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To Miss M. Moss, Foreign Office civilian, 
Broadway and War Station, 1938–9




‘In their obsession with this new type of war, the Germans lost their sense of reality. In reaching out after the future, they sacrificed the present.’

Stuart Milner-Barry, The V-Codes

‘Those damn silly rockets.’

Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, 
AOC Bomber Command






Central London: Summer 1944
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 The V-Weapon Complex, Western and Central Europe, 1943–5
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PREFACE

This is a story of science in the service of war. It is the story of how London suffered as a result, and how intellect, moral bravery and cunning were engaged to save it from greater destruction.


As a child, as for many of my 1950s-born generation, the war was the presiding mystery. Our central-London neighbour was a veteran character actor who played Germans in the many war films and TV shows of the period. He played the ‘Reichsführer’
in a movie called The Battle of the V1, which we all went to see. Such yarns were my education.


Many years later, as an aviation writer in my twenties, I reported on the inception of the National Air and Space Museum in Washington, DC. At its conservation facility in Maryland a German jet aircraft captured at the end of the war was being restored.
It was a Messerschmitt Me 262A-1a.


The beautiful shark-like plane had always fascinated me. I watched the technicians popping the rivets and peeling back the aluminium wing panels. There was writing scrawled inside. The inscriptions were in Russian, Polish, Serbo-Croat – one of them read in French: ‘My heart is not in it.’ These were messages left by the slave workers who had built the plane thirty-three years before in some underground factory. After thousands of hours of restoration work the machine would go to the fine museum for new generations to wonder at. But the real story was already inside.


The NASM collection includes two ‘revenge weapons’, an A-4 (V2) rocket and a Fi 103 (V1) flying bomb (‘V’ stands for Vergeltung, revenge), the long-range weapons developed in turn by the German army and air force. No serious war museum is complete without them, although the flying bomb is now a period curiosity while the rocket still looks timelessly fit for purpose.


But contemporary museum curators ‘interpreting’ the rocket have to acknowledge the circumstances of its making, as well as what it did to those it fell on. Production versions were assembled in an underground factory called the ‘Mittelwerk’ (Central Works) in the Harz Mountains of central Germany, with a slave labour camp known as Dora at the entrance to its tunnels. There were more camps beyond. Many thousands died in the making of these revenge weapons – far more than those they actually killed on warlike operations.


The Washington rocket was seized from the Mittelwerk and brought to the US in extraordinary circumstances. At Peenemünde on the Baltic, meanwhile, another preserved A-4 points skywards – outside the splendid Historisch-Technisches Museum. It is accommodated largely in the research centre’s purpose-built power station, untouched by the famous RAF raid of August 1943. The site, which was sealed off as an East German military base, was restored post-reunification and fitted out as a museum in a cool and candid way that even a Londoner finds it hard to find fault with.


In October 1992, on the fiftieth anniversary of the first successful A-4 launch, veterans of the era returned to the Baltic,
where the German Aerospace Industry Association had arranged an official function to mark ‘the birth of space travel’. When British newspapers found out there was outrage. The German Chancellor, Helmut Kohl, called it an ‘unwise arrangement’. An unofficial commemoration went ahead, while at roughly the same time a statue of Air Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris was ceremoniously unveiled in central London by the Queen Mother amid some fatuous controversy – which I, as a newspaper journalist,
was bidden by my editor to stoke up.


North of London there is another museum, Bletchley Park, where wartime codes were broken. In the same year that the restoration of Peenemünde began, a move was made to raze the site in Buckinghamshire with its late-nineteenth-century mansion and rickety huts, to make way for a supermarket. The local historical society appealed for wartime veterans who had worked there to come forward, and four hundred did so for a celebration and commemoration in 1992. At the same time a fight began to save the place. The supermarket plan was dropped and the Park has limped along gallantly since as a charitable trust with the help of the National Heritage Fund and some corporate donations, acknowledging its status in the story of the birth of computing via the electromechanical computers, called ‘bombes’, used to break the German codes.


The story of the Park had been kept secret until the mid-1970s. Once it came out, Ultra joined the grand narrative of how Anglo-American scientific and technical intellect joined forces to achieve victory, climaxing in the atom bomb. Meanwhile the Official History of British Intelligence in the Second World War was published and the Park’s wartime files were placed in the National Archives for public access. With the unveiling of the Ultra secret, those who had worked at Bletchley, to their own general astonishment, found themselves free to tell their story. A tide of revelations ensued – factual accounts, novels and films.


As the ‘revenge weapon’ story began to pass out of living memory, accessing it became increasingly a question of official files, personal documents and diaries. In the course of exploring this narrative – the German offensive on southern England by long-range weapons and the Allied attempts to defeat them – I made used of many such primary sources, but one seemed to have been hitherto overlooked. In the National Archives at Kew in south-west London are eleven bound volumes of Ultra decrypts.
Called the ‘Most Secret Source J Series’ (CX/MSS/J), they contain many hundreds of messages about ‘secret weapons’, decrypted and analysed from spring 1943 to the end of the war in Europe. The shorter SJ series added background commentary. The messages range from the highest ‘secret command matters’, to the most mundane items of housekeeping. To read them is to eavesdrop on the eavesdroppers. As an internal history of the operation compiled in 1945 put it:




Under the ill-considered belief that we should put in every reference to everything that had ever been contextually associated
with secret weapons, even when the association was fully understood by us and known to be trivial, we reported large quantities of conspicuously irrelevant matter. Because members of the LN-Versuchsregiment [radar specialists] were plotting flying bombs and rockets, we reported details of their bicycles and marriages in enormous volume.






It is these soap-opera details (and soap would prove important) that make the story so fascinating, and it began with the most inconsequential-seeming clues. Take this Ultra decrypt from early April 1943:




Source found a circular dated 6/4 … addressed to Luftgaustab Centre, Crete. GAF Signal Experimental Regt. is taking over the GAF Signals Equipment Office in Tempelhof [Berlin] and is delivering … Würzburg 1076 for experimental station Peenemünde.






It was deeply obscure, but it marked the beginning of it all: the point at which an already remarkable partnership between a London-born physicist and a professor of German linguistics turned to the dark matter of long-range secret weapons. They were Dr Reginald Victor Jones, Assistant Director Intelligence (Science) at the Air Ministry, and Professor Frederick Norman of King’s College London, the wartime head of Section 3G(N) at Hut Three, the Government Code and Cipher School, Bletchley Park. A linguist ignorant of science and a scientist with no German – they were the perfect partnership.


The brilliant, hubristic, exasperating, impossible – and in the end indispensable – Dr Jones told the British War Cabinet on the very eve of the rocket attack on London in late summer 1944: ‘The German Army has produced a great technical achievement in the Rocket … and the Nazis have been carried away by the romantic prospect of operational consummation. There is no deeper policy behind the Rocket.’


It was a wonderful line. And it was true. But how did it come about? It was via Hitler himself, who sidelined fundamental research in favour of the gadgetry that he could see being paraded in front of him. Sceptical at first, he became enraptured as the wider war spun out of his control. And it came about, as the historian Richard Overy wrote, ‘because of the extreme compartmentalisation of function that denied [German] scientists access to the working of the war itself’. The rocket prospered in supposedly secret isolation while other initiatives – nuclear research, for example – pottered along in academic crevices. There was no atomic equivalent of Peenemünde – no reactor on the Baltic. The rocket focused all those clever minds, as it turned out, in the wrong direction.


Walter Dornberger, the artilleryman who worked on the military rocket from start to finish, claimed that because of the Führer’s early doubts the programme was delayed by two years – it came too late. But others have pointed out that the German rocket in fact appeared too early. It went into action before its accuracy could be perfected, before it could make a truly decisive bang. And it cost an estimated equivalent of twenty-four thousand defensive fighter aircraft.


The V2’s baleful promise kept the Gothic dream of final victory alive. Military realists in Germany could see the absurdity,
but the true believers exulted. The wonder-weapon chimera caused far more damage to its creators than for those it fell upon.
It prolonged the agony and deepened its intensity. As a wickedly cynical Whitehall memo of October 1944 put it, ‘The wide dispersion and variety of [V-weapon] plants which might be working on various components and supplies means that devastating air attacks are possible on unexpected and (apparently) harmless targets.’


Between January and May 1945, Dresden, Pforzheim, Potsdam, Chemnitz and many more German cities would suffer Anglo-American air attacks, the numbers killed in which made the endgame, such as the rocket-inflicted tragedies of Farringdon Road (close to my own childhood home) and Hughes Mansions, Stepney, seem trivial. Which is not to say that the people of London did not suffer grievous hurt, but rather that, unlike the Blitz of 1940–1 and its narrative of defiant heroism, during the V-weapon episode the Anglo-American allies possessed in their bomber fleets the means to terribly punish the German civil population for their folly in staying loyal to the Nazi regime. And they used it. And they would have used it more.


The intelligence struggle waged in much of the story that follows was to determine not how fearsome was the threat, but how ultimately impotent. Any member of Britain’s Joint Intelligence Committee possessing a sense of history, bidden to sign off the ‘Iraq Dossier’ of 2002, might have profited by looking at its equivalents in 1943–4, which spoke of bacteria bombs and atom-splitting warheads ready to rain down on London by monster rocket at the whim of a dictator. The Home Secretary urged that the capital be evacuated. Apocalyptic retaliation plans against German cities were ready to launch. The Americans caught the same panic. But the reality was different. The struggle in that febrile doodlebug summer of 1944 was to perceive that reality. It became very dangerous indeed until all-source intelligence got to the truth.


In spite of Bletchley Park’s magical-seeming insight, Ultra could get it wrong. Decrypts were fragmented and technically opaque.
It was a question of interpretation. There were grave misconceptions throughout, and as an internal history of the section most involved put it, ‘The extremely strict security placed on all information about secret weapons … meant a great deal of subterfuge in dealing with other departments both inside and outside BP.’ Furthermore:




There was intense political activity in London. The threat was deemed sufficiently serious to warrant the creation of a special committee to deal with it, in addition to the office … already responsible for routine intelligence cover. The effect was that two political parties came into being, between which there was rivalry. This was not without influence in our approach to Source.






Bletchley and Peenemünde were high-level secret concentrations of militarised intellect, both with mathematics at their heart.
One produced teleprinter message forms, the other produced rockets. Both employed electromechanical computing devices of which the other side knew nothing. In Buckinghamshire it was the ‘bombe’. Beside the Baltic it was the integrating accelerometer.
In the outcome, the bombe was by far the deadlier weapon.


There were more similarities. Both enterprises recruited the necessary talent through clandestine means. Both had formidable secrecy oaths. Exhortations to keep quiet were everywhere to be seen: Feind Hört Mit – ‘The Enemy is Listening’, Careless Talk Costs Lives. Canteen talk was about anything except what people were actually doing.


Peenemünde had a string quartet, with Wernher von Braun on cello, while the Park had a little orchestra. A Park veteran recorded:
‘According to RAF regulations, all musicians were Aircraft Hands and were expected to do menial jobs when not rehearsing.
They also had to play selections from “The Desert Song” and “Rose Marie” when the camp commandant had visitors.’


There were two other presiding differences: there were no slave labourers at Bletchley. And the British found Peenemünde pretty quick, but the Germans never found the Park.



ABBREVIATIONS, TECHNICAL 
AND OTHER TERMS

This story is of necessity infused with an alphabet soup of abbreviations, acronyms and technical terms, many in German. Bletchley Park logged thousands of them.


AA anti-aircraft


Abteilung battalion or department


Abwehrstelle military intelligence station


ACAS (I) Assistant Chief of the Air Staff (Intelligence)


ADGB Air Defence of Great Britain


ADI (K) Assistant Director of Intelligence (Air) (prisoners of war)


ADI (Sc) Assistant Director of Intelligence (Science)


AEAF Allied Expeditionary Air Force


AI Air Intelligence


AK Armee Korps


AK Armia Krajowa, Polish Home Army


AKzV Armee Korps zur Vergeltung, army corps for revenge


ARP Air Raid Precautions


ATS Auxiliary Territorial Service, women’s branch of British army


Big Ben codename for rocket


Bodyline codename for 1943 investigation into the German long-range rocket


Bois Carré village in France where first ‘ski site’ identified


bombe electromechanical code-breaking device


BP Bletchley Park


Brennschluss rocket motor shut-down


‘Brown’ Luftwaffe Enigma key


BzbV Beauftragter zur besonderen Verwendung, Officer for Special Duties


C Chief of British Secret Intelligence Service (MI6)


CAS Chief of the Air Staff


CIU Central Interpretation Unit, Medmenham


‘Corncrake’ German army Enigma key


cover photographs produced by aerial reconnaissance missions


Crossbow UK umbrella term for German long-range weapons and countermeasures against them. After D-Day the term included attacks against Continental targets


CSDIC Combined Services Detailed Interrogation Centre


CX agent-derived intelligence


DCAS (Ops) Deputy Chief of the Air Staff (Operations)


Diver codename for flying bomb


DMI Director of Military Intelligence


ETOUSA European Theater of Operations, United States Army


Flak anti-aircraft (troops, etc)


Flieger airman


Funkmeister radio operator


GAF German air force


GC&CS Government Code and Cipher School, Bletchley Park


IID scientific adviser to Secret Intelligence Service


integrating accelerometer on-board device to determine distance travelled and trigger A-4 rocket engine shut-down


JCC Joint Crossbow Committee


‘Jerboa’ Luftwaffe flying-bomb unit Enigma key


JIC Joint Intelligence Committee


J-series series of Ultra messages plus accompanying analysis concerning V-weapons produced by Section 3G(N) at Bletchley Park from
1943 to 1945


KdF Strength through Joy


key Enigma system shared by a group of users (the coding of which would change daily); a ‘cryptonet’ in American usage; some lasted a few weeks, others for years


‘Klavier’ Luftwaffe flying-bomb unit low-level signals key


Kommandantur command, headquarters


KZ Konzentrationslager, concentration camp


lox liquid oxygen


Luftgau military air district


Luftnachrichten-Versuchs Regiment experimental signals regiment


MI14 Military Intelligence section 14 (information about Germany)


MPI mean point of impact


MSS Most Secret Source


NASA National Air and Space Administration


NASM National Air and Space Museum, Washington, DC


Oberkommando der Wehrmacht Supreme Command of the Armed Forces


OT Organisation Todt (construction corps)


P/W prisoner of war


PI photo-interpreter


Pingpong SIS term for agent-derived V-weapon intelligence


PR photo-reconnaissance


Queen Bee British radio-controlled gunnery target drone


‘Quince’ German Police (SS) Enigma key


réseau French Resistance network


RFSS Reichsführer-SS (Heinrich Himmler)


SD Sicherheitsdienst, SS security service


SIS Secret Intelligence Service


SOE Special Operations Executive


TA Territorial Army


TAF Tactical Air Force


T-Stoff hydrogen peroxide


USAAF US Army Air Force


USSAFE US Strategic Air Force Europe


‘Vera’ V-2 launch unit low-level signals key


Vergeltung revenge


versuchs experimental


VKN Versuchs Kommando Nord, military unit at Peenemünde-Ost


Waffenamt weapons department, German War Ministry


W/T Wireless Telegraphy


XX Double-Cross (deception), hence the Twenty Committee


Z-Stoff sodium permanganate



PEOPLE

Politicians

WINSTON CHURCHILL Prime Minister and Minister of Defence


SIR STAFFORD CRIPPS Minister of Aircraft Production


HERBERT MORRISON Home Secretary and Minister of Home Security


CLEMENT ATTLEE Deputy Prime Minister


DUNCAN SANDYS, Junior Minister, Ministry of Supply; chairman of Bodyline (investigation into the German long-range rocket) and later Crossbow Committee


LORD CHERWELL (Professor F. A. Lindemann) Paymaster-General, scientific adviser to Winston Churchill


Intelligence Officers

DR R. V. JONES Assistant Director Intelligence (Science), Air Ministry; scientific adviser to the Secret Intelligence Service


DR CHARLES FRANK deputy to R. V. Jones


PROFESSOR H. P. ‘BOB’ ROBERTSON professor of mathematics at Princeton, seconded to ADI (Science), 1944


PROFESSOR FREDERICK NORMAN head of Section 3G(N), Hut Three, Bletchley Park, former professor of German linguistics


BRIGADIER STEWART MENZIES ‘C’, Chief, Secret Intelligence Service


SQUADRON LEADER DENYS FELKIN ADI(K), prisoner-of-war interrogator


LIEUTENANT-COLONEL MATTHEW PRYOR MI14, first to draw attention to the German long-range rocket


MAJOR-GENERAL FRANCIS DAVIDSON Director of Military Intelligence 1940–4


MAJOR-GENERAL JOHN SINCLAIR Director of Military Intelligence 1944–5


FLIGHT LIEUTENANT DAVID NUTTING Air Intelligence, attached to 30 Assault Unit, Royal Marine Commando


VICTOR CAVENDISH-BENTINCK chairman Joint Intelligence Committee


STUART MILNER-BARRY Bletchley Park Hut Six codebreaker


GORDON WELCHMAN Cambridge mathematician, Bletchley Park Hut Six code-breaker


WING COMMANDER DOUGLAS KENDALL senior photo-reconnaissance interpreter, CIU


FLYING OFFICER CONSTANCE BABINGTON SMITH interpreter Aircraft, CIU


FLIGHT LIEUTENANT ANDRÉ KENNY interpreter Industry, CIU


FLIGHT LIEUTENANT CLAUDE WAVELL interpreter RDF (radar), CIU


  Patriots

PIERRE GINTER Luxembourg telephone operator: transmits early intelligence about Peenemünde to London


JEANNIE ROUSSEAU French agent ‘Amniarix’: transmits flying bomb and rocket intelligence to London


MICHEL HOLLARD French patriot: Bois Carré ‘ski site’ information to London


AAGE ANDREASEN Danish chemical engineer, agent ‘Elgar’: first rocket information to London


LIEUTENANT-COMMANDER CHRISTIAN HASAGER CHRISTIANSEN Danish naval officer: flying bomb intelligence to London


JERZY CHMIELEWSKI Polish Home Army operative flown to London with rocket parts


Deceivers

LIEUTENANT-COLONEL J. H. BEVAN head of London Controlling Section


SIR SAMUEL FINDLATER STEWART chairman Home Defence Executive


J. C. MASTERMAN chairman Twenty (Double-Cross) Committee


JOHN DREW Home Defence Executive


FLIGHT LIEUTENANT CHARLES CHOLMONDELEY MI5’s B1a (double-agent) section


JUAN PUJOL agent ‘Garbo’, London-based double agent


Scientists

ISAAC LUBBOCK UK pioneer of the liquid-fuelled rocket


GEOFFREY GOLLIN UK pioneer of the liquid-fuelled rocket


DR HAROLD J. PHELPS scientific adviser to the Ministry of Economic Warfare


PROFESSOR CHARLES DRUMMOND ELLIS scientific adviser to the Army Council


DR ALWYN CROW Controller of Projectile Development, Ministry of Supply


WILLIAM COOK Assistant Controller of Projectile Development, Ministry of Supply


Airmen

AIR MARSHAL SIR CHARLES PORTAL Chief of the Air Staff


AIR MARSHAL SIR DOUGLAS EVILL Vice Chief of the Air Staff

AIR MARSHAL SIR RODERIC HILL AOC Air Defence of Great Britain

AIR MARSHAL SIR ARTHUR ‘BERT’ HARRIS AOC Bomber Command 1942–5


AIR VICE MARSHAL FRANK INGLIS Assistant Chief of the Air Staff (Intelligence)


AIR VICE MARSHAL NORMAN BOTTOMLEY Deputy Chief of the Air Staff (Operations) 1943–5


AIR COMMODORE SIDNEY BUFTON Director of Bomber Operations, Air Ministry


AIR COMMODORE CLAUDE PELLY Director of Operations (Special Operations)


AIR COMMODORE COLIN MCKAY GRIERSON Director of Operations (Special Operations)


GROUP CAPTAIN JACK EASTON Director of Intelligence (Research), Air Ministry


AIR CHIEF MARSHAL TRAFFORD LEIGH-MALLORY AOC Allied Expeditionary Air Force


Soldiers

FIELD MARSHAL SIR ALAN BROOKE Chief of the Imperial General Staff (head of the army)


GENERAL SIR HASTINGS ISMAY secretary of the Chiefs of Staff Committee


LIEUTENANT-GENERAL SIR FREDERICK PILE commander anti-aircraft artillery defences


LIEUTENANT-GENERAL ARCHIBALD NYE Vice Chief of the Imperial General Staff


BRIGADIER LESLIE HOLLIS Senior Military Assistant Secretary to the War Cabinet


BRIGADIER IAN JACOB Military Assistant Secretary to the War Cabinet


LIEUTENANT-COLONEL TERENCE SANDERS leader of August 1944 Anglo-US mission to Moscow and Blizna


Germans

MAJOR OTTO STAHMS commander of the Luftwaffe experimental station at Peenemünde-West


GENERALMAJOR JOSEF ROSSMAN commander of army experimental station at Peenemünde-Ost


OBERST GERHARD STEGMAIER commander Köslin rocket school


OBERST WALTER DORNBERGER veteran artilleryman, head of Waffen Prüf Amt 10, War Ministry department concerned with rocket development


HERMANN OBERTH rocket pioneer and Peenemünde scientist


WERNHER VON BRAUN rocket pioneer, technical director of the military rocket programme

ALBIN SAWATZKI engineer, manager of rocket production at the Mittelwerk


LEUTNANT MUETZE Luftwaffe officer commanding Baltic ‘Insect’ radar tracking detachment, XIV Kompanie, Luftnachrichten-Versuchs [Experimental Signals] Regiment

REICHSMINISTER ALBERT SPEER Ministry of Armaments

GENERALFELDMARSCHALL ERHARD MILCH General Inspector of the Luftwaffe, in charge of air armaments

GENERALLEUTNANT ERICH HEINEMANN commander LXV Armee Korps

LUFTWAFFE OBERST EUGEN WALTER second-in-command LXV Armee Korps


GENERALMAJOR RICHARD METZ A-4 rocket commander, LXV Armee Korps


OBERST MAX WACHTEL commander 155(W) Flakregiment, LXV Armee Korps


GENERAL DER FLAKARTILLERIE WALTHER VON AXTHELM Flak troops commander

SS-OBERGRUPPENFÜHRER HANS KAMMLER commander Revenge Division


OBERST GEORG THOM Chief of Staff, Revenge Division


HAUPTMANN CLEFF ‘fantasist’ Panzer captain (captured 1943)


HAUPTMANN LAUTERJUNG anti-Nazi architect (captured D-Day)


FELDWEBEL HELMUT MÜLLER ex-Peenemünde technician (captured in Italy 1944)


Americans

LIEUTENANT-GENERAL CARL SPAATZ commander US Strategic Air Forces in Europe (USSAFE)


BRIGADIER-GENERAL CHARLES P. CABELL Director of Plans USSAFE


BRIGADIER-GENERAL GEORGE MCDONALD Director of Intelligence USSAFE


MAJOR-GENERAL FREDERICK L. ANDERSON deputy commander USSAFE


LIEUTENANT-GENERAL IRA EAKER commander 8th Air Force, 1943–4


LIEUTENANT-GENERAL ‘JIMMY’ DOOLITTLE commander 8th Air Force


COLONEL RICHARD D’OYLY HUGHES Chief of Plans 8th Air Force


CAPTAIN WALT ROSTOW US army, member of Enemy Objectives Unit, London; secretary Joint Crossbow Committee, July–August 1944


Russians

MAJOR-GENERAL P. I. FEDOROV director of NII-1, Scientific Research Institute 1, Moscow


BORIS CHERTOK engineer with NII-1


MIKHAIL TIKHONRAVOV rocket scientist, Blizna investigator



PART I

WHISPERS FROM THE BALTIC


CHAPTER 1

Greifswalder Oie, 20 November 1943

It was the doomed love affair of a German air force radar technician that gave the listeners the clue. It was not why he had chosen to kill himself, but where – on an island in the Baltic Sea.


A little after lunch on a cold November day, Obergefreiter*  Wilde had left the mess hut and taken the path that led to the strand beneath the cliffs near the tiny harbour. The gunshot echoed down the cliff face, setting a gaggle of seabirds wheeling and shrieking out to sea. It was this that alerted the aircraftman’s comrades, and they found him on the pebbly beach. Somehow he must have manipulated the carbine that lay bloodied beside him under his chin and pulled the trigger. He had blown the top of his skull off. Leutnant Muetze, the detachment commander, came to see for himself. This was all very inconvenient.


A submarine telephone cable linked the Leutnant’s little command post to the much larger island of Usedom close to the mainland.
Major Otto Stahms, commander of the Luftwaffe Erprobungsstelle (experimental station) at Peenemünde-West, expressed weary irritability at the news of the wretched Obergefreiter. Was it suicide? By the state of him, it could not be anything else. No raiding party had penetrated the station’s secrets, and in any case would the enemy attempt such a thing in this weather? A storm was raging in the nearby Greifswalder Bodden. The Fieseler Storch liaison aircraft could not fly in this murk. Sometimes in the depths of winter the sea froze and you could walk all the way to Usedom, or so it was said by the older hands.


Oberstabsarzt Bahr was dispatched from Usedom by boat. The doctor examined the body and later that evening, 20 November 1943,
he signed the death certificate. Cause of death: gunshot, self-inflicted. Self-inflicted wounds were a serious offence under the Luftwaffe’s disciplinary code, even if this prosecution was clearly not going to go very far. There would have to be a wider inquiry – the Feldgericht (military court) at Wismar would get agitated – and there would doubtless be a further investigation by the military air district Luftgau XI covering Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. The death certificate would have to be sent to the Air Ministry. God knows what all those hundreds of lawyers in uniform at the Reichsluftministerium legal department in Berlin would make of it. God knows what they actually did, anyway.


They were nowhere near any front line, but what Leutnant Muetze’s men were engaged in on their Baltic island was very sensitive.
It was supposed to be the most secret place in the whole Reich. Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsführer-SS, had been here this summer. Now the love-struck airman had attracted all this attention. Why did Aircraftman Wilde have to fall for someone else’s wife?


Leutnant Muetze had to radio a report to Hauptmann Gust, officer commanding XIV Kompanie of the Luftnachrichten-Versuchs [Experimental Signals] Regiment at Köthen, the airbase three hundred kilometres to the south near the city of Halle. It was the administrative HQ of the German air force’s specialists in ground-based navigation systems and radar. The regiment’s technical companies were spread all over Europe from Arctic Norway to the Aegean. And here were Leutnant Muetze and his Kommando on their island in the Baltic where, since arriving six months ago to start setting up their aircraft-tracking radars, they had been engaged on a task that would win the war for Germany. Or so they had been told.


The call-sign of Köthen’s radio-transmitter was ‘Control’. The apparent location of Muetze’s detachment had already been allotted a call-sign – it was Heuschrecke, ‘cricket’.


What should he tell Control about yesterday’s tragedy? It must all be done with the utmost correctness. He pencilled a few carefully considered words on a message form. In the radio bunker, Funkmeister Eckhardt sat ready by his set. The two duty cipher clerks stood loosely to attention by the Enigma machine placed on a folding table. It looked like an oversized portable typewriter in its black, crackle-finish metal case set in a wooden box.


Following standard orders, one of the cipher clerks had already set it up at midnight. He had read across from the Sonder-Maschinenschlussel, a closely guarded book of tables which were delivered on the last day of every month by special messenger to Luftwaffe units wherever they might be. The books were issued by the Chiffrier-Stelle, the air force signals intelligence agency, with its headquarters at Potsdam.


The instruction for that day gave the choice and position of the rotors (three out of a choice of five) with twenty-six letters of the alphabet engraved on their circumference, their internal ‘ring-settings’, the cross-wiring of the plugboard and the
‘discriminant’, the three-letter code at the head of the signal which indicated to the recipient which key* the message was written in.


The cipher clerk now moved to the second stage of encryption, turning the three rotor positions at random and then typing an equally unscripted three-letter code to give what was called the ‘indicator’. It would be unique to this message. All other users of their particular ‘key’ would have followed the printed instructions at 00:00 so as to give the Enigma’s wiring an identical set-up. The settings would change again on the midnight to come. With 159 million billion possible daily set-ups,
Enigma was a mathematical miracle. Messages could be put on air with complete confidence, from the most ‘secret command matter’
to requests for bicycle inner tubes.


The cipher clerk propped the Herr Leutnant’s message upright in the open lid of the Enigma’s case. He then tapped the words out in Morse on the keyboard. Lights glowed on the machine’s lamp board in sequence. The second signaller wrote them down in pencil on a flimsy message form, a stream of five-letter groups on a pre-printed grid reading left to right in columns and rows. He counted the number of characters, and scribbled down the total. Funkmeister Eckhardt, meanwhile, tuned the transmitter to 4778 kilocycles and sent an ‘are you ready to receive?’ three-letter Q-code* in Morse to Control. The reply was positive: reception good. He then tapped out in clear his call-sign, the time of origin and the number of letters in the text, and the indicator setting. After that he keyed in the three-letter ‘discriminant’ and the indicator itself.


Then he began to tap out the coded sequence from the message form in its five-letter groups telling the sad story of Obergefreiter Wilde. There was no rush. Procedure had been followed. All was secure.


RAF Cheadle, 21 November 1943

In the gathering gloom of a late-autumn evening, the second watch of the day reported for its eight-hour shift at Woodhead Hall, a redbrick mansion on the Staffordshire moors built for a late-nineteenth-century Manchester mill owner. At 16:00 a cheerful gaggle of WAAFs (Women’s Auxiliary Air Force members) arrived by bus from billets in the town of Cheadle. Snatches of laughter, a dab of lipstick, a quick cigarette, then it was down to work.


The house was one of the chain of listening stations that straddled Britain in a three-hundred-mile arc. They all reported more or less to the same place. Their uniformed inhabitants, mostly young women, strained without cease to hear the whispers from the east. Out on the moors the cable stays and metal lattice of the aerial farm shivered and sang in the wind, a net strung to catch tiny pulses of electromagnetic energy as they rippled out from their point of transmission. Inside, the Hall’s former billiard room had been crammed with plain wooden tables set out in rows as if for a church-hall whist drive. Two operators sat at each table,
each with her own wideband receiver – Hallicrafter SX-28 Super Skyriders, beloved of radio amateurs, which had been urgently acquired from America by the Air Ministry in 1941.


By now they had become very skilled at chasing up and down their target stations’ frequencies, listening for the string of dits and dahs of a signal being sent in Morse. They had learned especially to recognise the keying techniques of the message-senders
– tap-tapping far away, so certain of their immunity.


The operator transcribed the Morse she was hearing in her headphones into a stream of letter groups onto a signal pad. There was no recording, no second chance. She might pick up only fragments. Quite often, reception would break off completely. There was nothing but this real-time paper record – although other intercept stations might pick up the same transmission and contribute a second or third source for the decrypt. But it must be true to what was being sent, especially in its opening sequence,
for a cryptanalytical attack to work.


When the message had clearly finished, the operator pressed a button that switched on a light at the front of the table to alert the duty sergeant, who then came and collected the slip of paper. To the operator herself, what she had just written down was meaningless. All she knew, as all of them knew, was how much it mattered.


And that is how it was when station Heuschrecke came on air on the evening of 21 November 1943 with its ‘are you ready to receive?’ Q-code protocol for Control. Time of intercept: 18:05; a stream of dits and dahs on 4778 kilocycles. The sender’s keying technique was familiar. Reception good. A string of five-letter groups – the final message was a little longer than usual. Then the transmission ended. The operator pressed her button and the message was spirited away by the duty sergeant.


In the teleprinter room the intercepted signal pencilled on its slip of paper was keyed into a Typex machine (the UK Air Ministry-developed version of the same commercial pre-war Enigma machine) to be sent by Post Office landline to Hut Six of the Government Code and Cipher School at Bletchley Park, Buckinghamshire, some forty miles north of London.


Bletchley Park, 21 November 1943

The Government Code and Cipher School operated from a late-Victorian stockbroker’s mansion in vulgar neo-Tudor style, from which it had long since overflowed, first into a collection of wooden huts dotting the grounds, then from 1942 into a clutch of utilitarian brick buildings. Bletchley was also referred to as ‘War Station’, ‘Station X’, ‘BP’ or simply the ‘Park’. Wags called it the ‘Golf, Chess and Crossword Society’.


In the first winter of the war the Park, nominally an out-station of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), had begun to tentatively eavesdrop on a proliferating conversation. By now it had become a babel – the German political leadership, army, navy, air force, police, SS, railways, intelligence, diplomats, all talking to each other in a host of encoded wireless messages from the highest to the humblest and in many and various ‘keys’. The first important breaks – into Luftwaffe signals – had been made in January 1940.


The Park was a combination of human and machine intellect – the latter in the shape of electromechanical computers called
‘bombes’, that were used to unravel the coding of enemy signals. A string of familiar stereotyped phrasing or a lazy operator neglecting to change the settings, could provide a ‘crib’ that would supply the bombes with a ‘menu’ via which to get a full solution to the daily midnight change in the Enigma machine’s programming setup on whichever of a range of keys was the target.
The main thing was to achieve the break as soon after 00:00 as possible.


Sometimes that new day’s configuration might take just a few minutes to break: more often it took many hours. Sometimes the window went dark for months on end, as happened with naval Enigma keys in early 1942. Although some keys would never be broken,
all Enigma traffic was vulnerable. Once Bletchley had learned how to crack one basic system, any trivial chit-chat could compromise traffic of great significance.


In the early days the intelligence establishment in Whitehall had deeply resented that the Park should have any role beyond producing intercepts. But there was such a mass of raw intelligence being scooped up at Bletchley that some sort of on-site assessment was inevitable. Thus the analysis side of the Park blossomed alongside the cryptographic, and along with means to get its output securely to those who needed it.


Since the start, the Park had divided its decoding activities into discrete areas, to be kept secure from each other unless it would help for an insight to be shared, at which point the ‘fusion’ of intelligence was actively promoted. One of the founding mathematicians, Gordon Welchman, had devised the step-by-step process that moved the raw intercept through traffic analysis,
decryption, than what was called ‘emendation’, and on through translation and elucidation. There were many working on such material at the Park and beyond who knew neither how the source material was derived, nor the secret at the heart of it –
namely, that Enigma codes were being broken by machine. Those who did know were said to be ‘in the picture’.


Hut Six targeted German army and air force code-breaking. Hut Eight did the same for naval Enigma. Another section of the Park dealt with the Abwehr, the intelligence service of the German High Command. Hut Three (by mid-1943 housed in an industrial-style building, the ‘hut’ tag enduring as a cover name) handled the translation into English and subsequent analysis of the German air force and army intercepts that flowed from Hut Six.


For months after those first successful breaks, the code-breakers and the analysts had held their breath. The enemy seemed to be sleepwalking. He must surely wake up. After the fall of France the Luftwaffe breaks were a lifeline. On 5 June 1940,
the day the last British troops were evacuated from Dunkirk, a ‘Brown’ key (the Park’s codename for it) message was intercepted by the army listening station at Chatham in Kent and sent to the Park. It took four days to break. It came from the signals traffic of the German air force’s Luftnachrichten-Versuchs [Experimental Signals] Regiment, headquartered at Köthen in Saxony,
and it mentioned three things: the word Knickebein, which translated as ‘crooked leg’, the town of Kleve, and a set of compass bearings. Knickebein was a novel electronic system for guiding bombers at night to make precision attacks on British targets.


To begin with the ‘Brown’ intercepts did not even need the intervention of machines in order to be read. The key was broken by Hut Six in the use of ‘cillies’ – the code-breakers’ name for transmitters’ mistakes, named supposedly after a Luftwaffe radio operator’s girlfriend with the initials ‘CIL’, that were used repeatedly in the keying of the message indicator. The Chatham listeners noted at the time in a memorandum about Brown: ‘Operators … constantly address to each other remarks of a private nature, often in a form of abbreviated clear, and are occasionally guilty of remarks of a less personal nature which are of great use.’


The breaking of Brown would give the defenders a crucial edge in the ‘Battle of the Beams’ in the winter of 1940–1, which was won just in time by hastily developed electronic countermeasures. The meaning of the cryptic messages, even when deciphered,
defied interpretation until a young scientist already working for the Secret Intelligence Service and now attached to the Ministry of Aircraft Production (he would later be transferred to the Air Ministry) worked out how German bombers were being directed to their targets. He was Dr Reginald Victor Jones.


The enemy still did not wake up. Here was a seeming miracle on which an outcome that averted obliteration by bombing, starving by U-Boat or outright invasion might turn.


In summer 1941 the Soviet Union entered the fight. Germany declared war on the United States. Ultra, by now reading the enemy’s higher strategic intentions, began to open up. What the tiny political and military circle indoctrinated into Ultra’s existence received were English-language messages with brief, well-informed annotations indicating their possible significance. The Prime Minister received a daily stream of them with a covering note from Brigadier Sir Stewart Menzies – ‘C’, the head of the Secret Intelligence Service.


Ultra had direct links with the second-closest-held secret of the war – strategic deception. The Security Service (MI5) had begun running double agents soon after the outbreak of war. In 1941 the operation had budded the so-called Twenty Committee
(XX, Double-Cross) which, because Ultra told them so, could give an assurance that every one of the Abwehr’s agents in Britain was under their control. Thus an orchestrated stream of disinformation could be fed back to Berlin.


Security was everything. The secrecy oath was for life. The most contentious issue, perhaps, was who in the leadership of Britain’s war effort should or should not be informed. A file of correspondence from late 1940 between the Prime Minister and Menzies survives. Each service chief sent in a list of indoctrinated officers and a report on how the special messages were handled once they arrived from the Park. Churchill was ‘astounded at the vast congregation who are invited to study these matters’. Thus it was, according to one authority, that ‘the number of recipients on the Prime Minister’s insistence was restricted to some thirty of those most closely concerned with the direction of the war – and of these thirty, only six of thirty-five Cabinet Ministers were included’. That figure would inevitably grow, but the fact that some very senior British military commanders were not in the picture, while less senior ones (including Americans) were, served to make things delicate.


It was the same with ministers. Some knew, some did not. Some were told deliberate untruths. Some suspected but did not want to know more. As with an extramarital affair, when everyone in the room knows what’s going on except the cuckolded husband,
things could get very scratchy. The resulting dysfunctions fuelled the jealousy, the suspicion and the tantrums – among the British, let alone the Germans – that punctuate so much of this story.


In the early days, ‘source’ was passed off as an omnipresent spy called Boniface, who seemed to be peering over every shoulder in Berlin. Boniface had to be represented as subordinate to C and the information he provided was cast as an ‘agent’s’ report,
to be judged by those not in the picture alongside SIS’s general output. The pretence was never altogether dropped, although it wore increasingly thin. The secret conversation had its side channels. Peter Calvocoressi, head of Hut Three Air Section,
recalled years later: ‘It is impossible to imagine Hut 3 without the scrambler telephone. Its invention [in the US in 1941]
meant we could discuss the latest puzzle with colleagues in the Air Ministry in the same way we discussed these matters amongst ourselves.’


There would be a lot for Hut Three to discuss with the Air Ministry on the night of 21 November: a decrypt made by Hut Six that evening of a signal concerning events on a Baltic island.


The message from Heuschrecke to Köthen sent at 18:05 had been easy to break. That day’s machine set-up had already been solved in a message about a new lamp for the island’s lighthouse, timed at 08:00. It was in the key known as ‘Brown’. And so it was
with this latest message. The decode went from Hut Six to Hut Three within ninety minutes of having been first transmitted by radio operator Eckhardt. The matter of a German airman’s suicide was about to be forensically examined, but not by a Luftwaffe court of inquiry.


Hut Three was a very different realm from Hut Six. The personnel were older, tweedier, in contrast to the brilliant young mathematicians in the front line of cryptanalysis. At its head was an RAF Volunteer Reserve officer, Wing Commander Eric Jones,
latterly the manager of a Midlands textile company. This was where the raw intercepts were ‘translated and elucidated’ while being further analysed and sifted for every scrap of information. It had an army and an air section and a smaller naval contingent,
their duty officers grouped round a horseshoe-shaped table with the ‘head of the watch’ sitting at top centre. He had the first take at the material flowing from ‘DR’ (the decoding room) and sorted it into four piles in perceived order of urgency,
then those working down-table would help themselves.


Anyone familiar with a pre-digital newsroom would recognise the layout, designed to take the raw input, ‘copy-taste’, prioritise,
check for accuracy, pass for expert comment, process, rewrite and distribute into its appropriate place, and all against a deadline. Libraries and indexes were in back rooms, within easy reach. Only the libel lawyer was missing.


There were three eight-hour shifts. No sleep on the night watch and no provision for it. The daily rhythm was determined by Hut Six’s success in producing decrypts.


The enemy’s use of abbreviations (typical of in-group chatter), acronyms, technical neologisms and obscure place names was always problematic. As a Park veteran described it: ‘Even when German words were extracted from their code, it was still very often a problem to extract the meaning from these words – they bristled with obscurity. There were unintentional obscurities – things obscure simply because we were eavesdroppers, strangers reading stolen scraps of other people’s correspondence. Then there were intentional obscurities in which things were made deliberately incomprehensible.’


A special ‘Abbreviations and Equivalents’ index was established, which included terms and clarifications drawn from sources
as well as from Ultra to make it more than a technical glossary. No individual German serviceman might be acquainted with more than a fragment of this huge vocabulary, while a youthful indexer at the Park might have them at her fingertips. Dr R.
V. Jones would say: ‘The obvious needs carding as much as the obscure.’


The tiniest scrap could be a breakthrough. The Germans, bless their thoroughness, put every intimate detail on air. What should be made of the fact that a large number of female signal auxiliaries were expected to arrive at a Baltic seaside resort and suitable accommodation must be found at short notice? What should be made of the Enigma-encoded news that Obergefreiter Dzerzhinsky at aircraft reporting station Ameise was especially anxious to ring up his fiancée in Halle and pass on instructions for her intended visit? Higher Command agreed that ‘she is to go by train to Schlawa and by bus from there’. That signal very usefully showed the location of ‘Ameise’ – it was on the Baltic coast at Jershöft.


The Number One of B watch in Hut Three on that evening of 21 November 1943 received the Brown-key decode at around 19:35.
On one side of the message form was the original encoded text as taken down by the listening station. On the other side was a gummed strip with the machine decode in plain text, still in five-letter groups. The first step in its processing was called
‘emending’, splitting the letter groups into meaningful German words and numbers. Gaps could be filled by informed guesswork if necessary, with an indication appended as to the degree of speculation employed. Next, the emended signal was translated from German into English, written out by hand on a simple form then handed back to the Number One, who checked it for accuracy.
He then passed it down-table to the appropriate service adviser, who must judge its significance and prepare an annotated,
amplified version.


In the normal course of operations this was passed to the duty officer, who checked it again and was responsible for its release
(stripped of any indication of its true source and time of origin) to the appropriate customer. The duty officer had also to decide its urgency, whether it had any ‘direct and immediate value’, in Park phraseology, to an operational command, or whether it was merely ‘of interest’. It was the time-frame that mattered, not the implications of its contents. Otherwise,
it went straight by secure teleprinter to the appropriate intelligence section in Whitehall.


Several matters required different procedures in Hut Three. Anything that touched on deception operations was extracted at the preliminary scanning stage; so was any signal of an overtly scientific or technical nature.


The emending and translation of the Heuschrecke-Köthen Brown-key signal took just a few minutes. This message concerned a lovelorn Luftwaffe airman’s suicide. What did that signify? But a part of Hut Three had been taking the deepest interest in Köthen traffic for the past six months. To them, everything to do with the girlfriends and bicycles of XIV Kompanie of the IV Abteilung of the Luftnachrichten-Versuchs Regiment was absolutely riveting.


Section 3G (General) had been set up early in the Park’s existence as a deep intelligence resource available to all three service sections. To pursue the newspaper analogy, this was its cuttings library, overflowing with arcane snippets from intercepts past. By 1943 Section 3G had grown to a forty-strong staff of whom most were civilians, subdivided into six smaller sections.
One specialised in cover names and codes occurring within Enigma texts liberally used by the Luftwaffe. A second specialised in the Luftwaffe’s own signals intelligence operation, its call-signs and abbreviations – conjoined in the so-called ‘Mustard’
key. Another section tended a sprawling index of geographical references and place names. Its head, Morris Hoffman, had bought old Baedeker guides from a second-hand shop in London and scrabbled around for captured maps and telephone directories. The system worked. Another section monitored enemy terminology, technical terms and abbreviations. ‘Bristling with obscurity’
it certainly was.


A fifth subsection of General Intelligence covered enemy Field Post Office (very important for compiling an order of battle)
and railway organisation. The sixth, with its own section head and small, dedicated clerical staff, kept watch on enemy radar,
night fighters, ground-controlled interception, navigation, signals and other technical matters. Its focus was thus almost entirely on the Luftwaffe.


Each section was named after its head. The section dealing with radar was called 3G(N), its head being Professor Frederick Norman, universally known for some obscure childhood reason as ‘Bimbo’.


On that November evening Professor Norman took the German-language plain text, the emendation and the duty translation watch’s first stab. There were some place names and personalities not previously encountered and some contentious abbreviations and codenames. He must consult his colleagues. Why did the Germans always do it – come up with cover names that were so obvious,
or achingly unfunny puns? It was as if they wanted to give the game away. The message to Köthen read:




For Abt[eilung] via 14th Company. Obergfr[eiter] Wilde shot himself at 1305/20/11 on island OIE. Reason probably investigation by technical company on 19/11 into his relations with a married woman. Death certificate has been sent to Air Ministry, and a report to Luftgau XI and the military court at Wismar. This was done by order of the Kommandeur of the EDL [?]. Further details will be elicited on 21/11 or as soon as the weather permits. Full details will follow. Send any further orders.


From Muetze, Leutnant.





In the unfortunate airman and his violent end Professor Norman showed no interest. Nor did he pause to consider how he had managed to have an affair with a married woman on an island which apparently had no civilian population other than a lighthouse keeper and a couple of highland croft-like smallholdings. It was the word ‘Oie’ that caught his attention, meaning ‘islet’.


Hut Three’s Topography Section produced Admiralty pilot charts of the Baltic. The Park’s Air Index had some recent aerial photographs and an interpretation report from photo-reconnaissance sortie N/853 taken of the Greifswalder Oie in June that year: ‘At the top of the small cliff there are some farm buildings, on the north east tip of the island there is a lighthouse with associated gardens and dwelling places. There are structures in the middle of the island which look like unoccupied flak towers. There are tracks which do not seem much used. Apart from a 60 foot vessel in the fishing harbour, there is no activity evident.’ In fact there was a great deal of activity.


Professor Norman wrote his first observation to append to the translated signal: ‘NOTES (1) This is the first mention in [Ultra]
of the GREIFSWALDER OIE. The island lies about 10 km NE of the PEENEMUENDER HAKEN. The island probably houses the HQ of the insect group [the radar tracking detachment of XIV Kompanie]
and its cover name is HEUSCHRECKE. HEU = OIE! Cf FLIEGE at HORST = Fliegerhorst.’


There had been a clutch of Brown-key messages in the past month. The first had popped up on a routine search for keywords.
On 12 October there was one saying: ‘Traffic can come live at 08:00 tomorrow.’ And so it had, in an ever increasing number of signals on as yet unreported call-signs. To begin with, a Leutnant Kubitza began sending urgent messages to the SS artillery school at Glau, south of Berlin, about the transfer of special equipment. On 14 October there had been a signal concerning ration cards and field post stamps for something referred to as the ‘Lehr und Erprobungskommando Wachtel’, based at Zempin on the island of Usedom. It translated as demonstration and experimental command. Another message indicated that a subdetachment of the XIV Kompanie was staying at the ‘Hotel Baltic,’ at Hasselø on the island of Falster in Denmark.


By the third week of October more call-signs had begun popping up – Ameise, Grille, Termite, Spinne, Fliege, Muecke, Libelle
(ant, cricket, termite, spider, fly, mosquito, dragonfly) – apparently linked to geographical locations that seemed to be strung out along the Baltic coast all the way to East Prussia. One was on the Danish island of Bornholm. The busy Leutnant Muetze appeared to be hopping around from one to the next in an aircraft. Where they actually were remained a mystery. They were being described as ‘aircraft reporting stations’.*

On the 25th, the notice of the approval of the award of the Afrika cuff title to an Oberstleutnant Dittrich was sent to a unit called Flak Regiment 155 (W) based at a place called Brüsterort. Morris Hoffman found it in the Park’s Air Index, a small naval airbase on the eastern flank of the Gulf of Danzig. The signal seemed to connect it to the Wachtel operation at Zempin, whatever that might be. The next day there had been a message from a mysterious Hauptmann Lippold based at Zempin: ‘To the usual four outstations … there will be shooting every day on a bearing of 52 degrees from the catapult at Zempin. Later there will be angle shots [Winkelschüsse], the body [Körper] will leave its original direction after 6 km and return to the old course … target will then be in an area where it can be monitored by all the apparatus.’ Long strings of numbers had begun to turn up in messages from 28 October onwards. As the standard Enigma machine had no number keys, the number signals were sent in a simple letter-substitution code that could be broken easily. In the accompanying Brown-key-coded messages there were mentions of ‘departure and impact’, and ‘explosive trials’. The numbers seemed to be the measures of bearing, height and distance flown of an airborne object.



On 7 November, reporting station Spinne had told Heuschrecke that the ‘Fi 76 flew past apparatus position to about 100 kilometres inland’. But until the affair of the lovesick Obergefreiter was discovered it was impossible to pin down where Heuschrecke actually was. But if ‘Fliege’ was at Horst (Fliegerhorst meant ‘airfield’), ‘Heu’ was at Oie! It was that dreadful German love of puns again. Everything fell into place. As Dr Jones would tell the War Cabinet later: ‘When we had fixed one station, that on the Greifswalder Oie, the others could be fixed station by station, thus we could build up the plotting framework.’


Pretty soon something else would turn up on the Brown key. Along with the ‘flying body’, the Insect radar operators were now told to pick up something that ‘ascended vertically’ and hold it ‘for as long as possible’. It was called ‘A-4’ and was coming from ‘Ost’. There had been lots of rumours, cryptic photographs, garbled agents’ reports. The whole striking force of Bomber Command had been sent to attack Peenemünde on the strength of them. But there had been nothing yet via Enigma. Now there was.


Although they did not know it quite yet, on 10 December 1943 Bletchley Park would find the rocket. On that day Professor Norman picked up the phone, went to scramble, and put a call through to the Assistant Director Intelligence (Science) at the Air Ministry, Dr R. V. Jones. The two men had first discussed such a prospect in 1939. The German rocket had been a much longer time in the making than that.



CHAPTER 2

Berlin, October 1929

All over Berlin could be seen brightly coloured posters featuring flame-tailed rockets reaching for the heavens. One outfitter had created a shop-window tableau of mannequins in outsize woolly cardigans stepping down a ladder from what looked like a giant cigar tube, against a backdrop of papier-mâché mountains and twinkling stars. It was the ‘surface of the moon’. Outside Wertheim’s department store on Leipziger Platz strutted men in high boots and peaked caps carrying placards saying, ‘Don’t Buy from Jews’. The store’s main entrance, with its optimistic murals of peace and plenty from the time of the Kaisers, sported a new embellishment. From a distance it looked like a pipe organ. Closer up, a very few might have recognised it as a display of model ‘rockets’ – shiny tubes with fins at one end and a pointy nose at the other.


A young man with pale-blue eyes and blond hair tended them. As he would tell an interviewer many years later, ‘I stood on the stand there for eight hours a day telling shopping housewives how an interplanetary rocket would cost seven thousand marks and take a year to build … I told them: “I bet you that the first man to walk on the Moon is alive today somewhere on this earth.”’ The housewives beamed. And they loved the attentions of this handsome young man with his fine manners and infectious enthusiasm. His name was Wernher von Braun.


The new Wertheim display was all to do with a movie, Frau im Mond – The Woman in the Moon – the fabulous new production from the Universum Film AG studios to be premiered by the Am Zoo station at the UFA-Palast, the biggest cinema in Germany. The Germans were the most enthusiastic cinema-going nation on earth, and what they loved to see most was science fantasy.


Two years earlier UFA had nearly gone bust making Metropolis, the city-of-the-future epic featuring a duplicitous female robot, a cowed proletariat toiling in an underground factory,
and television. The most expensive film of its time had been a national and international sensation – Adolf Hitler had gone to see it in a provincial cinema and was said to have been enraptured – but it had bankrupted the studio, which was quickly snapped up by the ultra-conservative media magnate Alfred Hugenberg. The press baron now produced the finance for Metropolis’s director Fritz Lang and his scriptwriter wife Thea von Harbou to make an even bigger science fiction epic.


Science popularisers were having a terrific time. They called it the Raketenrummel – the ‘rocket craze’ – in which any eccentric could gird himself or some vehicle (a bicycle or a car would do – even a pair of ice-skates) with a battery of solid-fuel rockets and blast off into the nearest casualty department. An amateur astronomer named Max Valier persuaded Fritz von Opel, heir to the car manufacturing fortune, to fund the experimental stunts.


Some in Germany were taking all this very seriously indeed – men like the Berlin-born science writer Willy Ley, who after publishing Die Fahrt ins Weltall (‘Travel in Outer Space’) in 1926, became along with Max Valier one of the first members of Germany’s amateur rocket group,
the Verein für Raumschiffahrt (Space Travel Society), and wrote extensively for its journal Die Rakete (‘The Rocket’). Willy Ley’s mentor was the slightly older Hermann Oberth, who by 1929 through a series of books and articles had made himself the world’s leading authority on what he called – in his most influential work, of the same name – ‘ways to spaceflight’. It would be achieved by launching man-carrying craft into orbit and beyond, by means of multi-staged boosters powered by propellants such as liquid oxygen and alcohol which would develop enough thrust to overcome the Earth’s gravity.


The latest in his series of books raised the prospect of showering poison gas on some unfortunate city at intercontinental range by means of a powerful rocket. Oberth said later that he mentioned this possibility because of the huge number of (one assumes enthusiastic) inquiries he had had from the German public on the theme. It was not technically feasible, he said,
‘for at least a decade’ because of problems in making sure the missile hit the target.


With Frau im Mond in production at UFA, it was inevitable perhaps that Oberth should be brought in as technical adviser. And with Hugenberg money behind it, a celluloid space epic seemed set for commercial success. Halfway through begins the visionary part of the film – a remarkable sequence which takes the audience from launch to landing. Oberth possessed enough expertise to make the rocket science both fabulously innovative and technically plausible (especially to a later generation.) It was in this move that the countdown was invented, and en-route course corrections were effected by means of two wheels arranged at right-angles,
serving as a gyroscope. Interplanetary weightlessness featured, too.


UFA and then Lang proposed that Oberth make and launch a real rocket, powerful enough to broach the stratosphere. He was given a workshop on the UFA backlot and a budget. When he advertised for assistants in the Berlin newspapers, schoolkids clamoured to get in on the excitement (the film’s storyline shrewdly featured a Tintin-like adventurer). At his boarding school on the Baltic island of Spiekeroog, sixteen-year-old Wernher von Braun had already filled notebooks with visions of space travel inspired by the writing of Oberth, Valier and Ley. At the family home in Berlin he celebrated Christmas 1928 by strapping a dozen black powder rockets to an old pram, lighting up and letting go.


In autumn 1929, when von Braun was seventeen, he left Spiekeroog, bound for the Institute of Technology in Charlottenburg,
Berlin. His rocket fever unabated, he presented himself uninvited at Willy Ley’s house and asked to be inducted into the little brotherhood of the Space Travel Society. Oberth took him on as a volunteer fund-raiser. ‘My first job with Herman Oberth,’
he would recall long afterwards, ‘was helping him with a little display of interplanetary rockets in a Berlin department store.’


UFA leaked press stories about the project’s astonishing progress as the film’s premiere approached. Oberth thought he had found a place to launch his real rocket, an obscure island in the Baltic called the Greifswalder Oie. But the local authorities were fearful it would damage the lighthouse there, and anyway, the rocket when tested refused to take off. The motor assembly was too unstable.


So although the premiere went ahead with no fireworks by the sea, the movie-show lit up the Berlin sky. For its British readers,
The Times reported the screening of ‘the most ambitious German film ever made’, in breathless tones.* And on a cold, still autumn evening a stream of black limousines drew up to disgorge Berlin’s elite. Searchlights stabbed the air, flashbulbs popped and movie starlets waved coyly under the cardboard stars that studded the front of the UFA-Palast.
The final credits were greeted by ‘thunderous applause’ from the ebullient audience. Germany was heading for the stars.


On 29 October, the Wall Street stock market crashed. US institutions called in their short-term German loans. Unemployment soared from half a million to two and half. In September 1930 the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (the Nazi party)
won over a hundred seats in the Reichstag. Germany was heading for the abyss.


Hermann Oberth went homewards to resume school-teaching. But the Berlin rocket enthusiasts did not let go, and the youthful von Braun, Rudolf Nebel, Willy Ley and others kept the Space Travel Society afloat. They would meet at an old artillery proving ground of the Imperial Army at Reinickendorf in the north-west suburbs of the capital, which they grandly named Raketenflugplatz
(Rocket Launch Site) Berlin. Nebel proved an adept showman, staging public displays on Sundays. Rocket misfires and premature explosions proved especially popular. The Nazis didn’t take much interest. Berlin’s ‘space port’ was in the Wedding district of the capital, a Communist Party stronghold and a place where men in brown shirts did not go.


The time of innocence was about to end, however. One obvious source of money for rocket experiments had always been the military. The Reichswehr, the postwar army prescribed by the 1919 peace treaty, was forbidden to develop or possess heavy artillery, but rockets were not mentioned in the Versailles diktat. Nebel was in touch with one Oberst Karl Becker of the Ordnance Office, who offered a small sum of money for continuing experiments. But Nebel wanted publicity – he was still the fund-raising showman who cared little for authority or secrecy. So it was von Braun at the tender age of twenty who would eventually make the deal.


One day in the early spring of 1932 a Horch saloon bearing Reichswehr number plates arrived at the scruffy entrance to the Raketenflugplatz. Three men got out, muffled up in tweeds and hats as if going on a fishing expedition. They were Oberst Becker,
a Major von Horstig who was an ammunition specialist, and Hauptmann
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‘A meticulous account . . . a fascinating blend of drama and symbolism”
Patrick Bishop
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