Colin Gubbins, an expert in guerrilla warfare, to be SOE’s director of operations and training.

Captain Peter Wilkinson, assistant to Brigadier Gubbins:

‘Gubbins and I, and his personal assistant, Margaret Jackson, arrived in Baker Street on the 18 November 1940. At that time the headquarters of SOE had moved from a small office next door to St Ermin’s Hotel in Caxton Street and was occupying what in peacetime had been the central office of Marks and Spencer at 64 Baker Street. We arrived in Baker Street to find that we had been relegated to a set of apartments opposite Baker Street station called Berkeley Court, where we were allotted two rather grubby family flats to set up our office. Everything was very improvised, I mean, instead of the nice army trestle tables covered by a blanket which of course we’d all been used to, our offices were furnished with pretty nasty furniture from the cheaper end of the Tottenham Court Road, and instead of the stub-nosed army Humbers which we’d used for transport there was a fleet of sleek black Pontiac limousines, driven by chauffeurs in uniform and peak caps, which really were very inappropriate for future brigands and condacieri [bandits].

‘At the beginning we only had two floors and one day one of our chaps was coming back from lunch, and getting into the lift, found himself whooshed up to the fifth floor, where he was confronted by a group of grinning Japanese. It was only then we discovered that the floor above our requisitioned flat was occupied by some department of the Japanese embassy. That was obviously highly undesirable and they had to be cleared out.

‘Berkeley Court was a very solid-looking building and as we were in the early days of the Blitz this was quite an important consideration, but it had grave disadvantages in many ways because you were separated from the mainstream of Whitehall and you really were not able to indulge in the sort of wartime camaraderie and gossip which in a way was rather an essential part of conducting the sort of activities that we were trying to conduct. I mean, it was too far, for example, to go and lunch at one’s club, where one met one’s friends and would have maintained relationships on a much easier footing than proved to be the case. Altogether, there was a general feeling, well, to put it quite shortly, that SOE was a racket.

‘Relations with Whitehall in the early days were extremely difficult. There were a great many people – and I’m talking not only of regular soldiers but also Foreign Office officials and even politicians – who felt that the sort of work on which SOE was embarked really exceeded the limits of civilised warfare as hitherto understood within the limits of the Geneva Convention, verging on acts of terrorism, as indeed was the case, and they strongly disapproved of that.’1

One of those who disapproved was Sir Charles Portal, Chief of the Air Staff:

‘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. I think you will agree that there is a vast difference, in ethics, between the time-honoured operation of the dropping of a spy from the air and this entirely new scheme for dropping what one can only call assassins.’

Peter Wilkinson:

‘Gubbins suffered, as did we all, from this general disapproval of SOE and all its works. In addition, he had been promoted brigadier rather more rapidly perhaps than some of his envious contemporaries, which did not endear him to them. We also had a claim on scarce materials, things like plastic explosive which was in very short supply, and we could call on facilities, submarines and goodness knows what, in a way which was not available to most people in Whitehall. There was therefore a general sense of jealousy that we were having it all rather too easy and of course we could show no results because we had first of all to drop in the agents, train the radio operators and establish the communications with the various resistance groups before anything could be done. So people said, well, why are we spending all this money and all this manpower and really achieving nothing? So one way and another it was an uphill fight and one that was hard to justify because it was all top secret.

‘The only people who could do anything immediately were the Poles [who had an embryonic resistance movement already in place], and the first flight to Poland took place on the night of 15 February 1941. This was the first connection with occupied Europe and it was more or less successful: it dropped the agents some sixty miles from their dropping zone in a part of Poland that had already been annexed to Germany but they got through. This was really of enormous importance to SOE. First of all, it was in itself an extraordinary feat, to fly blind, outside the range of any electronic help, across occupied Europe at about 120 miles an hour in the depths of winter, find a dropping zone and to get back. The whole flight took about fourteen hours and it was really a notable feat of navigation and endurance. This in itself was terribly important, to find out that one can do it. But secondly, it was vital really at that time to try to convince very doubting Chiefs of Staff and a very sceptical Whitehall that this sort of thing was feasible at all.

‘In those days, in the autumn of 1940 and the winter of 1940/1, everybody was working, almost without exaggeration, right round the clock. As often as not, one slept in one’s office in order to get on with the job. One had to face the fact that there wasn’t really a single wireless set operating direct to SOE in the whole of occupied Europe. There was no question whatever of any sort of underground warfare, or subversive activities of any kind, until first of all communications had been established with occupied Europe. Then one had to recruit some sort of organisation and deliver arms and equipment and set up the thing.’

Recruiting staff and potential agents was hampered by the absolute necessity to keep the existence of the organisation secret. As often as not, staff had no idea for whom they would be working until they arrived on the job. The ‘old boy network’ was shamelessly employed to find men and women willing to volunteer as agents. Initially, the only requirements were the ability to speak a foreign language and a willingness to jump out of an aeroplane. Those who ‘volunteered’ did so for a myriad of reasons – boredom, patriotism, a lust for danger, a desire to ‘get on with it’ (‘it’ being the war) or simply to escape the restrictions of conventional military life.

Robert Boiteux-Burdett, aged thirty-four, a Frenchman, was stranded in London when the war broke out:

‘One day I was walking down Piccadilly and I met an old friend and we started talking about the war and this and that and he said, “What are you doing these days?” and I said, “Nothing,” and he said, “They are looking for silly buggers like you to parachute into France. They’ve asked me and I’m not mad, but you might be interested.” So I went straight to the War Office.

‘At first they were very discouraging. I filled in a few forms and said, “I understand that you need French-speaking people to parachute into France.” The person who was interviewing me said, “Oh, everybody speaks French,” and I thought what a stupid thing to say – everybody doesn’t speak French. So I said, “But I speak French like a Frenchman, I know the slang, everything.” He just said, “Oh well.” It was very discouraging, but it turned out he was just testing me. I said, “All right,” and was just walking out of the door when he said, “Just a minute. Here’s an address, it’s for a Major Gielgud. Go and see him.”

‘I think he was testing me to see if I was genuine, probably because there could have been spies, possibly the Fifth Column as we called it in France, who were trying to get into the organisation. When I saw Major Gielgud, we had a talk about things and within a couple of weeks, I had a letter asking me to join.

‘It was the spirit of adventure that prompted me to volunteer. I have always liked adventure and to me it didn’t seem to be so very dangerous. I looked like a Frenchman, I was small and dark, spoke fluent French. I didn’t volunteer because I had feelings of hostility for the Germans, although of course I did feel a bit of that, it was mainly because I liked adventure. It seemed very exciting to me to blow up trains and things.’2

Lieutenant Oliver Haward Brown, East Kent Regiment, joined SOE in 1941:

‘I noticed a little thing on the noticeboard saying volunteers were wanted, preferably who had another language other than English, had a knowledge of demolitions and were willing to undertake any operations for which they were assigned. I thought, well, this sounded interesting. I hadn’t got a clue what it was all about. I went to Room 98 at the War Office and was interviewed by two officers, a colonel and a major. I can remember the interview very distinctly. They got all the information they wanted from me but I got absolutely no information from them whatsoever, none. I asked, but got nothing.

‘I was not put off by the fact that there was no information, it was still a good interview. I was quite impressed by the people who were conducting it, and in a way, it sort of put me “on” rather than off. I reasoned that if they are telling me nothing, then it must be something that nobody else ought to know. So I was encouraged and it was only about three or four days afterwards that I was told to report to a place in Hertford. I got damn all information there either. I was met at Hertford station. I couldn’t see anyone about at all but I saw an expensive car there and a chauffeur who came over to me and said, “Mr Brown?” I said, “Yes,” and he said, “I’ve come to fetch you and another gentleman called Mr Lambert.” We were taken off in this car down a magnificent driveway, to a lovely mansion at the end of it. We were greeted at the door by a butler, in full regalia, and were taken inside into the ante-room. Now, remember, there wasn’t much drink about in those days, but there was every drink you could think of there – and this was the new unit we had come to!

‘When we had been there about a fortnight we obviously began to think there was something peculiar going on, because we did a lot of work with demolitions and our fieldcraft side tended to be more about eluding others than trying to find others and our small arms work was very much on a personal basis. So, at the end of the fortnight we said to Major Clark, who was commandant there, “We would really like to know what this is all about. It must be something very peculiar indeed.” He said, “Well, it is funny you should say that, we are having a party tonight and I will give you the details then.” So five of us went and were given this pamphlet. We all read the first side of it and more or less all turned it over together and began to get a little bit suspicious about what exactly the job was, and the very first words on the other side of the pamphlet were “You will be expected to parachute jump.” That was the first time we had ever heard that this job was anything to do with parachuting, and without more ado, we more or less said, “Not likely! We’re not having anything to do with this!” And then came the party that night. I think they were pretty good psychologists at that unit. There were a lot of FANYs in SOE, handpicked and beautiful girls [FANYs were members of the First-Aid Nursing Yeomanry, an all-women volunteer organisation formed before the First World War to work with the armed services] – and in the course of the evening, one of the FANYs attached herself to me and said, “I’m sorry, Mr Brown, that you are not going to join us,” and I said, “I’ve never heard of anything so ridiculous. Of course I am going to join you!” Later we discovered that we had all fallen for the same trap.’3

Jane Buckland, eighteen-year-old FANY and trainee wireless operator:

‘I was terrified of all the senior FANYs. They called us by our surnames – I was Buckland for two years – and I got into terrible trouble because I had red nails and my hair was too long. They took me on as a wireless operator, from square one. My induction was at a lovely Wren house called Fawley Court, Henley-on-Thames. We knew we were in something very hush-hush but didn’t know exactly what it was. We came back to London for some leave and I always remember Mummy saying that when a group of FANYs arrived at the station they had what she called a “FANY squeak” – we were all yelling and shouting and we were very excitable and everybody knew we were around.

‘The FANYs were described at the time as “Girls of good background, quiet tongues and quick brains” – especially at that stage, the girls actually were. Then, as the war progressed, they took in a slightly different type of girl, but at our stage, I think we were rather from good backgrounds, very nice girls. There was Lavender de Grey, she was Lord Walsingham’s daughter, she was absolutely lovely and was in Italy and India with me. There was Elizabeth Cholmondley, Lord Delamere’s daughter, Angela Milburn, whose father was a remote Scottish laird, and Elizabeth Batten who was known as “Boo”.

‘There was square-bashing, marching, washing up, we were real dogsbodies, absolutely, we were lower than low. All these aristocratic girls were doing bashing and washing, we were treated quite toughly. I think I was probably quite a naughty FANY and got into trouble once or twice. Certainly nothing immoral, I was too young. I got into trouble for not wanting to give up my red nail polish and not wanting my hair cut short. They never threw me out or anything. I conceded.

‘Our uniform was very nice, it was khaki officer’s uniform, nice material and we wore FANY flashes at the top of the sleeves, lovely bronze buttons with the Maltese Cross. We had as the nicest part of our uniform the most beautiful Sam Brownes, lovely wide belts which we had to polish all the time. It was just like the army – we were in the army, but special.

‘We would sit round a table for so many hours a day. We had our Morse keys, our training keys. At the end of the table was a Royal Corps of Signals sergeant and he had all us girls lined up on either side and we started very slowly, learning the alphabet in Morse. It was never “dot-dash”, it was always “dit-da” and we gradually had to build up our speeds but that came later.

‘It was hysterically exciting, I cannot tell you. It was so exciting I didn’t even miss my beloved mother. My mother could certainly have stopped me going abroad because I was under age. That she didn’t, was wonderful of her, considering I was an only child and all she had.’4

Jean Le Harivel, aged twenty-three, trainee wireless operator:

‘I was called up in the British Army in Huddersfield, Yorkshire, and joined the Royal Corps of Signals and became a wireless operator; I think I had a B3 certificate or something like that. After that I was transferred to the Middlesex Regiment and became a machine gunner. One day I was called forward and told I had to go to London, to the War Office. There I was interviewed by a certain Major Gielgud, of the Gielgud [acting] family. I had not a clue what it was all about. Here I was, in lance corporal uniform, standing at attention before this Major Gielgud, who was very gentle, very kind, had a very soft voice and he explained that there was a plan to create a resistance movement in France and as I was half French – my father being British, my mother being French – was I interested? He appealed to my patriotic sense and asked me if I would volunteer to go to France – volunteer is the key word because you were not forced to join – but of course I said yes, without hesitation and that’s how I got involved in what was actually the SOE organisation.

‘Why did I react so positively to this request to volunteer? It makes me think back, you know? I’m going to use a word which is a bit fuddy-duddy nowadays: we were patriotic. We really believed in this fight against Nazism, and the fact that France had been invaded hurt terribly. My mother, you can imagine, was very upset, but we were all upset to think of the German army reaching Paris. I mean, it was unheard-of that Paris should be occupied. Do you remember that photo of Hitler dancing in front of the Eiffel Tower? You know, it was something really deplorable and which upset people like me. The British Army had done a good job in making people believe that we were fighting a good cause, so, as I say, we felt patriotic; we felt that we had to fight and that Nazism was something that we had to eradicate.’5

Roger Landes, born in Paris of a French mother and English father, came to live and work in London just before the war:

‘In December 1939, I was called to register for the British Army and I had my medical and I was accepted good for service and I had to fill up a form asking me where I went to university and did I speak any language and I said yes, I speak French fluently. I didn’t hear anything until March ’41, when I received my calling-up papers for the Royal Corps of Signals to be trained as a wireless operator.

‘When I finished my training as a wireless operator I saw on the noticeboard I have to report to the War Office for an interview. They gave me my fare to go to London from Prestatyn and when I arrived there I saw a British captain, the brother of the actor John Gielgud, asking me questions in French and he said, “Well, we found out that you can speak French and you’ve been trained as a wireless operator. We want to know if you will go back to France. You’ll be dropped by parachute or by fishing boat, you’ve got a good chance to be arrested, tortured and maybe shot. I’ll give you five minutes to say yes or no.” I said straight away I will do it. He told me to return to my unit and he would get me transferred within a fortnight. “If they ask any questions why you’ve been called to see me,” he said, “just say we wanted some information about Paris.”’6

Basil Davidson was a young journalist working on the Star, an evening newspaper in London:

‘I wanted to get into the war, I thought that’s the thing to do. They said, do you want to stay as a journalist, a war correspondent, I said, no, I don’t want to do anything like that, I want to go into the army, but it was difficult to get into the army in ’39 as the army wasn’t yet recruiting, you know. They said, right, you go away and we’ll let you know. It seemed a pretty poor thing to do at the time. So I was hanging around and one day my editor called me in and said the War Office wants to see you. I thought he was joking because I was absolutely nobody, just a young reporter knowing nothing, but I said, that’s fine, they’ve got to win the war, haven’t they? You know, joke, ha ha. He said, you’ve got to go to lunch with a man you’ll find waiting for you at Simpsons in the Strand. I said, there could be at least four hundred people waiting for me there, because that was the place where you went to lunch. He said, look here, I haven’t got time to swap jokes, you just go there and find him.

‘Well, he was hanging around in the bar and I was hanging around in the bar, the way you do, and finally he said, you must be so-and-so, and I said, yes I am. He said, we understand you want to get into the forces, I said, that’s right. He said, well now, we may be able to help you but this is a bit different from what you may think it is. It is a secret organisation with the means of doing all sorts of things the army otherwise wouldn’t or couldn’t have done. The reason they picked up on me is that I travelled around the Balkans a bit as a journalist.

‘He asked me lots of questions, you know, what are your obligations, are you married, no, have you any obligations, no, are you prepared to go off to Eastern Europe, yes, and I answered all these questions in a straightforward way and was delighted because I thought, well, here’s an answer to my problem, how do I get into the war? I didn’t want the war to happen to me, as it were, I thought, let’s try and see what one can do, something interesting, and it worked out that way.’7

Captain Selwyn Jepson, aged forty-one, SOE recruiting officer:

‘I was responsible for recruiting women for the work, in the face of a good deal of opposition, I may say, from the powers that be. In my view, women were very much better than men for the work. Women, as you must know, have a far greater capacity for cool and lonely courage than men. Men usually want a mate with them. Men don’t work alone, their lives tend to be always in company with other men. There was opposition from most quarters until it went up to Churchill, whom I had met before the war. He growled at me, “What are you doing?” I told him and he said, “I see you are using women to do this,” and I said, “Yes, don’t you think it is a very sensible thing to do?” and he said, “Yes, good luck to you!” That was my authority!

‘When I was recruiting civilians, or people out of the three services, I would write a letter on paper headed with a simple room number at the War Office saying something simple, such as “Dear Miss/Mrs, I understand you have qualifications that may be of value in the war effort, would you care to get in touch with me, when we might discuss it further . . .” I would then interview them when they came to the War Office and decide whether or not I wanted to go on with them.

‘I recruited Odette [SOE agent Yvonne Baseden], who subsequently got the George Cross, and that silenced any remaining opposition to what I was doing. Odette was a shrewd cookie who guessed immediately at the interview what it was all about. She said at once, “Yes, I want to do it!” I said, “Wait a minute, what are your domestic circumstances?” I knew she had a husband and a couple of children, but she said her husband could look after himself and an aunt would look after her children and when could she start. I was rather doubtful about her, because although she had perfect French she also had a personality that was so big I couldn’t see her passing unnoticed however good a cover story we gave her. I can remember clearly writing on her application form “God help the Germans if we can ever get her near them!”

‘All the women were satisfactory in training. They trained in classes with the men and it was noticeable that they were much better than the men in many of the skills that the work required. Funnily enough, they took up pistol shooting with great ability. I don’t know what the psychological drive was, but there wasn’t one of them who wasn’t keen on it – even when the pistol was a .45 automatic with a recoil so shattering they would sometimes fall over. They would just get up and fire again. It was that sort of determination that was so impressive.’8

Harry Rée, destined for occupied France:

‘I can’t say it was simple patriotism that moved most of us – there was very little of that in the last war, it was much closer to simple impatience. You see, after the fall of France most of us in the army in this country had damn all to do. We were pushed off to Exeter or Wales or Scotland, nice safe places where there was very little to do, while wives and families were often in London or Coventry or Plymouth, all places which were being bombed – they were at risk, while we weren’t. I think a lot of men resented this. And there was another thing; if we were going to get into a risky situation, we wanted to go somewhere where we would be our own masters. We didn’t want a stupid colonel ordering us to advance into a screen of machine-gun bullets when we didn’t agree with the order – we weren’t the Light Brigade. If we were going to advance into a screen of machine-gun fire or do something equally suicidal, we wanted it to be our decision. That was something else we shared – and agreed about. But it made us all different. We were all individualists.’9

SOE commandeered a number of country estates where fledgling agents could be taught the arcane skills of their craft away from prying eyes. Burglars taught them how to blow safes and pick locks, experts in hand to hand fighting showed them how to kill silently, pretty girls were used to test their discretion. Arisaig, in the Scottish Highlands, was where agents were ‘toughened up’; Beaulieu Manor, in the New Forest, the family home of Lord Montagu, was SOE’s ‘finishing school’.

Leo Manderstam, Russian-born, an early trainee at Arisaig:

‘The SOE hopefuls under training when I was at Arisaig were mostly, like myself, well into their thirties and some were overfed City gent types who were almost killed by the mountaineering and survival exercises. We had arrived by train from Glasgow at seven o’clock on a winter’s morning, to be met by a trim young lieutenant called Robinson, who announced, “Well, gentlemen, before breakfast we will have a little walk.” He then took us for an eight-mile slog through the frozen mountains. Breakfast was an inedible concoction. In fact, all the food was terrible. I preferred K rations, a pack comprising a few raisins, a small bar of chocolate and a tin of self-heating soup. We supplemented our food supplies by throwing hand grenades into the loch to kill trout and roach, which we grilled over wood fires. The officers had a habit of waking us up around 2 a.m. to go for training runs. They also sent a few of us into the frost and snow to spend a night outdoors without any provisions. But we found a snug little croft, where the crofter invited us to be his guests until morning. He gave us a hearty breakfast and refused point blank to accept any payment. I have had a soft spot for Scottish folk ever since.

‘The commanding officer at Arisaig was a Colonel Evans. His training officer was Major Sykes, a marvellous shot, who came to SOE after working with the police in Shanghai. Sykes looked and spoke like a bishop, very quiet and mild. In his lectures he would say the most gruesome things in his soft bishop’s voice: “During unarmed combat, if you get the chance, insert a finger into a corner of your opponent’s mouth and tear it. You will find the mouth tears very easily.” And after describing particularly vicious ways of crippling and disarming an enemy, he would often end with the remark, “and then kick him in the testicles”.

‘Fortunately, I never had to use the fighting skills I was taught at Arisaig but it did make me more confident, knowing I could pull something out of the hat if I faced an aggressive foe in hand-to-hand combat. The Arisaig CO, in his report, assessed me as “first class”, which I did not deserve and which I attributed to the probability that he was drunk when he wrote it. I also collected top marks from the second phase of the training programme, an initiative test carried out in Manchester, in which luck played the most important part. We were each given an assignment during which we had to act precisely as if we were active agents in the field. A War Office telephone number was issued to us, to be divulged only as a last resort, if we were arrested and could not bluff ourselves out of custody. The instructing officer said the local police had been given my description, with the warning that I was a German spy. Then he came to my assignment: to steal the plans of the Manchester Oil Refinery. For anyone else it would have seemed an extremely tough proposition. But when he told me I restrained a hoot of laughter with great difficulty – my firm had built the refinery!

‘I walked out of the office, telephoned Francis Kind, a friend of mine who was the refinery manager, and arranged to see him. He sent a Rolls-Royce to meet my train and convey me to the refinery. “I need the plans because we’re making contingency preparations in case of bombing,” I told Francis, and he gave me all I needed. My instructors were very impressed by the speed and efficiency with which I fulfilled the assignment.’10

Ernest van Maurik, explosives and demolition instructor at Arisaig:

‘I had never done demolitions before in my life and within about two weeks I was giving lectures on the use of explosives and teaching people how to use them. Why we didn’t all get blown up I don’t know, but after a bit I got quite competent and enjoyed it. When we attacked the Mallaig train, we put a pressure switch on the line. Of course, we didn’t actually use explosives. The train drivers took quite a bit of pleasure in being blown up. If it was a successful attack they would always lean out of their cabs and give us the thumbs up.’11

Captain Francis Cammaerts, code name ‘Roger’, would become one of SOE’s most celebrated agents:

‘Arisaig was an ideal place to get very fit physically and to learn quite a lot about supporting yourself in very difficult situations. We went deer stalking and fishing for salmon and we continued to use explosives and to learn something about unarmed combat and so on.

‘It was very beautiful to look at, very satisfying, a holiday situation, if you like. It was very relaxed, but at the same time it was very energetic and having been brought up in a situation in which training for team games was an important part of your so-called education, clearly this was a well-designed physical course, run by people who were cheerful. For instance, the day we arrived in a boat across the loch, the number two in command, Captain Leech, waved to us and then jumped into the lake in his uniform, which was a gesture to say we were very welcome and it doesn’t very much matter if you get your uniform wet.

‘Beaulieu was the first point at which you got a very shrewd idea of the kind of thing you might be asked to do. It was where, in a sense, it was most difficult for the teachers to instruct you. They had certain basics you had to learn, like what the German uniforms were like, what the German ranks were, things of this kind. You also had to get some wisdom on following people in the street, or being aware of being followed, but they also set up imaginary situations which might be something you’d face abroad. The ones I went through at Beaulieu were comic and very amusing, such as meeting someone with The Times under his arm in a bar in Bournemouth, which was empty except for two young officers who were taking fervent notes. As the man I was supposed to meet happened to be a very old friend we greeted each other as we were, real friends.

‘I remember being taught about opening locks and the use of keys and the nature of different kinds of keys and how to get by when you had to break the curfew. For instance, if you needed to move in the streets when there was a curfew, you had to have a story like you were a doctor who had to visit a patient who was dying, that sort of thing. They obviously stressed the importance of not being able to do very much for you if you were caught and therefore you’d got to avoid being caught.’12

Captain John Debenham Taylor, assistant instructor at Beaulieu:

‘What was taught was basically trade craft – how someone who is living a clandestine existence needs to behave in order to stay alive, i.e. the technique for clandestine meetings, clandestine communications, surveillance, counter-surveillance, the business of providing descriptions of people, and everything that someone who is living an illegal existence, if you like, is required to know.

‘The exercises consisted of dividing up into teams. One side would be given instructions to contact a certain person of whom they were given a description. They would be told where he or she could be found and that if the person they had to contact believed he or she was under surveillance they would exhibit a danger signal. Then the arrangements for contact were left to the initiative of the person who was actually making the contact, in other words, whether he or she should approach the chap and say, “Could you tell me the time?” or something of that kind. The actual passwords were pre-arranged, so that one would know whether you’d got the right person.

‘Usually it involved going on to clear what we used to call a dead letter box, a place where a message or money or something had been concealed. You had to arrange to go and collect it, making sure that you weren’t being followed. In point of fact, you were being followed, although you didn’t know it, because another team of instructors or students from another course at Beaulieu would be following you. That was the basis of most of the exercises. Then you would be given descriptions of people that you would have to follow yourself and be able to report on where they went, what they did, whom they contacted, whether they were taking precautions against surveillance and so on.

‘Everyone had to have a cover story and after an exercise they would be interrogated by people got up to appear like enemy police, or the Gestapo or whatever, who would try and break them. This was a permanent feature of all the exercises, that they had to have a cover story for whatever they were doing and they had to be able to sustain it subsequently under interrogation. The main reason was that if you were leading a clandestine existence you always had to have some anodyne reason for anything you were doing and anywhere you were likely to be found. Black marketeering was rife at the time and that was very fortunate from the agent’s point of view, inasmuch as one could confess to possessing plainly black-market goods in the hope that this would not in fact lead to further interrogation.

‘Sometimes the local police were briefed to pick them up and interrogate them as to what they were doing and to treat them as suspects of some criminal activity. Of course, they had no idea that this was going to happen to them. This was a very good means of discovering, firstly, the extent to which the lessons had gone home, but also the general temperament of the student when faced with what he should have realised was real danger. Some proved themselves extremely robust, stuck rigidly to their cover story and never gave in under fairly tough interrogation. I mean, not beating up or anything like that, but designed to make the chap feel fairly intimidated. Others simply fell back on the opportunity that they had to use the telephone number they had been told to phone if something went wrong with the exercise. It was not specified what it would be, but simply as soon as the going got tough they could say, “Look, I’m on an army exercise and if you ring this number my whole activity will be explained to you.” That was the easy option obviously, some took it, some did not. It was a good means of discovering just how people were likely to act in real situations of danger.

‘We gave them advice on disguise. Peter Follis, the chief instructor, was an actor in peacetime; he gave lectures on simple methods of disguise. Not using greasepaint and false moustaches and so on, because the possession of such things was enough to incriminate you straight away, but how you could change your appearance by parting your hair a different way, by wearing glasses when you normally didn’t and generally changing your appearance by simple means – different clothing or walking with a limp – things that were not in themselves incriminating if you were caught doing it, but that did have the effect of changing your appearance.

‘We also gave them advice on the conditions in the country they were going to. For example, in some countries it was perfectly all right to go into a café or restaurant, but in other countries it was a considerable risk. I used to tell them an anecdote about a chap who had recently parachuted into France and had gone into a café and had asked for a black coffee, which immediately aroused the waitress’s attention, because of course there wasn’t any other kind of coffee you could have in France in those days. This immediately drew attention to him as someone who had just arrived or had come from somewhere else and was unaware of the conditions reigning at that time.

‘Travel on trains or by any other means was also one of the danger points where you might get picked up in a surprise raid – stopping a train and searching everybody on it, or putting a road block on a certain road or closing the main square of a town, and checking everyone’s documentation. We also gave general advice on resisting interrogation, but only in the mildest form, because there was obviously the risk that if you spelled it out in too graphic terms it could have a slightly counter-productive effect.

‘I think everybody who was going into occupied Europe knew perfectly well what might happen to them if they were caught, namely torture and beatings up. Well, there was no point in trying to spell that out in great detail. The main thing we would concentrate on was trying to impress upon them the need to stay quiet for as long as they could without giving anything away, for at least forty-eight hours, which would give their colleagues time to learn that they had been arrested and to make themselves scarce, if you follow me. That was one of the principal lessons to drive home.’13

Noreen Riols, eighteen-year-old secretary at Beaulieu:

‘Beaulieu was the last holding centre which the agents went to before they were parachuted. They’d gone through all the other horrendous things they had to do and Beaulieu was, in a way, a bit of a rest cure, because there was no crawling under barbed wire at three in the morning in the pouring rain. But it was the final testing ground and if they failed Beaulieu, all the rest was useless, they didn’t go. I think they were trying to find out if they would stand up, not necessarily against terrible interrogations, but against the ordinary little things which made up everyday life and which quite often tripped them up.

‘They would bang on the doors of the students at 3 a.m. – you know, just at the worst time – saying, “Open up, Gestapo!” I remember one woman student said, “Come in,” and that put her back for several months because when you’re wakened up like that you don’t always answer in the language you’re supposed to be using. If they said the wrong thing, they were dragged in their nightclothes, possibly without their slippers, and made to stand on a cold floor to be questioned with bright lights shining at them. The questions would be shot at them from every angle to see how they reacted because I suppose you react in a very different way at midday from what you would at 3 o’clock in the morning when they were cold, half asleep and frustrated, I imagine, too.

‘Being in the field was a very lonely life for a lot of them. It sounds terribly glamorous but it was lonely; they lived cut off from their families, from their country, with a false identity, they couldn’t really have friends to confide in and I think they wanted to make sure that they wouldn’t break down and let on what they were doing.

‘Colonel Wooldridge was the head at Beaulieu and basically we were working for him. I was very much in awe of him, but the others called him Woollybags. He organised everything in this rather large house called The Rings. We used to go over to the office every day and do office work, typing, answering telephones, running around doing what anybody wanted, but there was also another side to it because we were used in mock operations.

‘About two or three times we were decanted by car in civilian clothes in Bournemouth or in Southampton to do exercises. The students, as we called them, were also decanted in another part of town and were told either to discover a woman who would be a certain height and follow her, see where she was going, or to pass a message to a woman sitting on a certain bench in the park or in the cinema café. If they were trying to follow us without being seen, it was very useful to be a woman because a man in civilian clothes was more noticeable, but a woman with a shopping basket could stand or just walk around. A very good thing was to look in a shop window because then you could see who was coming behind and work out more or less who it was who was following you. Men didn’t have that advantage.

‘When I was the one who was being trailed, trying to find out who was trailing me, I would be terribly naughty. There was a big department store called Plummers and I used to go into the ladies’ underwear department because it was embarrassing for a man to be in there and therefore any man who came in and lingered you could more or less work out that this was the one you were trying to get rid of. From there onwards there were steps leading up to the lifts, so I would then nonchalantly walk up to the lift and press the button and he would think I was going in, but when it arrived I would zoom down the stairs on the other side and take off my hat and coat on the way, so that I would look like a completely different person going out through the door. The poor man would be looking for somebody wearing a hat and a coat and maybe carrying a shopping bag – well, all that was clutched in front of me, so I completely lost him.

‘If we met somebody on a park bench, we’d be told that there would be a man sitting on the bench who would pass a message and so one would go and sit on a bench near the man you thought would be the one. He might be reading a newspaper, which was quite normal in the middle of the afternoon, and then he would discard it on the bench and leave and I would nonchalantly pick up the newspaper, which is another quite normal thing to do, glance through it and take the message. We also did this in telephone booths. You had to queue up quite a lot to get into telephone booths in those days. You’d see the man in a booth and so you would go and wait and when he came out he would have left a message in the directory. As he passed he would say a name, indicating to you what page the message was on. We got awfully clever at speaking without using our mouths. So you’d go in and open the telephone book, which was quite normal, see the message, pick up the phone and make a fictitious call and then leave and nobody noticed. It’s extraordinary, nobody in Bournemouth knew what was going on under their very eyes.

‘We also had to try and get the students to talk. There were two hotels in Bournemouth, the Norfolk and the Royal Bath, and those were our meeting points. They would be sitting there in the early evening with one of the instructors and I, or somebody else who’d been assigned, would walk in, whereupon the instructor would say, “Oh, how lovely to see you, I haven’t seen you for ages, come and have a drink,” and so you’d say yes and you’d have a drink and he’d say, “Well, you know, if you’re not doing anything, why don’t you join us for dinner?” whereupon a telephone call would come for the instructor and he would come back and say, “I’m most awfully sorry, but I have to leave you. Why don’t you two go ahead and have dinner and I’ll join you as soon as I can,” and so we would trot into the dining room and have dinner and my job was to get him to talk. Mostly they didn’t, they were terribly phlegmatic, terribly good, but sometimes they cracked, although not often.

‘One evening the student said, “Look, it’s rather a warm evening, let’s go out on the terrace and look at the sea,” terribly romantic, so off we trotted onto the terrace to look at the sea and then after a bit of hand-holding – we were all, you know, terribly virtuous – he cracked. I said something like “What are you up to? Are you going to be here for long?” and he said, “Well, no, I’m leaving next week,” and I said, “Oh, where you going?” and he said, “I’m being parachuted back into Denmark.” I don’t remember whether he said parachuted or whether he was being infiltrated by submarine, he may not even have told me, but then I went all goggle-eyed and said, “What are you going to do?” and he said, “Well, you may not know about it but a lot of people are parachuted now into enemy-occupied territory to act as agents, spies,” and I said, terribly excited, “What will you do when you get there?” and he said, “I’m organising resistance groups so that when the invasion comes there are people ready there to stand up and rebel against the Germans.” I don’t think I pressed him very much more than that because I knew that there was no point, he was already in it up to his neck. He was finished by telling me what he was doing. I suppose he was a young man and I suppose at eighteen I was a pretty face and I was sympathetic and I was ready to listen. I think that’s what was the important thing, I listened and gave him my full attention and it was too much. I don’t think he would have said anything if I hadn’t let him hold my hand and get a bit sentimental. We made an arrangement to meet the next Sunday, which I knew I would not be able to keep. It was awful to have to deceive him.

‘Next day we had a confrontation because always the next afternoon Colonel Wooldridge would have us in and say what happened and how did you get on? I said, “Well, I’m afraid he cracked,” at which point the door opened and this unfortunate man came in. Colonel Wooldridge said, “Do you know this woman?” and he just looked at me and said, “You bitch!” People didn’t use strong language in those days, not in front of women, and it did upset me rather because it was a horrible thing I’d done, but Colonel Wooldridge was very nice to me and said, “Look, if he can’t resist talking to a pretty face here, he’s not going to resist when he goes out in the field and it won’t be only his life but it’ll be many others which are put in jeopardy.” So of course he couldn’t go. It was dreadful, he’d gone through all this training and just for the moonlight on a warm summer evening he’d cracked.’14

Henri Diacono, aged twenty, trainee wireless operator:

‘My first training school was at a place called Wanborough Manor. There were between fifteen and eighteen in each course, including a couple of young women. We were trained to do all sorts of things, wireless operating, demolition, shooting, making explosives. They also tried some tricks on us, to teach us, for instance, not to be caught by booby traps. One day we were going down the demolition pit along a small path and I saw a branch of a tree had fallen across the middle of the path. The first thing I did was to give it a big kick and there was a terrible explosion just near me. That taught me to be more careful. Another day they put a group of about ten or twelve of us at the edge of a road and told us that three men were going to cross the road twenty yards away from us and we wouldn’t see them. We thought that was impossible, so we sat there and watched carefully. Suddenly there was a big explosion behind us and of course we all turned to see what was happening and when we turned back again they told us the three men had crossed the road.

‘They also taught us how we could hide, how it was more easy to hide at night when the moon was shining than when it was completely dark. When the moon was bright you could hide in the shadows and when it was completely dark there wasn’t shade at all and you were much more conspicuous. Sometimes they took us for a walk in a forest with revolvers in our hands and targets came up suddenly and we had to shoot very fast. I remember there was a conducting officer there who was captain – his real rank was sergeant, I think in the Intelligence Corps, but he was dressed as a captain – and his job was to get very friendly with us and he used to take us out in town and have us drink a little bit more than we should have drunk and after that judge our comportment, if we talked too much. It was all very interesting but it was like a game for us, you know.’

Harry Marcel Despaigne, Anglo-French officer, trainee wireless operator:
‘I went to the various SOE training schools, the first one to find out if I had the capability of leading that kind of life, then I went to other schools to learn what an agent is supposed to be doing. At the time, I didn’t realise what it was, but they tried to get you drunk, they listened to whether you dreamed in French or English, how you managed a knife and fork. They did not succeed in getting me drunk as I have a very good liver. I don’t know why they wanted to know how I used a knife and fork.

‘At Beaulieu it seemed to me that we learned silly things, things that we could never use in the field at all – like how to pass messages. I believe the instructor was an actor and he was very good at disguise but not very good on security. Passing a message in a café or on bits of paper in newspapers was so obviously wrong, we never did it in real life. It was the sort of thing you see on TV nowadays but in real life it didn’t work that way. It was my feeling that you should never write anything down. At the time, it was all a bit of a laugh, I just couldn’t take it seriously.’15

Robert Boiteux-Burdett:

‘The training on the whole was satisfactory but there was a lot of stuff which I thought was rubbish. They taught us how to bury a parachute, for example. Now, you jump into France by moonlight. Either the Germans or the French police have seen this jump. You are not going to spend half an hour burying a parachute. At least I didn’t, I just folded mine up and threw it in the bushes. Also, another thing I thought was rather stupid was that every night, the wireless operator was in
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