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Dedication

TO CATHERINE, FOR LISTENING




Epigraph

Then, Baldock, you must cast the scholar off,

And learn to court it like a gentleman. . . .

You must be proud, bold, pleasant, resolute,

And now and then stab, as occasion serves.

—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, EDWARD THE SECOND

What if all those PhDs stop just defending and actually start attacking?!?

—WOLFGANG VIECHTBAUER
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Introduction

In the late summer of 1941, Mr. Roosevelt called me to Washington and asked me to draft a plan for a new intelligence service cut to fit a global war. “You will have to begin with nothing,” he said, in effect. “We have no intelligence service.”

—GENERAL WILLIAM DONOVAN1

ONE DAY IN AUGUST 1942, JOSEPH CURTISS, A YOUNG PROFESSOR of English at Yale, received a visit from Wallace Notestein, the head of his department. Curtiss lived in a faculty apartment in a residential college at the school: a book-lined suite surrounded by moody corridors and Gothic stone towers. This, a more private space than his office, is where Notestein came for a talk.

It was an unusual occurrence. Notestein was a silver-haired eminence who awed faculty into respectful silence when he spoke during meetings, and the holder of a Sterling professorship, the highest honor that Yale gives to professors. Such a discreet visit may well have made Curtiss nervous, since it might mean that the department felt his work wasn’t up to par. Perhaps Notestein would shake his head, indicate that Curtiss wasn’t among the junior faculty members the department wished to encourage, and murmur that it was time for Curtiss to move on.

But Notestein didn’t do that.

Instead, he shut the windows, looked around to make sure the room was safe from possible eavesdroppers, and then asked Curtiss to visit the Yale Club in New York City the next day. Curtiss must wear “a blue suit and a purple tie.” He would see a man sitting in the lounge who would light, then quickly put out, a cigarette; this man had a proposition for him.

Curtiss agreed. He could hardly turn down a Sterling professor’s request, and besides—what a strange set of instructions; there was only one way to find out fully what they meant. The trip to New York and back would take a full day, and Curtiss was busy teaching classes in an emergency summer term that Yale had set up so that students could graduate as quickly as possible and join the fight against Hitler.

The Yale Club in midtown Manhattan is a stern limestone tower that, if you can get through the door, greets visitors with discreetly spaced tables and high art-deco ceilings that drown the noise of conversation in a meaningless hum: very ornate, very private. The man Curtiss met there had a lined and sun-hardened face that gave him the look of someone in his forties—a decade older than his true age. His name was Donald Downes. He explained that he worked for the Office of Strategic Services, the new intelligence service that President Franklin Roosevelt created on America’s entry into the war. The OSS had concocted a plan for the Yale Library to serve as a cover for a secret agent: a Yale professor would go abroad ostensibly to acquire books for the library, but actually to gather intelligence. The OSS needed a real Yale professor, in part because the cover would need to be performed as competently as the spycraft. Was Curtiss willing to do the job?

He was.

TINKER, TAILOR, SCHOLAR, SPY

The story that follows is not going to sound like it really happened, but it did. The OSS—the predecessor to today’s Central Intelligence Agency—really did recruit Joseph Curtiss to become a secret agent in a dangerous undercover mission abroad. It was a mission that required his knowledge (and love) of books, just as a fighter pilot’s mission requires a knowledge of planes. And the OSS recruited hundreds of others like him: mild-mannered professors and oddball archivists and restless librarians. Because America had no standing intelligence agency at the start of the war and needed to build up an instant bank of expertise on every subject in the library, the OSS simply raided the library for recruits. These bookish types were pulled into the “cloak-and-dagger brigade” and trained, in the words of one contemporary, “in all the black arts of mystery, deception and mayhem.”2

Their adventures took them—and the saboteurs, swindlers, and human smugglers they found themselves suddenly collaborating with—to the covered bazaars of Istanbul. A legation in Stockholm. A salt mine in Austria. A seedy café in Marseilles. A deception training camp outside of Los Angeles that might as well have been a studio lot. A power plant hidden in the snowy mountains of Norway that the Nazis were using in a scheme to develop a secret weapon.

But above all, their adventures took them through the world of books.

At the start of the war, the United States was utterly outmatched by every other country in terms of intelligence experience. For centuries, the rest of the world had been playing the game of spycraft. The English sent poets in doublets and ruffs to spy on rival courts. The French court of Louis XIV maintained a paper database of reports from throughout the empire that was so meticulous it would make an Excel specialist weep. The Japanese developed, over centuries, tactics of spycraft in the secret world of the ninja that informed their spy school in Nakano during World War II. The Germans had spies on their own streets; after all, they ran a police state.3

In July 1941, President Roosevelt appointed a man named William Donovan to take charge of starting up a new intelligence service. Donovan was a lawyer by training. He had been a war hero during World War I, and in 1940, a Warner Brothers film about his heroics appeared in theaters, portraying Donovan as a natural leader, someone of high ideals and authoritative command. (The Fighting 69th, starring James Cagney. George Brent portrayed Donovan.4) Perhaps the film influenced Roosevelt’s decision. Whatever the case, appointing Donovan to lead the new service—which was called the Office of the Coordinator of Information (COI) before changing its name, in June 1942, to the Office of Strategic Services (OSS)—was a decision that had a profound effect on the war.

There was no way that Donovan and his crew could catch up with their intelligence rivals in terms of experience. So instead, they reinvented intelligence. They looked around for an intelligence resource that the other players in the war were underestimating, and they found an answer that would not only turn the war around, but also reshape the global system of espionage: scholars, and the wonders they could work in the world of books and paper.

The very first branch that Donovan built in his new intelligence agency was called Research and Analysis (R&A).5 It represented something new in the world of spycraft. The Research and Development branch of the OSS, which employed researchers in the applied sciences—chemistry, engineering, fields that prepared one to build weapons and spy gear—was a long-established type of institution in other countries. But R&A, which pulled researchers from university departments in the humanities and social sciences, had no equivalent in other spy agencies.

Donovan sought out these humble drudges of the archive, as no spymaster had done before, because Donovan was accustomed, as a lawyer, to reading the literature before he made decisions—to studying and gathering insights from all the information in print.6 His R&A agents did this—and more. The historians, philologists, psychologists, economists, and other humanists of R&A examined materials that ranged from ordinary books to classified documents, trash, enemy newspapers, phone books, railway rate schedules, and “Aunt Min photos,” or vacation photos from ordinary Americans that showed a loved one (“Aunt Min”) waving cheerfully in front of some building in Europe that the OSS wanted to burgle or demolish.7 Working first in the Annex Building of the Library of Congress, the branch ultimately grew to more than nine hundred members, located in bases across the United States and Europe.8 Agents called R&A the “Chairborne Division”—but as we will see, R&A’s work depended on, and produced, hair-raising adventures in the field.

And so: imagine, please, the world of bookshelves, the smell of old paper, and the sense of expectation that haunts any labyrinth of texts—as if, just by wandering among the stacks, you might chance upon a secret that has eluded everyone else. As magical as it is, this is a world that we often think of as a kind of back room: a place to read about history, not a place where history happens. But it is, and it was. The war may have been fought on battlefields, but it was won in libraries.

PAPER PLANES

The Nazis didn’t entirely grasp how books would be used as weapons against them. But they knew that books were dangerous to their cause. Books remind us of the brutal follies of tyrants, big and small. They teach us that knowledge is an ongoing process, not a fixed set of givens. They show us the remarkable variety of humanity: how wonderfully different people were and are from each other, despite our persistent efforts to cram each other into the boxes of familiar categories.

But more than that, a book is—to quote the poet John Milton—a human spirit treasured up for a life beyond life. If the Nazis were to succeed in utterly wiping a people from the Earth, they would have to destroy their books as well. Which is why, as the librarian Richard Ovenden later said, “The persecution of the Jews of Europe under the Nazi regime fell with terrifying force not just on the People of the Book (as Jews have self-identified for thousands of years) but also on their books.”9

Over the course of the Holocaust, the Nazis demolished more than one hundred million books, scholars estimate.10 On May 10, 1933, crowds of students gathered outside German universities and piled together Jewish books to make bonfires. The event was reportedly a bit of a farce, since books don’t actually burn very well; the fires took an embarrassingly long time to get going and, afterward, books were retrieved from the piles barely charred.11 But people around the world recognized the threat for what it was, and they protested vehemently against the conflagration. Helen Keller, whose books were in the bonfires because her disabilities refuted the Nazi ideal of physical perfection, wrote an open letter to the students of Germany: “You can burn my books and the books of the best minds in Europe, but the ideas in them have seeped through a million channels and will continue to quicken other minds.”12

But the fire continued to spread. Already, German students, carrying guns and wearing Nazi insignia, were raiding public and university libraries and removing “un-German literature,” tens of thousands of books at a time. The police helped.13 As Germany annexed Austria and then started to seize more territory across Europe, the Nazis extended their purge to private libraries, state libraries, bookstores, and religious houses. (A prominent Nazi librarian called unpurged libraries “literary bordellos.”)14

The Jewish poet Heinrich Heine was right to say, “Those who burn books will, in the end, burn people.” In 1933, Hitler gave the order to burn books. In 1941, he gave the order to burn people.

POWER FROM BELOW

This book is, in part, a lesson in the ability of ordinary people to make great changes. Even to help win wars. The will of Hitler’s victims and opponents to fight back, even when their weapons were as frail as paper, is indisputable, and they performed remarkable feats using the materials available to them, whether they fought from an Allied place of refuge or Occupied Europe.

We can find a small but mighty expression of that will—to choose one of countless examples—in the Lithuanian city of Vilna, where the Nazis ordered a group of scholars in the Jewish ghetto to sort through the books in the city’s synagogues and Jewish libraries, identify the most valuable books—which the Nazis would keep as treasure—and leave the rest to be pulped. Inhabitants of the ghetto gave this group the nickname “the Paper Brigade.” Recognizing that the Nazis saw bibliocide as integral to their genocide, the scholars smuggled books home to the ghetto, concealing the bulk under their shirts and trousers. By the fall of 1943, Ovenden writes, “thousands of printed books, and tens of thousands of manuscript documents, made their way back to the Vilna Ghetto thanks to the astonishing, risky, and dangerous biblio-smuggling of the Paper Brigade.”15

The Paper Brigade not only put their lives on the line to rescue as many books as they could, but also kept many of those books in an underground bunker that their fellow prisoners used to store weapons for the ghetto resistance. They smuggled other books to underground schools. Still others they stole for tactical purposes: for example, a book that gave instructions for making Molotov cocktails.16

The victory that the Allies achieved in World War II wouldn’t have been possible without the heroic work of refugees and résistants, like those in the Paper Brigade. The scholars who worked for the OSS included a huge number of refugees from Hitler’s Europe, and both the OSS and the Allies at large relied on underground agents to do things that whole fleets of bomber planes could not. Donovan’s new intelligence service understood what Hitler never did: the power of power from below.

This book is also a lesson in innovation. Not just the innovation of résistants who fought back by using cleverness to counter strength, by making use of the very fact that they were easy to overlook—but, more especially, the innovation of scholars who, having suddenly and astonishingly become intelligence agents, found they could help the war effort in crucial and unsuspected ways.

The experience of being an outsider can lead to extraordinary achievements, but merely being an outsider in a field isn’t enough. The library rats of the OSS were able to do brilliant work in intelligence because they had expertise in fields that their enemy counterparts didn’t. They approached problems differently. They saw military intel in newspaper society columns, maps to unfamiliar cities in phone books, potentially devastating enemy vulnerabilities in humble items like ball bearings. They turned out to be excellent at what intelligence actually entails: innovation.

In other words, Donovan’s agency didn’t gain an unexpected advantage just by throwing outsiders at the problem; they gained that advantage by realizing the value of experts in the arts, the social sciences, and the humanities.* Expertise in these fields entailed expertise in working with messy data, hunting down evidence in unsuspected places, and, above all, finding clues in the types of papers that others overlooked. And Donovan’s agency welcomed refugees from Europe—many of whom were also experts in those fields, and all of whom were determined to fight back against Hitler and win—to contribute to the cause.

Finally, this is a book about the power of stories. During the war, books were weapons, and it was through books that stories often found their way into the target’s hands. But a story could travel in other ways, from lips to ears, and burrow into hearts and minds. Stories were the gunpowder and the flame.

Compelling stories were at the center of many of the Allies’ most successful operations. The Battle of Normandy relied on using actors and theater workers to tell a story that placed the central arena of the fight hundreds of miles from where it really was. And the most famous deception operation of the war, the British-run Operation Mincemeat, convinced the Germans to believe in a coincidence that was, on its face, ridiculous, simply because it was a compelling story. Members of the counterespionage unit of the OSS, which Joseph Curtiss eventually joined, learned the tricks of contriving compelling stories that enemy civilians wanted to spread. On the grand scale, stories helped win this war.

On a smaller scale, stories helped its fighters too. Many of the people in this book, having no intelligence experience, only had stories about spies to guide their earliest forays into spycraft. They watched Hollywood movies or they read spy novels. Some of these agents used spy stories to their advantage: to give themselves courage, for instance, or to persuade a witness to forget what he just saw. Others got caught up in the mystique of the role: they made everyone play parts in their spy movie, and in the process, revealed to everyone that they were a spy. Even on the most humble, day-to-day level, the stories that spies used for their covers were judged so important that they often gave up weapons so they could cloak themselves with more plausible fictions.

Today, in the story we tell ourselves about the war, the library rats have been forgotten. It suited the United States to make physicists the heroes of the war, for reasons that we shall see. To be sure, the physicists of the Manhattan Project did astonishing and frightening work: in the words of one onlooker, they played with materials that God never invited into nature. But the idea that the Manhattan Project was solely a triumph of physicists was itself the very last strike in the war: a misinformation campaign designed to draw the attention of America’s enemies away from the actual tactics that brought America to victory, so that those enemies couldn’t replicate them.

That misinformation campaign worked so well that it’s the story that Americans tell themselves about the war even still. But now, more than ever, we need to recover this hidden history.

In the United States, fascism is on the rise. Libraries are under attack. Some pundits ask why universities bother with departments that don’t just teach students to write computer code. Violent bigotry is fashionable again, and for many people, the appeal of politics is the opportunity to impose cruelty on others. The admonition to remember has never seemed so important.

Almost eight decades have passed since the end of the war. It’s time, at last, for this story to be told. It’s time to remember the scholars and bookworms who helped to win the war, and who fought to give future generations a better world than the one they lived in.

PAPER TRAILS

Researching this story took me all over the world. I visited the Old Book Bazaar in Istanbul, rare-book dealers in Stockholm, the British Library, the Library of Congress, the New York Public Library, and university archives from Ann Arbor to Austin to New Haven to Princeton. I tasted, against my tour guide’s advice, the clay underfoot in a salt mine in Austria (it tasted like salt) and peered in the windows of a condemned building where the Allies once interrogated high-ranking Nazis. I filed Freedom of Information Act requests and received, in return, packages from the CIA, which I hope made me look very mysterious to my mail carrier. I regret having learned such intimate details as the fact that Carleton Coon, the anthropologist and racist whose career in the OSS appears in later chapters, had folliculitis of the buttocks, but nothing is irrelevant to the dedicated researcher. Call it a warts-and-all history.

I also spoke with intelligence experts. Some of the former intelligence officers who talked with me declined to let me print their names, on the rationale that “something can be known, but it doesn’t have to be shouted.” (Meaning: it’s possible to find out they have intelligence connections, but they don’t want to make it easy.) The rest appear in the acknowledgments section. My heartfelt thanks go to everyone who shared their time and expertise over the course of this project.

For the sake of continuity, I have included occasional imagined scenes in this book, which are always clearly indicated. The historical record often neglects certain kinds of stories. For example, in the Library of Congress, OSS veterans helped to catalogue the OSS records; this was a good service to history, but they often catalogued the names of men and not the names of women. In memoirs that men wrote about the war years, the names of women are, likewise, often absent—they’re “a shapely analyst,” say, or “a woman from Harvard.” I’m grateful to have a way to fill in the stories of figures who, despite their importance, don’t receive their due space in the archives.

And I’m grateful to have a way to ask, now and then, what details might have been lost in the gaps in the historical record. As a historian, I sometimes think about that purple tie—the tie that Joseph Curtiss’s visitor asked him to wear to the Yale Club, the tie that would signal him as the right man for his mysterious contact to approach. Because what the hell, who has a purple tie?

I imagine Curtiss closing his front door after his visitor left, murmuring to himself, “A blue suit and a purple tie,” and then startling and saying, louder, “A purple tie?” I imagine him running over to J. Press, a gentleman’s clothier across the street from his apartment in Yale’s Jonathan Edwards College, and quietly asking the salesman whether they had any purple ties. Of course, they wouldn’t have any. I imagine him visiting colleagues at their homes on some flimsy pretext—returning borrowed books, say—and, while there, asking to use the toilet, ducking into their bedrooms, and paging desperately through their necktie collections. No purple ties there either. And I imagine him, as evening purples the sky above him, running to a grocery store—not much time left—and buying, let’s say, grape gelatin powder or dehydrated grape juice. At home, he mixes the powder with water in a glass, stirs one of his nice J. Press neckties into the purple mixture, and then lays out the necktie to dry overnight.

None of this is in the historical record. But we tell stories in the interstices of the facts that history leaves to us.




1

The Spy Who Came In from the Carrel

THE CALL TO ADVENTURE CAME IN LIBRARIES, IN FACULTY offices, at campus football games. Few of those called were remotely prepared for this moment. So far, the genre of their lives had been the campus novel: dreaming gray spires; velvet nights on the quad; dark library corridors; the rustling whisper of rare-books rooms; scholars laundering gossip into the historical record by writing books with juicy hints; scholars furiously extracting that gossip from the record by visiting the library regularly to misshelve the offending book so readers can’t find it; grudges; betrayal; rivalries; discoveries; generations of students sprouting, growing, scattering; treetops turning to gold, tan, and red.

To those with a certain taste—a taste for creature comforts and drawing-room dramas—this can be the whole world. Intrigue doesn’t need to be globe spanning; stories don’t need to occupy a large frame. But the thing about stories is that you don’t always get to choose the one you’re in.

The year following the attack on Pearl Harbor, which came on December 7, 1941, was a year of painful reality checks for America. The country, which had done its best to ignore many of the stories unfolding in Europe—stories about strongmen ascending to power and Nazi student demonstrations and German companies investing in arms production, not to mention the Blitz in Britain and Germany’s outright invasion of its neighbors—was now pulled into a world war.1

Pearl Harbor was an intelligence failure of devastating magnitude. The most alarming part was that America had no intelligence infrastructure to prevent such an event from happening again. The country had stopped collecting intelligence in any comprehensive sense in 1929, after Henry Stimson, the secretary of state, ordered the closure of a key federal office dedicated to deciphering the messages of foreign powers. “Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail,” he said.2 World War I, then called “the War to End All Wars,” was long over, and perhaps the hope was that gentlemanly cordiality would be the rule from then on.

Suddenly at war again, and urgently in need of gifted minds, the U.S. government called upon campuses to supply fighters in the shadow war of espionage. And so it was that the nation’s professors were plucked from their campus novels and thrown into history’s greatest spy thriller.

THE MAN WITH A RED CARNATION

On October 19, 1942, Joseph Curtiss, the mild-mannered English professor from Yale, stepped aboard a train to Baltimore. He knew that he was about to start training at a school for spies. He was told to look out for a man with a red carnation in his buttonhole, but the details beyond that were a mystery to him.

He didn’t carry luggage; personal belongings would link him to an identity he was about to shed. Soon Joseph Curtiss would, at least for a while, cease to exist.

When he disembarked in the Baltimore train station—huge, shadowy, filled with Doric columns that a dozen trenchcoated spies might lurk behind—he spotted the man with a red carnation in his buttonhole. Curtiss thought the red carnation business was a bit too much like a pulp paperback. What’s next: Swooning heiresses? Martinis laced with poison? Dead men with clues in their pockets? Then again, though Curtiss didn’t know it, the people training him might have been getting their ideas from spy fiction. His instructors were new at undercover work, just as he was.3

Three other men emerged from the crowd and moved toward the man with a red carnation. Curtiss would have company. No chance to make introductions though; they had all been told in advance that students at the spy school must never talk about their real lives. They weren’t even allowed to mention their names.

After a puzzled moment where an introduction should be, the four nameless men followed the man with a red carnation to a car idling outside. They traveled in silence for more than an hour. Perhaps Curtiss peered at the sun through the window and figured out that he was heading west.4

THE OWL OF MINERVA

The classics reading room at the University of Chicago was a quiet, eerie space, with high chandeliers throwing dim light suitable for Minerva’s owl on readers who sat apart at private desks: “A stern, austere, dignified reading room,” the campus newspaper said at the time, “where women in tailored suits answer to the greeting, ‘Vale Augusta.’”5 Elsewhere on campus, students schlepped around in saddle shoes and slouchy sweaters, but the women of the classics department preferred clothes that set a different tone, something a little more “I just arrived from the British Library and how dare you speak to me while I’m working”: fitted jackets, tweed skirts, swish and smart.6

The library had installed a telephone in the reading room so that people could call and ask the classics librarians questions (“What’s the past tense of ad lib.?”) or get in touch with scholars who were in the room working.7 But convenient as the reading room phone was, it wasn’t exactly a private line. Everyone likes to listen to whispers in the library.

Adele Kibre—dark-haired, wicked-eyed, a classicist by training—might have been in the reading room when a telephone call came for her from Washington. Let’s imagine that scene.

“Adele, is that you?”

“Yes. May I ask—”

“Wait. Not a word. This is Eugene Power calling from Washington, D.C. Sorry I haven’t been in touch, but the boys have me running in circles with government work. I take it there are other people in the room with you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Hang up and find another telephone to call me back from—a telephone someplace where nobody can listen in on the conversation. My number is National 5399. I promise I’ll explain everything. If you understand, thank me and say you’re stepping out to meet me for lunch.”

“Thank you so much, Ernest. I’d be delighted to meet you for lunch. I’ll see you outside the library.”

“Aces every time, Adele! Talk to you soon.”

Eugene Power ran a company that made microfilm copies of texts for university libraries.8 He knew Kibre from the Vatican archives, where, in 1939, the two crossed paths while hunting down rare texts. The Vatican archives are famously difficult to navigate: twenty-five miles of shelves hidden out of view without a remotely complete catalogue, you can only ask to see items you already know are there, and when you ask, often the answer is simply “no.” The best stuff is buried under a tangle of bureaucratic paper shuffling as baroque as the Vatican’s gilded statues of the angelic host guarding the entrance to heaven.*

Kibre, who held a PhD in Latin from the University of Chicago, impressed Power with her nimbleness in that world. She was, in a word, resourceful. When they met, she had spent almost a decade hopping from archive to archive across Europe, earning cash by taking photographs of rare texts for scholars back home in the States, who did not have, in those days before the internet, any other way of seeing such texts besides visiting the archives themselves. (One of her clients was the Yale Library.)9 Power hired her to find and photograph texts for his microfilm company, and soon found that with Kibre on the job, no text was unobtainable.10

In 1940, for instance, when Kibre asked to see an “especially rare” manuscript in the Vatican archives, an attendant “was horrified,” read a Los Angeles newspaper at the time. “He explained that only a certain cardinal could grant such permission. Miss Kibre immediately asked to see the cardinal. This horrified the attendant even more.” Unfazed, Kibre, the daughter of movie-set designers, sent a tempting card of introduction up to His Eminence: “Miss Adele Kibre—Hollywood, California.”11

A moment later, the attendant came down. The cardinal had sent for her, saying, “So you are from Hollywood! Come, let’s talk.”

Kibre’s career in the archive world depended on charming men who considered themselves clever. That day in the Vatican in 1940, she amused the cardinal with an hour and a half of gossip about studio intrigue. (He asked whether it was true, as he had heard, that Hollywood is surrounded, like Vatican City, with a great wall. Her answer isn’t recorded, but one likes to think it was something cheeky, like “Yes, that’s why it’s so hard to break into the film industry.”) Ultimately, Kibre got the blessing she needed to see the manuscript.12

Soon after Pearl Harbor, Eugene Power—whose company had employed Kibre ever since that chance meeting at the Vatican—joined the OSS (then the COI) at a rank that put him on intimate terms with the office’s head, William Donovan, who needed his expertise with the new technology of microfilm. In July 1942, Donovan told Power that an important undercover assignment had opened up in Stockholm. The Norwegian underground had figured out how to intercept mail sacks on their way from Berlin to Oslo—and how to open the envelopes, access the contents, reseal the envelopes, and return the mail sacks with nobody the wiser. It was too much to read all at once, so the Allies needed to put a man in Stockholm who could photograph the stolen mail—and who could, while he was at it, get copies of every other document the Allies needed from that region. Everything had to be done secretly. Could Power think of a man who was up to the job?13

He couldn’t think of a man. But he could think of a woman.

Through the 1930s, Kibre had—like many people in love with Europe at the time, who didn’t fully understand, at first, the seriousness of what was happening in Germany—relinquished her hold on the Continent slowly and reluctantly. Keeping just outside of the spreading Nazi conquests, she moved from Berlin to Oslo to Copenhagen to The Hague to Paris. Finally, no place in Europe was safe.

She wound up at her PhD alma mater, the University of Chicago. The archives there were acceptable. The school aspired to the European sophistication that she loved so much, with its turreted buildings along the Midway Plaisance park designed to look like the towers of Oxford, and she had mentors there who respected her talents, though nobody had much work for her to do.

Then Power called from Washington and asked her to use her talents in a different way. She would have to undergo special training at the British Library—as well as, we can guess, if she had the training of a typical undercover agent, at an undisclosed location abroad where military types taught such agents how to survive. The work would be harder than anything she’d ever done. She would be in terrible danger at every moment.

“She jumped at the assignment,” Power said.14

Perhaps Kibre surprised herself with her eagerness. Or perhaps she had waited for months for a phone, any phone, to ring. No matter. She was going to England. She was back in the game.

THE JAR OF HEADS

In casting a wide net for scholars, this call to adventure sometimes brought in folks who were eager to join for all the wrong reasons. This was the case for an anthropologist named Carleton Coon, who, sometime before Curtiss’s and Kibre’s recruitments, was given his own scene from a spy novel: a visit from a well-dressed stranger to his office at Harvard. That day, the usually quiet campus was in an uproar. Undergraduates in ironically worn raccoon coats, navy ensigns in gold braid, middle-aged men in sack suits with boyish looks of glee on their faces: they had come from all over the Northeast, waving blue and crimson flags, to attend the annual Harvard-Yale football game, which Harvard and Yale alumni simply call “the Game.”15

The stranger who called upon Coon chose an excellent day for his visit. On the day of the Game, who would notice one more outsider walking around campus?

Coon knew the visit was coming. He had every reason to be pleased with himself. As a boy growing up in a wealthy small town in Massachusetts, he fantasized about becoming a gentleman adventurer. “There should be nothing unusual in this,” he later wrote; “it is probably the secret ambition of every boy to travel in strange mountains, stir up tribes, and destroy the enemy by secret and unorthodox means.”16

In those years, boys from upper-class families were among the most devoted readers of spy fiction—and, when they grew up, were certainly the most successful writers of spy fiction. Ian Fleming, the creator of James Bond, devoured spy novels throughout his upper-class childhood and then—after serving in British intelligence during World War II—extended the tradition by becoming a spy writer himself. In England, while lower-class boys read stories about elite boarding schools (think Harry Potter without the magic) well into their teen years, boys at elite boarding schools had spy novels in their dorm libraries. For readers who expected to inherit the world, these stories promised a future of running international affairs, beating lesser men in combat, and roving around gallantly above the rule of law.17

So it was with Coon in America. After graduating from Phillips Academy Andover, he enrolled at Harvard and took classes—Egyptology, Arabic—that he hoped would set him up for his own colonial adventures: “Most of all I wanted to learn to pray flawlessly so that when I became an explorer I might pass as a proper Muslim, like my fabled heroes, Sir Richard Burton and Charles Doughty.”18

Majoring in anthropology was a natural next step: anthropology promised travel, and the field was congenial, at the time, to the sort of people who believed, as Coon did, that different ethnic groups should be treated as different species. Coon studied the skulls of Indigenous people from the Canary Islands, which his adviser kept in a personal collection. (The same adviser owned a jar that contained, soaked in alcohol, three human heads: one Native American, one South Asian, and one Chinese.)19 He wrote scholarly texts arguing that we can see racial “types” in the skull, and that the European racial type is superior—which explains, he said, why Europeans have been so good at dispatching other groups. In 1935, when he got the chance to write a blurb about himself in The Atlantic Monthly, he wrote: “Carleton S. Coon is happiest when measuring skulls.”20

This way of treating ethnic groups as species vying for dominance was bad science even by the standards of the time. But Coon’s preoccupation with measuring skulls was quite common in his chosen discipline. By his measure, anthropology’s central project was to show that racism is scientific. In this, he had much in common with his peers in Germany, where professors at the University of Strasbourg asked Heinrich Himmler, the head of the Gestapo and overseer of the system of concentration camps, to give them the heads of murdered Jewish prisoners so they could use the skulls in their research.21

“Skull science,” the practice of taking measurements from skulls in order to argue for the inferiority of whole ethnic groups, was discredited by Darwin’s time in the nineteenth century—smarter people don’t have bigger skulls—but it became vogue in the early twentieth century precisely because people who wanted to commit horrific acts against other ethnic groups thought skull science gave them a veneer of scientific objectivity.

After the war, the discipline of anthropology would undertake a serious examination of its complicity in the Holocaust and other crimes against humanity. For now, however, the jar of heads in Coon’s department was just another pedagogical tool, and the department’s denizens saw themselves as rather grand figures—as students of mankind who held in their hands the destiny of mankind, and as well-bred Harvard men who could pull off a turn, should the opportunity arise, as another Lawrence of Arabia.

For a time, it looked like all of Coon’s work preparing to be a gentleman adventurer was for nothing. He got stuck, as one does, in the amber of academic life, becoming a graduate student, still at Harvard, and then an instructor. He sat through dull classes and made fun of his professors’ speech impediments. He married a woman who was a junior in college and had her drop out so she could join him as a research assistant on a trip to Morocco to do fieldwork for his dissertation. He never mentioned her in his work.22

He attended tedious meetings. He did committee work. He watched class after class of seniors graduate, always the same age, always young and fresh and full of promise. He grew older. He got fat.

When war erupted in Europe, Coon, now in his late thirties, saw a chance to finally fulfill his boyhood fantasies. He let it be known among his colleagues, guessing that some must have government connections, that he would not turn down an assignment in intelligence. When a friend spoke to Army Intelligence on his behalf, they rejected Coon right away, probably on account of his age and sedentary profession. Then word came that a man belonging to a new outfit, the Office of the Coordinator of Information, was willing to talk to Coon on Game Day.23

A knock at the door revealed a silver-haired gentleman in a blue serge suit: Wallace Phillips, United States Navy, who reported directly to William Donovan. Coon recounted in his memoir the scene that followed:


First he swore me to utter secrecy, then he told me more about myself than I had dreamed anyone else could know. He asked me if I wanted to serve my country. I told him that I was already in the Massachusetts State Guard at Sudbury, but that was not enough. He then informed me that I had been chosen to be the Lawrence of Morocco.24



Since Coon usually wrote dialogue from memory in his memoir, we may assume that he put a bit of paraphrase into this exchange. Based on other memoirs by OSS agents, Phillips probably said something like “We have interests in Morocco that must be looked after with the utmost care. You are the man we want for the job.” But Coon was the sort of man to believe his story must be the center of the drama. The dialogue, as written, leaves no doubt about the desired message: that history recognized he was destined for great things.

The founding years of a powerful institution are years of moral peril. The people who join during these years have a special opportunity to shape the institution’s values. Consider, for instance, some of the ethical concerns that arise in the spy business: Do we spy on allies? Do we help tyrants abroad because doing so will serve our interests? How do we feel about using academic fields, like anthropology, that seek to understand (for instance) people’s foodways in order to deplete their food sources?

In the years to come, Coon would do his best to shape the values of the intelligence agency that had recruited him. But Harvard’s anthropology department, with its penchant for collecting human heads, did not prepare him to tackle these issues with much in the way of humility or compassion.

THE DON WITH DAGGERS

All education—whether it’s tailored for scholars, slackers, spies, or saboteurs—is really an education in the signs of belonging. We learn to wear the right clothes, say the right things, know the right codes—sometimes for a cover identity, sometimes for an identity we’re determined to make our own. Coon, in his bid to craft his own legend, wrote of a spy agency seeing the promise in a big man on campus to become a big man in the war: a perfect fit for his role. But sometimes a spy reveals himself as a natural because he doesn’t fit his role. Such was the case for another scholar in this story.

On a cold day in November 1942 in Washington, D.C., Sherman Kent, a history professor from Yale, stood on the sidewalk on Constitution Avenue outside one of the temporary wooden buildings that the U.S. government built, soon after the country entered the war, to hold the employees of its swelling intelligence services. A black car pulled up beside him. He paused to memorize the car’s identifying features—Chevrolet, black paint, Maryland plates, license number 208-566—and then got inside. He had no idea where he was going.25

Kent was one of the very first professors to leave campus to work for U.S. intelligence. He joined Donovan’s Office of the Coordinator of Information in the fall of 1941, before the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. His job there was to help build a “war information section” in Donovan’s agency, which would organize the wartime information flowing in unsteady torrents around every sector of government.26 His qualifications to do this included the fact that he was the curator of the Yale Library’s war collection, an assembly of publications that documented historically significant military conflicts. As it happened, this was the same collection that Joseph Curtiss soon afterward used as his book-collecting cover.27

Kent and Curtiss were friends; they belonged to a little group of young Yale professors that called itself “the Guild of St. Golias.” As Kent later explained, “St. Golias, in medieval Europe, particularly in medieval France, was the patron saint of students, and the Guild of St. Golias was a group of young Yale College teachers who endeavored to follow after the high-flying antics of the fourteenth-century young men.” Of course, the Guild’s idea of high-flying antics was limited by the fact that they were humanist nerds: “A typical evening of the Guild would take place in one of the member’s rooms, and after a bounteous amount of firewater of one sort or another, and some sort of a meal, the crowd would fall into putting on plays which they would almost improvise on the spot, and act out, to their own great delectation.”28

It was a cozy little world. But though Kent lived in this world, he wasn’t suited for it. He should have been a drill sergeant instead of a professor.

A deceptively sweet-looking man, Kent looked the part of a kindly campus professor. He could play that part, too, modeling easy gentility while addressing the students, as all Ivy League professors did, as “gentlemen.” But in private, Kent swore like a sailor who had been thrown off the ship for indecent language. He reasoned like a devil who had been kicked upstairs because downstairs couldn’t trust him. If a situation was fraught, he called it “hot as a pregnant pig.” If someone irritated him, he’d share his displeasure in terms expertly garnished with the word fuck. Even when giving a definition of semantics, he tipped into glib obscenity: “A husband says, ‘Darling, I’ve got my semi-annual hard-on.’ His wife replies, ‘George, you always get mixed up in your English. You mean that you’ve got your annual semi-hard-on.’”29

Some people channel their aggression by grousing or gossiping or writing snide letters. Kent played around with turning unlikely objects into weapons. In his classes, he developed a habit of disposing of used-up pieces of chalk by throwing them out a window he left open at the back of the classroom. Whenever anyone fell asleep in class, he wrote in an unpublished memoir, “I would very frequently fire a piece of chalk at him. This practice was much appreciated by the others in the class, but not all of them always laughed at me or smiled.” Once he was so annoyed by a student’s constant yawning that he fired a piece of chalk right into the student’s open mouth.30 After he trained with the OSS, Kent became famous for being able to “throw a knife better than a Sicilian.”31

Years after the war, an acquaintance recalled seeing Kent stand up mid conversation to show how he could fold a newspaper “into a hard concentrated weapon with sharp creased corners that, in a pinch, could be used to injure or maim.”32 (He learned this trick at his first spy training camp in 1942.)33

Perhaps Sherman Kent felt, at Yale, like a knife too sharp for its sheath.

In Kent’s memoir, one of his complaints about his life as a young professor is that academic work piled so high around him that he scarcely noticed events in the outside world. When a hurricane upended New Haven in 1938, he didn’t even notice: he spent the day working in the basement of an administrative building, nipping out at noon to grab lunch from home, and only realized later that a hurricane had raged through the city all day, knocking down trees and blowing off roofs. He had unwittingly walked home and back in the eye of the storm. “It was almost as if I had been sitting in a bomb-proof shelter at the time that the first nuclear bomb had gone off, and that I was unaware of anything that had happened until I came out to take a firsthand glimpse at the wreckage,” he said.34

In September 1939, he was in the same basement, working on the same interminable administrative tasks, when he learned of another figurative bombshell going off: “One of our colleagues cheerfully came into the room to announce the German attack on Poland, which all of us were quick to realize was almost certainly the beginning of a World War . . . the real World War II that we had been hoping and praying against for the last three or four anxious years.”35

So when Donovan’s outfit in Washington invited Kent to work with them, he went. Here was a chance to stand in the wind instead of hiding underground.

Kent started his work in Washington as the head of R&A’s North Africa division. After about a year, the OSS sent him to a training camp so that he could better understand the methods of agents in the field.

Just beforehand, when Joseph Curtiss was preparing to embark on his spy mission using the war collection as a cover, he called Kent and told him his cover story: that he would be traveling abroad to gather books for the collection.36 Why not? Kent had been the curator of that collection for a long time, and the occasion gave Curtiss an excuse to talk to his friend.

But Kent was sharp. Guessing, as none of Curtiss’s other colleagues did, that something was afoot, he asked his friend whether he was up to more than book collecting. Curtiss panicked, hung up, and didn’t talk to Kent again before leaving New Haven for espionage training.37 It must have been awkward when they first spotted each other at the same training camp.

A SCHOOL FOR SCANDAL

The U.S. government, new to espionage on a national scale, had only the broadest idea of what it was doing when it recruited professors and archivists out of their carrels to become its first full-scale network of professional spies. The idea was this: at the start of the war, America had only one standing army of experts who were trained to dig relentlessly for hidden information. These were the humble drudges in the nation’s universities who hunted in the stacks for forgotten histories and weaseled their way into closed archives and scoured old correspondence for gossip. Gentlemen may not read other people’s letters, but scholars do. They’re good at it.

More than this: the real reason that Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor took the United States by surprise was that, although the U.S. government had the necessary intelligence—it had, thanks to a project called Magic, copies of most of the diplomatic messages that Japan was sending around the world, together with a key for decoding those messages—it did not have the expertise necessary to understand those messages. (Decoding messages just means translating them from a cipher text to a plain text: from IFMMP to HELLO. Understanding messages means figuring out what is actually being said: does HELLO mean hello as in “Greetings,” or does it mean hello as in “Hello? Is anybody there?”)

Before Pearl Harbor, the U.S. government simply sent the decoded Japanese diplomatic traffic straight to a top echelon of government officials, who could not tell, for instance, that Japan was leaving its diplomats in Washington out of the loop on a planned attack but was still warning them in roundabout ways that a crisis between Japan and the United States was “imminent.”38

Raw intelligence has little value without experts who can make meaning of the intelligence. The United States needed a central intelligence service staffed by experts in every field, from history to economics to linguistics to textual studies.

The professors were experts by definition: they had staggered to the top of mountain after mountain of secondary literature, worked at primary sources like a dog chewing a bone, written thick books about “strangely neglected” subfields within their fields of expertise, and spent afternoons trying to explain it all to ungrateful undergraduates. Sure, their knowledge was book knowledge, but times were desperate: in urgent need of expertise on every subject in the library, Donovan and his new intelligence agency raided the library for recruits. The world’s least glamorous people for the world’s most glamorous profession.

The problem now was to train them. How do you teach men and women who hold ordinary jobs—not just professor, but teacher or librarian or secretary or hospital technician—to suddenly become saboteurs, prisoner interrogators, undercover agents, resistance cell liaisons, or even pigeoneers? Following the guidance of the British intelligence services, which had more experience in these matters, the OSS hastily built secret training camps around the country in national parks and other remote locales.

The staff had little more experience with cloak-and-dagger business than the students did. Had they admitted this inexperience to their trainees, it might have amused the professors among them, since professors often learn class material by teaching it.39

No matter. Even for someone who is very good at learning in school, the usefulness of classroom skills has a clear limit. The training camps were a world beyond that limit. It was time for the professors to learn in a different kind of school.

A LONG WAY FROM NOWHERE

After more than an hour of riding in a silent car, the man once known as Joseph Curtiss emerged in—well, to him, a place off the map. The training camp was on a muddy, hilly, forested estate, one hundred acres in size, that the War Department took over from the National Parks Service early in the war. It was known as Area B—which stood, one alumnus wrote grimly, for “By God, it’s a long way from nowhere.” (Today, the location is known as Catoctin Mountain Park in Maryland.)40

OSS training camps sought to strip the students of their identities as quickly as possible, in part to protect them from each other should anyone be captured. Even though he already knew he would operate under his real name when he went abroad, Curtiss received a fake name and background story to use during his training.41 Curtiss, who came from an old New England family, thereby lost, in one stroke, everything that gave him status: his family name, his WASP trappings, his Yale affiliation. Whatever self he built in the camp would be solely his own. He rankled at the loss of his name and secretly consoled himself, he later said, by pretending that his old name still held and that his new one was only a nickname.42

Curtiss didn’t leave a record of his time in Area B, but based on camp reports, it’s likely he would have been handed a kit bag and a set of fatigues as soon as he arrived and told to change out of his civilian clothes right away. Some camps were even stricter and required their students to change into fatigues in town (after arriving by train or elsewise from their hometowns) before they got a ride to camp. The idea was to keep the staff and other students from glimpsing in anyone’s clothes even the briefest clue to his real identity. But humans are as relentless at scenting gossip as sharks are at scenting blood, and the staffers at those camps found themselves paying particular attention, though they weren’t supposed to, to the socks and shoes of any students who kept their civilian footwear for that first trip—imagining a whole backstory from these items “as sole indicators of taste and social status,” as one camp report later said.43

WE HAVE WAYS OF MAKING YOU TALK

The students were at the camp to learn, yes, but the staff were not just there to teach. They were tasked with determining, in quite a short amount of time—for Curtiss’s cohort, training lasted three weeks—whether a given student could be trusted with a secret, with someone’s life, with intelligence that could tip the scales of the war.

In one test, staffers brought one student at a time into a mocked-up hotel room where someone had apparently left his belongings. After examining the room, the student had to answer questions about the owner of the belongings: “For example, questions concerning his age, marital status, weight, occupation, color of hair and eyes, residence, for some of which there was clear evidence, for others doubtful evidence, and for still others no evidence at all.” How good a detective was the student? Was he capable of refraining from making up answers when there was no evidence?44

Students also had to show they could withstand interrogation. Staffers dressed as guards and other officials threw the students one by one into a dark room, shone a bright light in their faces, and shouted questions at them. They made the students stand in a stress position with their hands over their heads. As the interrogation progressed, it became even more hostile, with the staffers screaming insults and forcing the students into increasingly excruciating positions. Demonstrating the seriousness of this exercise was very, very important. In real life, OSS operatives whom the enemy captured had to hold out under interrogation for forty-eight hours. Not because it would take that long to rescue them; they weren’t getting rescued. Forty-eight hours was how long it would take for their allies to go underground.

The student’s mission during the interrogation was to create, and stick to, a cover story to explain a suspicious activity that he was caught doing. Donald Downes—Curtiss’s contact at the Yale Club, who went through a similar training course in Canada shortly after America entered the war—later described, in a novel based on his experiences, a version of this exercise in which two students came up with a cover story together and then underwent separate interrogations:

“Silence! I will ask, and you will answer. Where were you this afternoon?”

“Bournemouth. I spent a couple of hours there with Lars Krog.”

“I did not ask you who you were with. What were you doing in Bournemouth?”

“We followed some girls for a couple of hours.”

“Fifty girls, or three girls? Be specific, please.”

“Two girls.”

“Did you follow two girls for two hours, or one girl for part of the time and one girl for the rest of the time, and how much time?”

“Well, one girl first.”

“And how long did you and Lars follow this first girl?”

“About twenty minutes.”

“What was she wearing?”

“I don’t remember, sir.”

“I assume she was wearing clothes?”

“Oh, yes, sir.”

“What clothes?”

“A coat.”

“A coat. An overcoat?”

“Yes, sir. It’s been a very cold day.”

“So it has. And it’s going to be a very cold night. What color was the overcoat?”

“I can’t remember, sir.”

“Well then, shall we try raising our hands over our head until we do remember?”45

The student in Downes’s novel fails the interrogation—but, the staffers tell him later, everyone fails his first interrogation. They advise him, next time, to keep the story simpler, closer to truth: you and your friend went for a walk—no imaginary girls to make you look ridiculous. Talk slowly the whole time; don’t give some answers quickly and some answers slowly, or you’ll be handing your interrogators a cheat sheet to detect when you’re lying.46

The hardest part of this exercise was still to come. The first room, the room with bright lights and screaming interrogators, was enough to undo many of the candidates. No one could blame them. Some of the students were refugees from Europe who had already endured great violence; by this time, November 1942, scholars in Nazi-occupied countries were trying desperately to find paths to the United States, with a few heroic colleagues banding together to bring as many people as possible—too few, far too few—past immigration barriers designed to keep out Eastern Europeans, Southern Europeans, and Jews.47 Some of these scholarly refugees provided valuable information to the OSS about wartime research under way in those countries; others became researchers in the United States on secret projects like the atomic bomb; others turned right around and trained as interrogators and undercover operatives at intelligence training camps like Area B and Camp Ritchie, determined to return to the terrors of Europe, this time with an army behind them.

But for at least one such student, as a report later disclosed, the interrogation in the first room was enough to set off what today we would call PTSD:


One refugee from Europe, who had had a brush with the Gestapo and had so skillfully come through the questioning to which they had subjected him that he was allowed to go free, became very much disturbed in the Stress Interview. In Post-Stress he asked to be released from . . . any commitments to the OSS. Attempts to keep him quiet were of no avail. The emotion stirred in him by Stress kept him awake that night; and the next morning his anxiety reached the point where, in another situational test, he fainted. It was clear that it would be unwise to force him to finish the assessment program since he was completely unfit to operate in Europe under cover.48



There was no torture in the second room, no imitation of what the students most feared from the Gestapo. Instead, the staffers told each student that they had failed—watching their faces carefully as they did so—and then brought them one by one into a room set up for debriefing. A well-loved staffer, someone who had been kind to everyone since the start of training, was there; he gave the student a cigarette, gestured to an armchair, and said, “Sit down and make yourself comfortable.” Then he leaned back in his own chair and asked, “Well, how have things been going?” The student usually gave an unhappy reply, and the staffer sympathized. After some chitchat about the student’s cover story and why it hadn’t held up under interrogation, the staffer asked, with the idle intentness of a practical man, “Just what events did you use from your real life and how did you alter them? I’m interested in the technique you used.”

And this was the hardest part of the exercise to pass. Here, with a trusted listener, thinking the interrogation was over, many students blew their cover. They talked about their real lives, which they were never, ever supposed to do. That was the biggest lesson. If, after you’ve been captured, you see a friendly smile or a face you recognize, don’t trust them.49

KICK TO THE FORK

Curtiss was clever and imaginative, and he was prepared to sift through endless pages in an archive to find exactly the reference that he needed, but he wasn’t exactly used to callusing his hands. He’d always had comfort, always had funds. The historian Robin Winks seems to suggest that Curtiss didn’t even bother to draw a paycheck from Yale; though his salary was set at a specific amount, $4,250, he didn’t accept the funds, instead waiving his salary in an act of noblesse oblige from the son of a good family. Before he joined the OSS, he didn’t have a social security number.50

So Curtiss wasn’t likely, at the start of his training, to win any street fights. But street fights were precisely the specialty of William Ewart Fairbairn, who wrote the manuals that the OSS used to train its personnel in close combat. Fairbairn wore horn-rimmed glasses and looked like an accountant—one whose nose had been broken twenty times. He was a British Royal Marine who had worked for three decades with the municipal police in Shanghai, where he developed a system of crippling close combat. This was what the OSS wanted: a fighting system that would put one’s opponent on the sidelines or in the ground, fair play be damned. One student called Fairbairn’s training course “the Fairbairn method of assault and murder”—a perfectly accurate, if terrifying, phrase.51

As it happens, Fairbairn was teaching at Area B while Curtiss’s cohort was there. He was a striking presence at the camp. As one of his fellow instructors later recalled, “Fairbairn went around in British battle dress with his knife on his leg and would pull it out to make his points. . . . He frequently, and unexpectedly, would draw the knife from its concealed location and place the point at either the throat or stomach of various OSS personnel whom he was meeting for the first time. Needless to say, he got their attention and left more than a lingering impression.”52

When he met a group of students for the first time, Fairbairn—fifty-seven years old, five foot ten, and about 170 pounds—would select one of the biggest students in the group, call him up to the front, and challenge him to a fight.53 If the student turned him down, either from prudence or reluctance to hurt a man nearing retirement age, Fairbairn would kick the student in “the fork” (to use Fairbairn’s phrase) until the student gave in and attacked. Fairbairn always beat the student handily—and sometimes sent him flying.54 The point was to show that his close-combat methods worked even against an opponent who was bigger and stronger and younger.

Kick to the fork: that was Fairbairn’s constant advice to students training in close combat. Has your opponent grabbed hold of you? Break the hold and then kick to the fork. Do you want to blind your opponent? Put your fingers in his eyes and then kick to the fork. One of his students, Richard Helms—who went on to become the director of Central Intelligence—recalled of Fairbairn’s training, “Within fifteen seconds I came to realize my private parts were in constant jeopardy.” Attacking the fork was ungentlemanly, but in war, Fairbairn reminded his students, “gentlemanly combatants tended to end up dead.”55

It was good advice.

The students at Area B nicknamed Fairbairn “Major Foul-Blow.” One explained, “All of us who were taught by Major Fairbairn soon realized that he had an honest dislike for anything that smacked of decency in fighting.”56

For many of the students, the hard part was not the fighting itself, but learning to ignore the decency that told them not to do this to another human being. “Students will have noted that no holds or locks on the ground are demonstrated,” Fairbairn says in one of his combat manuals. “This is war: your object is to kill or dispose of your opponent as quickly as possible and go to the assistance of your comrades.”57

And they’d need that training soon enough.

THE BAKER STREET IRREGULARS

Across the Atlantic Ocean, the British were going about the business of spycraft with a rather more polished facade of gentility.

Baker Street in London is a smart little district lined with tall houses built in the Queen Anne style, with redbrick facades and narrow windows trimmed with lacelike woodwork. In the time of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, who lived at the fictitious address 221B Baker Street, it was a respectable address—which also meant it was not a posh address of the kind Londoners favor when they are so wealthy as to be above respectability.58 But by 1942, Baker Street was exceedingly posh, and the Special Operations Executive (SOE), the newest civilian branch of Britain’s intelligence service, had its headquarters there.

Above respectability or beneath it: those were the only two options for English strategy now that the nation was at war with the Nazis. In 1940, just before Winston Churchill stepped into the role of prime minister, the politician Robert Bower warned him, referring to the Queensberry rules of fair play in boxing, that he must abandon all notions of gentlemanly conduct: “When you are fighting for your life against a ruthless opponent you cannot be governed by Queensberry rules. This government”—the government of the departing prime minister, Neville Chamberlain—“would rather lose the war under Queensberry rules than do anything unbecoming to an absolutely perfect gentleman. That kind of thing will not do.”59

Agents sometimes called the SOE “the Baker Street Irregulars,” in reference to the nickname Sherlock Holmes gave to a group of street urchins whom he recruited to gather information for him in secret. But the spy agency on Baker Street in the 1940s needed grown men and women to carry out most of its operations, and so it assigned Selwyn Jepson, an upper-class mystery writer and screenwriter, to evaluate potential agents.60

Jepson had joined the war effort as soon as war broke out in Europe, quickly landing in the SOE, and was in charge of interviewing potential agents who were women. The women he sent into training came from Britain, France, the United States, and further abroad. It’s not impossible that Jepsen was the one to interview Adele Kibre before her training as an undercover agent. Though no records of her time in Britain survive, it seems likely she would have gone to a training school; after all, the job she thought she would be doing—working undercover in neutral territory to acquire documents for the Allies—was the same as the job Joseph Curtiss thought he would be doing. (As we will see, however, they wound up doing very different things.)

Jepson had an office on Baker Street, but he kept other offices for meeting candidates; that way, none of the candidates he met would walk away with the location of the SOE’s headquarters. One office was in a hotel on Northumberland Avenue; that room was completely empty save for two folding chairs: a bare and slightly menacing setup designed to rebuff prying eyes.61 Another was in the War Office building on Whitehall, an infinitely grand neo-Baroque building that was seven floors high and a full city block wide.62

Let’s suppose that this is where he chose to meet, on a cloudy day in November 1942, an American woman named Adele Kibre. The Americans had been at war for less than a year, they were scrambling to build an intelligence agency from absolutely nothing, and they needed to know just with whom they were dealing. The scene that follows is pure conjecture.

Jepson had received a good deal of information about Kibre in advance: she knew the film industry, as he did, and she had a classicist’s handful of languages together with a historian’s appetite for gossip. She was a professor—or close enough to it—as all of these Americans seemed to be. She was also a woman, which for him was a plus. “In
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