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      Praise for Hitler’s Spy Chief

      
      ‘A brief and readable biography . . . Canaris himself emerges from these pages as a remarkable man, unassuming and modest,
         but with an iron will, great courage and a subtle intelligence, who thought that the dirty work of spying became less sordid
         if conducted by gentlemen’ Literary Review

      
      ‘This book describes, in fascinating detail, the shady and complex workings of the international intelligence world, and the
         amazing ways in which Canaris tried to subvert Hitler, while apparently serving him loyally’ Evening Gazette

      
      ‘Fascinating’ Evening Standard

      
      ‘Illuminating biography’ Financial Times

      
      ‘Extraordinary and very interesting’ Guards Magazine

      
   
      
      
      Richard Bassett read law at Cambridge and then took an MA in the history of art at the Courtauld Institute. He worked in Central
         Europe, first as a musician and then as a staff foreign correspondent for The Times, covering the dramatic changes of 1989 in Berlin and Prague. Since 1991 he has worked in the City, dividing his time between
         London, Frankfurt and Munich. He is the author of The Austrians, Balkan Hours and Kurt Waldheim.
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      Preface

      
      The would-be biographer of Canaris could hardly choose a more difficult subject. Notwithstanding several excellent biographies
         on him, notably by André Brissaud and Heinz Hoehne, the mystery of the German admiral who somehow helped Britain win the war
         remains, even more than fifty years after his death. Despite the thousands of words devoted to the admiral after the war,
         the riddle of his links with Britain continue to cast shadows over almost every chapter of the war’s history. It is therefore
         with some trepidation that I have attempted to shine my torch into the already much visited and, by now, quite Stygian cellars
         of the Abwehr.
      

      
      The hazards of working with material related to secret operations are immense. Long-standing friendships with this or that
         member of a particular service are only a disadvantage, as events still covered by the Official Secrets Act and therefore
         subject to archival embargo obviously cannot be discussed. The consistency with which the most modest and oblique of enquiries
         have been met with a wall of dignified and amicable silence in certain quarters, usually quite voluble on other topics, is
         an impressive testament to the oaths of loyalty that servants of the Crown, distinguished and undistinguished, embrace. If
         there is one great lesson to be learnt by those who research the more obscure dealings of the British secret services during
         the war, it is that the officers of those services cannot, on the whole, be persuaded to break their vows. For those who believe that a country without an efficient and loyal intelligence force is automatically doomed, this is reassuring.
      

      
      It is, however, always a pleasure to be able to talk to men who took part in what Lewis Namier called, albeit in a less capitalist
         age, the ‘transactions’ of contemporary history. Moreover, as he pointed out, a great many profound secrets are always somewhere
         in print and easily detected when one knows what to seek. Previous knowledge is a marvellous stimulant to cogent reasoning
         and astute deductions. However, the published literature is pitted with inaccuracies and false trails, and the unpublished
         archives are occasionally contradictory.
      

      
      To illustrate this point, Namier recalled a story related by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle on how, when crossing Paris from the Gare
         de Lyon to the Gare du Nord on his way back from the Riviera, the taxi-driver acknowledged his generous tip with the words,
         ‘Thank you, Sir Conan Doyle’. The author of the greatest detective stories of his time was astounded. ‘How do you know who
         I am?’, he asked, to which the driver replied, ‘I saw in the papers that you were coming from Cannes by way of Marseilles
         and I see that your hair is cut in the Cannes style and that on your boots is the mud of Marseilles.’
      

      
      ‘Is this all you recognise me by?’, the bewildered writer asked.

      
      ‘No,’ came the reply, ‘on your luggage is your name, printed in very large letters.’

      
      There is much in print to help those wishing to focus on links between Canaris and his opposite number in the British secret
         service, Sir Stewart Menzies, and there can be no doubt that both men worked together for an understanding between Britain
         and Germany, with Churchill’s tacit encouragement, which could, by 1943, have led to the war ending far sooner than it did.
      

      
      As to whether Menzies and Canaris ever met, the reader must draw his own conclusions. The circumstantial evidence appears
         to be against Menzies’ post-war and oft repeated mantra to journalists that the meeting never took place, though unsurprisingly, no documentation for such an encounter exists in the public domain.
      

      
      The criteria for decisions taken by those in power are rarely easily understood, even when those decisions are taken in the
         full glare of modern democratic transparency. This is especially the case in time of war. However, it is not the purpose of
         this book – nor would it, in my view, be appropriate for those of my generation, however well informed – to pass judgement
         on those statesmen and servants of the Crown whose decisions vitally affected the duration of the Second World War. As Leo
         Amery once noted, it requires practical experience of great affairs to judge the conduct of public men fairly. In the intelligence
         world there is the added problem of facing confusing and different sets of choices, a situation which most people not in that
         world would have difficulty in understanding.
      

      
      The story of Canaris illuminates in sharp relief the alternatives which faced those in power at the twentieth century’s moment
         of supreme crisis. The reader must decide for himself whether the very tangible chances of ending the conflict two years earlier
         with the consequent saving of life, certainly many millions, can be weighed successfully against the durable balance of power
         hammered out by the victors in 1945, which kept the peace of the world for half a century – more or less – though at a high
         price for the countries of central and eastern Europe.
      

      
      One of the consequences of Canaris’ failure to achieve an understanding in 1943 is that the Germany that has emerged to take
         its place in the twenty-first century, after the total destruction of the twentieth, is without any shadow of a doubt a democratic,
         largely Christian country, committed to cooperation, consensus and values that are the exact opposite of those espoused by
         the Nazi regime. The Federal Republic, whatever its faults, has proved a stable and moderate cornerstone of peace in Europe
         for two generations.
      

      
      Such a conversion may well have been possible without the nearannihilation of Germany that took place between 1943 and 1945. The desperate and often painful experiences of those families in post-war
         Germany who had been actively against the regime, and their often very difficult attempts at reintegration into post-war German
         society in the 1950s, suggests on the other hand that the virus of Nazism, with its powerful pagan hatreds, might have survived
         all but the most comprehensive of innoculation programmes.
      

      
      The Germany that has entered the twenty-first century would have been recognisable to Canaris as a country more or less conforming
         to the Germany ‘within the fold of Western civilisation’, to quote Keynes, which he and his fellow conspirators strove for
         and which ultimately they and the little admiral died for.
      

      
      Preface to Paperback Edition

      
      A book which challenges some of the basic assumptions concerning the 1939–45 war is clearly offering a hostage to fortune,
         and several reviewers differed with my assessment of Admiral Canaris.
      

      
      It was therefore doubly pleasing to receive letters from those few survivors of the Abwehr and wartime Germany who recalled
         the Admiral in a more sympathetic light. Of these, some were living proof that the Admiral had risked his position and intervened
         directly to rescue people.
      

      
      In a letter to me, Dr Stefan Heyden* remembered the Admiral visiting his father, who was the local vicar in Zehlendorf, the smart suburb of Berlin where the Admiral
         lived. The Admiral’s fine uniform with its naval ‘dirk’ and black trimmed hat always impressed them. As Dr Heyden recalled:
      

      
      
         The Admiral was instrumental in rescuing my father on at least four occasions. The most notable of these was when he intervened
            after an incident relating to the horrendous Kristallnacht. My parents, listening to the radio and feeling shocked but helpless, told us what was happening and in a desperate show
            of solidarity took us to a Jewish paediatrician. Then, the following Sunday, my father gave this sermon:
         

         What a terrible harbinger of events to come for our Germany, the land of the Reformation, that the synagogues of our fellow
            human beings should be ignited and burned down with deliberate criminal intent.
         

         At this moment our housekeeper noticed about five people getting up to leave the church. One of these denounced my father
            and he was summoned to the local police station the following day. Under intense questioning he bravely said that they should
            ask Admiral Canaris, who was one of his parishioners, what he had said. They did go and ask the Admiral, who simply replied:
            ‘The Reverend Heyden would never say such a thing,’ upon which all charges were dropped.
         

      

      
      Dr Heyden further recalled:

      
      
         During the early 1940s, thirteen Jewish men who had married non-Jewish women and had been living in our Zehlendorf community
            were deported to different camps. Fortunately their wives knew their whereabouts, and these they communicated to my father,
            who compiled a list and handed it to Admiral Canaris. All of them were released, thanks to the combined efforts of Canaris
            and his staff. My father told us that the Admiral succeeded in organising their transport in a closed train compartment to
            Madrid, where they came under Franco’s protection. Canaris used his connections to put up the thirteen in private homes in
            Madrid before some of them were flown to England. Most of these men joined the British military.
         

      

      
      A friend of the author Dorothee Fliess described a similar scenario with a life-saving train ride from Berlin to Basel in
         Switzerland around 29 September 1942:
      

      
      
         Some fourteen passengers were under great threat, and one lady among them was awaiting deportation to a concentration camp.
            Two of those present were half-Jewish girls who were schoolfriends of the Admiral’s daughter, Brigitte. In a complex operation
            the Admiral persuaded the Gestapo that the passengers were part of an important group of informers for Nazi Germany.*

      

      
      Nor were these the only examples. ‘Numerous Jews or half-Jews were dressed in army uniforms on Canaris’ instigation, carrying
         official military intelligence ID cards,’† wrote another eyewitness.
      

      
      My attention was also drawn to Operation Aquilar (described by Wini-fried Meyer in her book Unternehmen Sieben) in which ‘after tedious negotiations, six train transports of Jews numbering about five hundred were taken via Belgium and
         Holland into Spain and Portugal’. These were to work as ‘spies for Germany in Latin America’.
      

      
      Most interesting of all was a message via a third party from some of the close friends of the last descendants of the Admiral:
         ‘I think that almost no writer – including no German – has managed better to recognise Canaris and his work in the Abwehr
         and in the military resistance as you did.’‡

      
      For those who still believe Canaris was a ‘shadowy figure’, these eyewitness comments and the pages which follow should leave
         the reader in no doubt as to the Admiral’s convictions once the battle was joined.
      

      
      Richard Bassett, Hampshire, May 2010

   
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      Damned brave and … damned unlucky.

      
      SIR STEWART MENZIES ON CANARIS 1

      
      ‘Sergeant Soltikow!’ The official barked out the command as the heavy iron doors of the dark cell in the vaults of the Gestapo
         headquarters were thrown open. The prisoner stood up with the alertness that only imminent physical danger invests. A bucket
         and brush were deposited on the floor with a loud clatter. A few steps ahead of the Gestapo man, a dishevelled white-haired
         figure in a grey suit shuffled into the room. A brief glance of recognition passed across Soltikow’s countenance. He had worked
         very closely with this old man for four years, since 1940. Admiral Wilhelm Canaris was no longer a prestigious naval officer
         in command of Hitler’s intelligence machine. It was hard to recognize him now.
      

      
      ‘Sergeant Soltikow,’ the command rang out, ‘order your fellow prisoner to clean this place up.’ With that the door slammed
         shut and both prisoners fell to their knees.2

      
      The events of 20 July 1944 – Stauffenberg’s failed assassination attempt against Hitler – had not directly implicated Canaris
         but had renewed suspicion towards the admiral, long perceived to be politically unreliable. Arrest and interrogation had followed.
         Now in the late summer of 1944, Canaris was granted a brief respite from the proceedings against him. Canaris, in any event, knew far too much to be allowed even the strictly controlled publicity of the People’s Court.
         But the Gestapo were getting nowhere in pinning complicity with the July attack on the admiral. Perhaps the naval officer
         would betray himself in conversation with his old colleague, Count Soltikow. The two men had known each other for four years.
         Canaris had always considered Soltikow a ‘born intelligence agent’. As the two prisoners talked, the three Gestapo microphones
         in the cell were activated.
      

      
      Canaris was under no illusions as to what his fate would be. Even if Allied bombing would soon kill the hated People’s Court
         Judge, Freisler, the machinery of Nazi ‘justice’ had the admiral well in its sights. ‘We will end up on the gallows’, had
         after all, as Soltikow well knew, been one of his favourite phrases throughout the war. But if he appeared a broken man, the
         admiral remained as alert as ever. As Soltikow talked, Canaris pointed discreetly to the walls and made a circular movement
         with his finger and thumb around his ear.
      

      
      Two conversations ensued, one loud and stiff for the benefit of the eavesdroppers, the other sotto voce and intimate for the benefit of each other.
      

      
      Soltikow was a cousin of the resistance lawyer Dohnanyi, a principal conspirator in the Abwehr ring around Hitler. Canaris
         had made him responsible for gathering intelligence from the neutral diplomats en poste at Berlin, a role which Soltikow had performed with tremendous élan. Much of this intelligence had been of significant value
         to the Abwehr in gauging, amongst other things, the progress of the Americans in their nuclear weapons programme. Soltikow
         was a confirmed anti-Nazi and had a long record in the files of the Gestapo. Perhaps for that reason alone Canaris was prepared
         to be expansive. In any event, after a long formal discourse as to how the Gestapo must be mistaken to imagine either of them
         could be connected with the bomb plot, he articulated thoughts which, even if some senior members of the Abwehr had been prepared
         to consider, they had never before openly ventilated. ‘Imagine, Count Soltikow,’ the admiral whispered, ‘that the English
         contemplated breaking with the Russians and that Winston Churchill had said fight with us against the East, against the Bolsheviks.
         Imagine further that the first feelers in this direction came carefully via the Abwehr.’
      

      
      ‘If Germany had ever wanted to make peace with England it would have needed an organisation which London would have trusted.’
         Only the Abwehr, under Canaris, could have acted as such an ‘instrument’, he continued, ‘precisely because Churchill knew
         he had nothing to fear from me and that I would never betray such a proposal to the Russians’.3 At that stage, the irony of such comments, as British bombs rained down on Berlin over their heads, was not lost on either
         Soltikow or Canaris, but the older man knew that in any event history would now run its course. In a few months the war would
         be over; Canaris, within the sound of approaching Allied artillery, would be hanged.
      

      
      The passing of the twentieth century has made the events of the 1939-45 war no less fascinating. Every month sees the publication
         of books that try to cast new light on the grand strategy, dramatic campaigns and increasingly, if still somewhat tentatively,
         the experiences of the vanquished Germans.
      

      
      Despite these developments the name of Admiral Wilhelm Canaris is still surprisingly unknown. Notwithstanding a steady stream
         of books about Hitler’s chief of intelligence up to the 1970s, the significance of Canaris’ contribution to the Allied cause
         has seemingly not impinged on the consciousness of a later generation of historians.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the generation which was in contact with Canaris both on the British and German side has all but passed away, and
         the name is now so obscure that a recently published and otherwise excellent study of Churchill’s relationship with the intelligence
         world mentions Canaris only twice, and then in the most fleeting of ways.4

      
      Churchill himself might have approved of this development, as he was brilliantly adept at disguising intelligence and could at times even distance himself from any facts that might, even
         slightly, smudge the shining, seamless coat in which the story of our ‘finest hour’ was dressed. In private, however, there
         is ample evidence that he fully acknowledged the debt England owed Canaris and that the admiral was indeed at the centre of
         a possible peace deal between Germany and Britain, not only in 1940 but also in 1943.
      

      
      Shortly after the war, Churchill received Count Soltikow at Chartwell.5 The discussion ranged over many topics before coming to rest on Hitler’s failure to invade England in 1940. Soltikow asked
         if Churchill ever could be sure that Hitler would not pursue ‘Operation Sea Lion’. The statesman quietly got up, went to a
         bookshelf in the library and took down a copy of an early biography of Canaris. Referring to the Abwehr’s significant and,
         from London’s point of view, helpful over-estimate of the British divisions stationed in the Home Counties to repel the German
         invaders, Churchill left Soltikow with the impression that, as we shall see, Britain had benefited from Canaris’ long-term
         pessimistic assessment of Nazi Germany’s chances.
      

      
      That Churchill might have been in touch with Canaris during the war is also underlined by his own chief of intelligence, ‘C’,
         Sir Stewart Menzies, who after the war admitted that the possibility of a meeting with his ‘opposite number’ had been discussed,
         though he would always say such a meeting had been ‘blocked by the Foreign Office’ for fear of offending the Russians.6

      
      Menzies would have appreciated Canaris as they were both ‘terrific anti-Bolsheviks’. The incomparable Soviet section of the
         Abwehr was the best informed intelligence department in the world on the activities of Soviet Russia. Several times, even
         when Britain and Russia were allied, as we shall see, Menzies would gratefully receive Abwehr intelligence on the Soviet forces
         and the Abwehr would receive appreciations of Churchill’s political intelligence from SIS.7 In one case, Menzies – sensationally – even supplied the Abwehr, via Finnish signals intelligence, with the latest wireless intercept equipment to compile a list
         of the Soviet order of battle days ahead of the German invasion.
      

      
      Soviet Russia was by no means the only sphere for cooperation between the two services. It was with some relief that the admiral’s
         remark to General Franco’s intelligence chief – ‘ You can tell General Franco that no German soldier will ever set foot in
         England’ 8– was received by ‘C’ at the height of British fears of a German invasion of England. According to accounts in the Institut
         für Zeitgeschichte in Munich, this message was intended for export to London. Moreover, as would also have become apparent
         in 1940, Canaris was keen to help prevent Spain becoming embroiled in an attack on Gibraltar, the key to the Mediterranean
         and a potential dagger pointed at England’s imperial jugular. On Churchill’s orders, ‘C’ had authorized no less than £13 million
         in gold bullion to be delivered to Franco and a group of his officers to ‘persuade them of the sweets of neutrality’.9 The go-between was Juan March, a Mallorquin banker and old contact of Canaris from long before the war.10

      
      It was Canaris, however, who supplied General Franco with the key arguments he needed to outwit Hitler when the two men met
         at Hendaye, at the foot of the Pyrenees, for what Hitler thought would be a relatively straightforward negotiation on the
         merits of a joint Hispanic-German invasion of Gibraltar; after all, Germany had conquered most of Europe. But Hitler later
         famously described the event as comparable to having teeth pulled, so intractable and ‘surprisingly well briefed’11 was the Caudillo in his unwillingness to concede the Germans any right of passage over Spanish territory. Years later, Goering would tell
         Ivone Kirkpatrick that Germany’s ‘gravest mistake’ 12 in the war had been Hitler’s failure to seize Spain in 1940.
      

      
      On New Year’s Eve 1940, shortly after this event, Menzies had summoned the Abwehr double agent Dushko Popov, alias ‘Tricycle’,
         to his study in the country. ‘I want to know much more about everyone who is intimately connected with Canaris,’ he said as they drank brandy in the book-lined room in front of a crackling but ‘miraculously
         steady’ fire.13

      
      Warming to his subject, ‘C’ continued: ‘We know that Canaris, Dohnanyi and Oster are not dyed-in-the-wool Nazis. They are
         what might be termed loyal officers or patriotic Germans. In 1938 Churchill had a conversation with Canaris … eventually I
         may want to resume the conversation Churchill initiated.’ As if to underline the unconventional nature of this request, Menzies
         continued: ‘I am handling this matter myself. All information you pick up is to come directly to me with no intermediary.’
         Popov, though a volatile Slav, clearly thought this encounter the climax of his career and was careful to get it right.
      

      
      Such vignettes suggest that there was more than just the usual professional interest in acquiring whatever information was
         necessary in order to neutralize an enemy service and its leaders. Moreover, it begs the question as to how Churchill had
         been in contact with Canaris in the first place. In 1938, Churchill was still out of office, enjoying the coda of his wilderness
         years. It is not immediately apparent how he could have met even an intermediary of the head of German intelligence. Above
         all, the suggestion by Soltikow that London, at some later stage during the war, might have contemplated breaking with Moscow
         and allying herself with a non-Nazi Germany is also not easily explained, although it was nearly always at the forefront of
         Stalin’s suspicious mind.14

      
      It is perhaps not completely a coincidence that along with the late Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper, the second of the two SIS
         officers detailed to evaluate information from Canaris was Kim Philby, the KGB’s man in SIS whose priority would have been
         not only to gather all sensitive material on Anglo-German peace-feelers but also to do his best to derail them.
      

      
      Both men played down the significance of the intelligence they received and Trevor-Roper appears to have found the Abwehr
         curiously disappointing. He was seemingly far more impressed by the violence and terrorism of Schellenberg’s SS organisation.
         In an article published in the Cornhill Magazine,15 shortly after the war, Trevor-Roper attempted a less than generous critique of Canaris and the Abwehr. He described the former
         as a ‘Catholic mystic’, (a phrase skilfully chosen to appeal to two fashionable prejudices of the British establishment) and
         accused the latter of being little more than a ‘pretty incompetent outfit’, even though by 1941 the Germans had penetrated
         so many British and American ciphers that Goebbels could record in his confidential diary: ‘If the British know in detail
         about us everything we know about them it will have grave consequences.’ 16

      
      Moreover, as is now widely archived, Philby regarded his crowning achievement as the disruption of attempts at a rapprochement
         between Germany and Britain through the Abwehr: a disruption which culminated in the defection of the relatively junior, but
         not insignificant, Erich Vermehren from the Abwehr’s Istanbul station. Philby, though an unreliable source to be treated with
         extreme reserve, later noted in 1988, shortly before his death: ‘I had a personal interest in this work. I was directly responsible
         for the deaths of a considerable number of Germans.’ 17 After the Vermehrens had been spirited away to safety in London they had been billeted in Philby’s mother’s flat. Charmed
         as many were by Philby’s charismatic intellect, the Vermehrens gave Philby a list of all their contacts in the Catholic underground
         in Germany, and the role they could play in a post-war democratic and Christian Germany. When Allied officers tried to link
         up with them at the end of the war, it was found that they all had been deported or liquidated.
      

      
      Vermehren’s defection with his wife, Countess Plettenberg, had other more immediate effects. It was ruthlessly exploited by
         Himmler to provoke Hitler into closing the Abwehr down and retiring Canaris.18 At a stroke, the ‘instrument’ described by Canaris to Soltikow was at an end.
      

      
      Yet if Philby and others worked hard to undermine Canaris from the British side, there is also some evidence to suggest that
         earlier, when Canaris was in danger of being outmanoeuvred by his rivals in the snakepit of competing intelligence agencies that characterized the Third Reich, others in England were prepared to resort to drastic
         measures to protect his authority. To this day the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich, head of the RHSA – Canaris’ deadliest
         rival in the intelligence world of Nazi Germany – on the outskirts of Prague in May 1942, barely days after he had more or
         less bullied Canaris into surrendering some of the Abwehr’s authority, is a mystery. Bitterly opposed, as we shall see, by
         the Czech underground both in Prague and London, the assassination was carried out in February 1942 by SOE agents acting with
         the knowledge and support of ‘C’, despite the sure conviction that reprisals would be brutal. Indeed they were: the village
         of Lidice was razed to the ground and the entire adult male population executed.
      

      
      Yet ‘C’, by liquidating Heydrich, had preserved Canaris’ pre-eminence in the German intelligence world for a few more months
         to come. Long enough, it would seem, for renewed peace-feelers to have been advanced in the early months of the following
         year.19 These feelers took many forms, but there can be little doubt that beneath the surface a great deal of clandestine diplomatic
         and intelligence activity was being directed to this end. In some cases they were often quite public. As the later executed
         diplomat von Hassell would note in his diaries in March 1943: ‘Yesterday, an outright offer was made to England to join with
         Germany in guaranteeing the freedom and security of the “West”.’20

      
      The story of Canaris, therefore, deserves a wider audience. His organisation and officers were not only part of the machinery
         of war, they were at the centre of clandestine wartime Anglo-German relations and the many attempts between what Hitler’s
         interpreter, Paul Schmidt, called men of ‘bon volonté [good intentions]’ 21 to reach an understanding against the background of increasing violence and the dynamics of global conflict.
      

      
      At the same time the organisation was legitimately and, until well into the war, successfully waging the intelligence war
         against the Allies: sowing considerable disinformation and confusion among the British, especially in the run-up to the attack on France, but most devastatingly against Moscow in the run-up to Barbarossa. Hitler would gleefully
         recount that his attack on Russia in 1941 was so effective in its initial phases partly because the High Command knew every
         detail of the entire order of battle of the Soviet forces by the day Barbarossa was launched. This was entirely due to the
         Abwehr.
      

      
      If this were not enough, the Abwehr also took on the role of protecting anti-Nazi conspirators and, as an organisation which
         was, uniquely, exempt from the crude restraint of the Aryanisation laws of the Third Reich, saved many Jews. Moreover, as
         will be seen, Canaris also intervened to save many others from the SS execution squads following the front line, and elsewhere.
      

      
      However, the temptation to beatify the admiral must be resisted. He was, in his own way, a ruthless exponent of all the techniques
         of deception, disinformation and other patterns of subterfuge without which no successful secret intelligence agency can exist.
         He was also for far too long a ‘believer’. It took Canaris slightly longer than many others to see the Nazis for what they
         really were. But once he became convinced that they were leading his country to ruin, both physical and moral, he never wavered
         from a policy of systematically undermining the regime from within, and seeking an understanding with the West. To do this,
         he inevitably pursued a course of engagement with Hitler, believing that his influence and power could only be sustained by
         the avoidance of open conflict with his Nazi masters.
      

      
      Only a man of formidable courage and nerve could have played such a hand in the face of so many dangers and so many disappointments.
         Unlike his opposite number, ‘C’, on whom opinion is more or less consistent, Canaris is unsurprisingly a more controversial
         figure with a fair share of detractors as well as devotees. Even those who knew him well were cautious in their assessments
         of him. Like every competent spy chief he was quick to read other personalities, while being slow in revealing his own. That he was a born leader is beyond doubt, as the organisation he assembled in the Abwehr was both effective by its own
         standards and even until the very end a hundred per cent loyal to the values he had instilled into it. Unlike other services
         both in and outside of Germany, political assassination was not tolerated in the Abwehr.
      

      
      Whether Canaris was the deeply spiritual officer of almost pathological sensitivity, as some maintain, is less clear, but
         of one thing we can be sure: he was, to the tips of his fingers, the embodiment of the old naval intelligence tradition, a
         tradition where intellect, discipline, strong ethics and a knowledge of the world were inseparable.
      

      
      As General Reinhard Gehlen, a former German intelligence officer who later created the German Federal intelligence service,
         noted, Canaris had that rare gift among intelligence officers of following historical trends and projecting them into the
         future:
      

      
      
         Blessed with broad intellectual interests far in excess of those normally expected in senior officers, he was endowed with
            traits not seen in officers since the first half of the nineteenth century – traits which had led officers like Roon, von
            der Goltz, Yorck von Wartenburg as well as Clausewitz and Moltke, to spectacular achievements in knowledge other than the
            purely military … Canaris knew how to think in global terms: this was how he was often able to predict the future course of
            world affairs with uncanny accuracy. 22

      

      
      Nothing could have been more distant from the world of the Prussian generals, with their monocles and boots and their relatively
         limited horizons, restricted to the battlefields of Europe.
      

      
      For Canaris, like every naval officer of his generation irrespective of his country, the navy was the supreme calling of armed
         service. Only the navy offered its officers the greatest of martial challenges against the backdrop of the ever physical threat
         of the elements.23 He himself was a veteran of two out of the three major naval engagements of the 1914–18 war. It is therefore impossible to understand Canaris without exploring his naval career, and in this respect he is akin to that
         legendary chief of naval intelligence in the First World War, Admiral ‘Blinker’ Hall, whom Canaris admired and almost certainly
         met, albeit briefly, as a naval cadet at Kiel in 1908.24 Both men enjoyed fierce loyalty from their subordinates. Both men built their departments more or less from scratch and both
         men displayed a subtlety in their game not usually encountered among more straightforward military officers.
      

      
      For the young Canaris, as for all naval officers of the world, the Royal Navy, undefeated in its five-hundred-year history,
         was the textbook model, setting the tone for behaviour, dress and of course aggressive engagement. As one English expert on
         the German navy wrote before the war: ‘As is only right and proper we in this country have set the fashion for naval service
         for the rest of the world and Germany like everyone else has followed our lead.’ 25

      
      Such a service was never for the faint-hearted. ‘The purest test of any officer’s courage, skill and discipline’,26 naval service presented to an officer the greatest challenge and the greatest rewards, uncomplicated by the civilian casualties
         of military campaigns.
      

      
      Unsurprisingly, it would be the Royal Navy before any other organ of the British state which would first register Canaris’
         intelligence skills. Moreover, no less a person than Winston Churchill would be the recipient of the first reports.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      A NAVAL TRADITION

      
      I wish to record my admiration of the very gallant and determined manner in which the Imperial German Navy fought. The courage
            and discipline of officers and men who put up such a good fight is unquestionable.

      
      CAPTAIN J.D. ALLEN, HMS KENT , REPORT ON THE BATTLE OF THE FALKLAND ISLANDS 1914 1

      
      The guns of the British cruiser opened fire. With the cool, almost nonchalant, delivery of a battle-hardened veteran, the
         fire control officer gave the range and watched for the fall of shot as the grey projectiles hurtled through the air towards
         their prey.
      

      
      The German ship, lying icily calm in the sharp cold light, showed no sign of movement. Its profile cast a shadow on the rocks
         of the Chilean inlet that had afforded a welcome, if temporary, refuge from the vengeful determination of the most powerful
         navy in the world.
      

      
      On the morning of 14 March 1915, the captain of HMS Glasgow could be forgiven for allowing himself a grim smile. As the precipitous bleak cliffs of Más-a-Tierra came into view, Captain
         Luce could make out the four funnels of the German light cruiser Dresden which he and many others had wasted months searching for, since the Battle of the Falkland Islands the previous December
         had sealed the fate of the rest of the German battle squadron in the South Atlantic.
      

      
      As Glasgow’s fire straddled the Dresden, the fact that the ship was in neutral Chilean waters offered no refuge; such legal niceties could, in Luce’s memorable phrase,
         be ‘left to the diplomats’. Here was, if not the closing of an important chapter in British naval history, at least a very
         long overdue removal of an irksome footnote.
      

      
      And yet here, half a world away from the life-and-death struggle between Germany’s and England’s armies, this footnote had
         inflamed the tempers of politicians and admirals, including Winston Churchill. This drama, involving as it did a disproportionate
         amount of senior naval officer and political time, had, like a large stone cast into a calm pond, ripple effects that went
         far beyond events in the South Atlantic.
      

      
      The Dresden had eluded the Royal Navy thanks to the brilliance of its intelligence officer. It was he who outfoxed his ship’s pursuers
         and it was he who would, that crisp March day, deprive Luce of his prize. Lieutenant Wilhelm Canaris, later head of Hitler’s
         intelligence organisation, young and fair-haired but otherwise untypically German, was about to make his debut as a formidable
         opponent of British interests.
      

      
      But to understand how such a seemingly insignificant event could be invested with such resonant echoes, it is important to
         delve a little more deeply into Canaris’ background and the tradition that nurtured him – the Imperial German navy – and above
         all that force’s duel with the Royal Navy in the South Atlantic.
      

      
      It is one of the great ironies of the beginning of the twentieth century that the Anglo-German naval race, so often correctly
         described as one of the celebrated ‘causes’ of the First World War, actually contributed, at one level, to a tremendous mutual
         esteem between the two countries.
      

      
      Notwithstanding the huge difference in traditions, pitting one service with five hundred years of virtually unbroken victory
         against a parvenu arm of barely a generation, the formal relationship between veteran and upstart was always cordial and respectful.
      

      
      Nevertheless, elements of both sides saw a showdown as inevitable, especially after 1903 when plans drawn up in secret for the German navy to bombard Manhattan and land forces in New York failed
         to tempt London into any close alliance.* London chose to develop ties with Russia and France and to encircle Germany, preferring to deal with the nearer threat to
         her imperial interests. As an American officer remarked to a Royal Naval officer at the time: ‘Make no mistake, we shall be
         fighting Germany in the next war.’2 But even those officers who were convinced that the next war would be between England and Germany found themselves united
         by the brotherhood of the sea and naval tradition. The Royal Navy set the ton for all navies of the world but especially for a service as ambitious as the new Imperial German navy.
      

      
      A certain chivalry was an essential feature of the relationship and was never far from the surface, even when both navies
         fought each other as determined opponents from the first weeks of the war.
      

      
      The opening sequence of events saw the tremendous engagements of the Coronel and the Falklands Islands: the first a devastating
         blow to the Royal Navy’s pride, the second, a swift and decisive revenge. At the Coronel, a German squadron had destroyed
         a British force under Admiral Cradock in a humiliating action, all the more painful for it being so unexpected. At the Falklands,
         six weeks later, the Royal Navy pursued her revenge, sinking all but one of the German ships.
      

      
      Both battles were, however, punctuated by fulsome respect on the part of both sides for their opponents’ courage. These were,
         after all, old style engagements between worthy foes where gunfire and seamanship, unaided by aircraft, unencumbered by civilians,
         counted for everything in waters still free at that stage from mines and submarines. In these battles, effective gunnery killed
         hundreds in seconds. Broadsides fired at close range played havoc among crowded groups of men as they were mown down in heaps
         by shell splinters. Those who might have contemplated jumping overboard knew the water would numb them in seconds. Only the
         strongest mixture imaginable of courage, discipline and skill could enable such embattled humanity to fight on. Yet time and
         again the officers and men of a navy that had barely existed thirty years earlier showed that they were as capable of ‘fighting
         and dying like Englishmen’ as their opponents.
      

      
      The reports of the engagement by British officers repeatedly testify to the courage of the enemy, while the Germans were no
         less chivalrous in their turn.
      

      
      Thus, after Graf von Spee’s squadron had destroyed Admiral Cradock’s cruiser squadron at the Coronel, with the deaths of several
         hundred sailors including Cradock himself, a German consul who proposed a toast to ‘the damnation of the British Navy’ found
         himself suddenly frozen by the glare of his German naval guests.
      

      
      Von Spee’s response cut the cheerful victory celebration atmosphere with the skill of the surgeon’s knife. ‘I drink’, he said,
         ‘to the memory of a gallant and honourable foe.’ 3 Von Spee had known Cradock well before the war and both men enjoyed each other’s company.4 Coincidentally, both men had premonitions of their deaths: Cradock, talking to the Governor at the Falklands, Von Spee* accepting a bouquet at Valparaiso.It should not be forgotten that both navies had cooperated on a number of occasions in
         the run-up to 1914, especially in South American waters when gunboats and showing the flag were an essential part of the old
         powers’ economic and political influence in the new world. As Commander Pochhammer, the senior surviving German officer after
         the Falklands battle, wrote to Admiral Sturdee: ‘We regret, as you do, the course of the war, as we have personally learned
         to know well during peacetime the English navy and her officers.’5

      
      Sturdee replied to Pochhammer : ‘We so much admire the good gunnery of your ships. Unfortunately the two countries are at war; the officers of both navies who can count friends in the
         other navy, have to carry out their country’s duties which your Admiral, Captain and officers worthily maintained to the end.’
         6

      
      In his official report, which was censored, as the face of the foe in wartime must show no humanity, Sturdee went even further:
         referring to the battered and blazing Gneisenau which though under a hail of fire from three ships on different bearings continued firing with what armament was still in
         action, even scoring a last hit on Sturdee’s flagship Invincible as Sturdee gave orders to his ships to cease fire. He wrote: ‘They fought magnificently and their discipline must have been
         superb … we were all good friends after the fight and both agreed we did not want to fight at all but had to.’ 7

      
      These remarks alone testify to an intimacy and mutual admiration between German and British naval officers that transcended
         the variables of conflict and underline the strength of an already well-established relationship which had no counterpart
         at a military level between the two countries.
      

      
      From the carnage of the Falkland Islands, one German ship, however, had made its escape: the cruiser Dresden, pursued doggedly but ineffectively by HMS Glasgow. Aided by darkness, mist and above all speed, this light cruiser managed by her survival to just take a bit of the icing
         off Admiral Sturdee’s victory. For the next four months the Dresden was to become the focus of tremendous Royal Naval activity. It was to be many weeks before the full victory of the Falkland
         Islands could be enjoyed by any of its protagonists, whose mutual jealousies the Dresden seemed destined to exacerbate at every turn.
      

      
      The chase that followed saw rather less generous exchanges of views between the Admiralty and Sturdee than those reserved
         for a gallant enemy. Rarely had such a search resulted in such a fraying of tempers at all levels of the Admiralty executive.
      

      
      Captain Luce, commanding HMS Glasgow, had correctly noted that only the ‘swiftest of actions could wipe the stain of dishonour from the Royal Navy’s record’ which
         the Coronel had inflicted. But there was more to it than that. Cradock’s orders from the Admiralty, whose First Lord was Winston
         Churchill, had been so ineptly worded that the defeat of his inferior force by Admiral Graf von Spee was as much the result
         of a breakdown in Royal Naval staff machinery as superior German gunnery.
      

      
      Churchill, who as First Lord left little conduct of naval operations to the First Sea Lord, is to this day largely held to
         blame.* The naval staff set up by him and Battenberg in 1913 had broken down miserably in the opening weeks of the campaign. Cradock
         was so ambivalently instructed that he felt compelled to give action even though his forces were unequal to achieving any
         decisive success. The subsequent victory at the Falkland Islands, six weeks later, only partly washed away the memory of this
         disastrous miscalculation.
      

      
      Churchill’s reputation had suffered. At an only slightly less exalted level, Admiral ‘Jackie’ Fisher, First Sea Lord, was
         also under tremendous pressure. The successful action of the Falklands did little to ease this. The sudden glory of his rival,
         Vice Admiral Sturdee, and his brilliant seamanship at the Falklands, threw Fisher’s earlier staff ineptitude into sharp relief.
      

      
      The escape of the Dresden from the Falklands engagement was thus a thorny issue. For Churchill, as long as the Dresden survived there was an ugly reminder of the defeat at the Coronel and an untidy blemish on the victory of the Falklands. For
         Fisher these considerations were mixed however with a degree of vindictive schadenfreude towards Sturdee, whose failure to find the Dresden could be used untiringly to detract from his earlier success. As long as Fisher could play up Sturdee’s lack of success in
         finding the Dresden, the greater the chance that his own earlier technical shortcomings would not be explored in further detail.
      

      
      As a result, an unusual amount of traffic, much of it heated, was generated by the failure – for more than three months – of the Royal Navy to track down the Dresden. Thus Fisher could signal Jellicoe, commander of the main battle fleet, of Sturdee: ‘His criminal ineptitude in not sending
         a vessel to Punta Arenas has disastrously kept from you light cruisers now hunting the Dresden.’
      

      
      This tone was reinforced in Fisher’s signals to Sturdee, which kept up a veritable barrage of complaints about the failure
         to find the Dresden. Yet Sturdee gave as good as he got. Long explanations of his movements, justifying his failure to find the quarry, were
         signalled to the Admiralty, culminating in a memorably impertinent signal from a subordinate to a superior officer which even
         the usual terseness of encrypted correspondence failed to disguise:
      

      
      
         ‘I submit,’ signalled Sturdee, ‘my being called upon in three separate telegrams to give reasons for my subsequent action
            is unexpected.’
         

      

      
      Fisher responded with equal brevity: ‘The last paragraph of your signal is improper and such observations must not be repeated.’
         Nor did Sturdee’s difficulties with Fisher end with his re-posting to England. On his return to London, Fisher kept him waiting
         for two hours and then saw the ‘hero of the Falklands’ for a mere five minutes, during which he made no mention of the battle
         but dwelt only on the failure to catch the Dresden. Upon hearing later that day that Sturdee had been invited to Buckingham Palace by the King to give an account of the battle,
         Fisher promptly ordered Sturdee to depart for Scapa Flow immediately with the clear intention of preventing the audience.
         Regrettably of such bitter and ungenerous rivalries are great sea lords sometimes made.
      

      
      Whether Captain Luce on the Glasgow was aware of this unedifying exchange is not known. He had his own reasons for settling scores with the Dresden. At the Coronel, Luce had had to flee from von Spee and during the subsequent Falklands battle, he had been detailed to pursue
         the Dresden when she broke off the engagement, but had lost her. He had thus been involved in every part of the
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