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Chapter One
Atlantic Wall



As the rain poured down in the English Channel on the night of 19 May 1944, a British motor torpedo boat headed for the French coast. On board were two officers – a Commando and a Royal Engineer. Their mission was to investigate a new type of German mine and to take infrared photographs of the obstacles dug into the beaches to resist the coming Allied invasion. The Germans, aware that the Allies were planning to attack ‘Fortress Europe’, had fortified the entire length of the Atlantic and Channel coasts. For the Commando officer, Lieutenant George Lane, this would be the third night in a row that he was being delivered to the same spot to carry out the same reconnaissance.

Lane was a Hungarian who had been studying at London University when war broke out. After a spell in the Pioneer Corps he was invited to join the Special Operations Executive (SOE), before transferring to the Commandos, where he helped to form a special unit of refugees from occupied Europe. These were men who had already suffered at the hands of the Nazis and they felt a hatred for the enemy far greater than that felt by the average British soldier. They had assumed British identities on joining the unit, but their accents betrayed their origins and as Commandos and nationals of occupied states they could expect to be handed over to the Gestapo if captured. For Lane – whose real name was Dyuri Länyi – the current mission was merely the latest in a string of secret and highly dangerous raids on the enemy coast.

This particular raid came about as a result of a recent RAF strafing attack on the French coast. A Spitfire had fired a rocket which fell short of its target but set off a series of underwater explosions. The aircraft had been mounted with a camera and, to the analysts studying the film, the sequence of events suggested the existence of a previously unknown type of German mine. Lane was therefore to comb the beach for unknown varieties of pressure mine, release mine or magnetic mine. Over two tense and tiring nights he scrutinized numerous mines and decided that they were nothing more than ordinary landmines fixed to stakes driven into the sand. They were, he noted, underwater at high tide, and so designed to destroy landing craft on contact. But Lane’s report had been doubted and so on the third night Lieutenant Roy Woodridge, a mine expert from the Royal Engineers, was sent beachcombing with him.

The two men were transferred from their motor torpedo boat into a smaller dory. They landed on the beach and began studying the mines as the dory’s crew waited. Woodridge quickly confirmed Lane’s previous findings. The landmines, he decided, hadn’t been properly waterproofed, their firing mechanisms had been corroded, and the pressure of the rock-et’s explosion had set them off in unison. The mystery solved, Lane ordered the dory’s crew back to the motor torpedo boat and told them to return in an hour, once he and Woodridge had taken their infrared photographs.

Minutes later the two men were surprised by the sound of gunfire. They lay down in the sand dunes as a pair of German patrols opened fire on each other, each believing the other to be a raiding party. When the firing stopped, they picked themselves up and hurried back to the water. The dory’s crew had left a small rubber dinghy behind. Lane and Woodridge knew that if the Germans found them on the beach they would be shot as saboteurs, so they climbed into the dinghy and paddled furiously. By the time it was light they were a mile out to sea.

As they paddled they became aware of a motorboat heading towards them from the shore. After a quick discussion they decided to feign helplessness in the hope that they could overpower the boat’s crew when it drew alongside them. But as the boat came into focus out of the gloom they could see that it was full of soldiers pointing Mauser rifles. There seemed little point in resistance. With what Lane later described as ‘a theatrical gesture’, he and Woodridge raised their arms and surrendered. They had already thrown away their cameras, mine detectors and any other evidence that they had been ashore, and would now have to convince their captors that they were neither saboteurs nor Commandos.

On land they were separated and interrogated. In a dark cellar Lane was repeatedly told that he would be executed as a saboteur, but he stuck to the story that he and Woodridge were the remnants of a naval battle and had not been anywhere near the beach. Woodridge, fortunately, was telling the same story in a nearby cellar. The next morning they were blindfolded, their hands were tied, and they were led outside to a car. Lane was placed in the front seat, but his blindfold was slightly askew; by tilting back his head he could catch glimpses through the window and he tried to memorize the signposts that flashed past him. He had no idea where they were going. Presumably to their deaths. The car stopped soon after passing a sign which read ‘La Roche-Guyon’. Neither man was aware of the fact, but they were arriving at a twelfth-century château to meet a man who had expressed a desire to meet them and who had the power to save their lives. He was the man chosen by Hitler to defend western Europe from Allied invasion, as well as the most famous German soldier of them all: Field Marshal Erwin Rommel.

La Roche-Guyon is a pretty village nestled in a loop on the River Seine between Mantes and Vernon. It is not far from Giverny, where Monet obsessively painted his waterlilies. Lane remembers, when his blindfold was removed, being faced by a striking château set against grass-rimmed cliffs and, above it, a half-ruined Norman tower. The ancestral home of the Rochefoucauld family, the château now served as the headquarters of Rommel’s Army Group B. Rommel had chosen the château for three reasons. First, for its security; centuries-old tunnels dug into the soft limestone cliffs were enlarged to provide secure living quarters for officers and men. Secondly, for its proximity to Paris. Thirdly, and most crucially, for its central position between the Pas de Calais and Normandy, the two most likely sites of the forthcoming Allied invasion. Rommel’s Army Group B was made up of the Seventh Army, charged with defending the coast from Brittany up to the River Orne, and the Fifteenth Army, responsible for the sector from the Orne further up to Belgium. For all their preoccupation with the approaching invasion, and despite the fact that the Allies were feverishly preparing for it less than 100 miles away, the Germans did not actually know where or when it was coming.

Having arrived at the château, Lane was marched through the front door and placed alone in a brightly gilded room. Intrigued by events, and relieved to be in civilized surroundings, he became curious. He spotted a door slightly ajar and opened it. He was instantly confronted by the most ferocious dog he’d ever seen, which growled unpleasantly as it was pulled back by a guard. Curiosity quelled, he sat down. He was joined by an elegant German officer who brought him a sandwich and a cup of coffee. This was Lieutenant Colonel Hans-Georg von Tempelhoff, Rommel’s chief operations officer, and one of his most trusted companions. Von Tempelhoff addressed Lane in fluent English, a language native to neither of them. This was a concern to Lane, who spoke English with a noticeable Hungarian accent, which, with a few tweaks, he attempted to pass off as a Welsh lilt. He had done much of his Commando training in Wales, but was his accent plausible enough to fool the German, a cultured officer with an English wife?

‘I’ve got something important to tell you,’ said von Tempel-hoff. ‘You are going to meet a very important person, and I must have your assurance that you will behave with the utmost dignity.’ ‘I happen to be an officer and a gentleman,’ replied Lane in his best Welsh-Hungarian, ‘and I can’t behave in any other way. Who am I going to meet?’ ‘You’re going to meet His Excellency Field Marshal Rommel!’ Lane was delighted; Rommel had earned a great deal of respect among British soldiers. Von Tempelhoff wondered whether there was enough time for Lane to tidy himself up, but decided that there wasn’t. ‘But would you like to clean your nails?’ he asked, offering Lane a nail file. So, his accent having passed muster, Lane made his nails presentable for the field marshal.

Lane was taken into Rommel’s study, at the far end of which the field marshal was sitting behind a huge inlaid desk. Lane was sure that Rommel would try to unnerve him by making him walk the entire length of the room, but instead he walked towards him and said, ‘Setzen Sie sich.’ An interpreter was present and Lane played his part by asking what Rommel had just said, even though his German was probably as good as the Swabian Rommel’s. Referring everything to the interpreter gave Lane extra time to think – an important consideration given that the next few minutes would decide his fate.

The meeting began tensely. Rommel asked Lane whether he realized that he was in a very tricky situation. ‘Why, sir?’ ‘Because everybody seems to think that you’re a saboteur.’ Instead of flatly denying the charge, Lane used his charm on Rommel: ‘If the field marshal thought I was a saboteur, he wouldn’t have invited me here!’ Rommel laughed. ‘So you think this is an invitation?’ ‘Yes, naturally,’ said Lane, ‘and I’m delighted to be here.’

Rommel was now smiling broadly, and when Rommel smiled so did the men around him. The mood in the room was transformed. ‘Well,’ said the field marshal, ‘we’ve had a lot of trouble with gangster Commandos!’ Lane’s professional pride was piqued by this and he replied huffily, ‘Commandos are Commandos and gangsters are gangsters. The two words don’t go together!’ Rommel smiled again and asked, ‘How’s my friend Montgomery doing?’ ‘Unfortunately I don’t know him,’ answered Lane, ‘but he’s preparing the invasion, so you’ll see him fairly soon.’

The banter between the two men bubbled along. ‘I only read about these things in The Times,’ said Lane, referring to the invasion, ‘but it’s a very good newspaper and I think you ought to read it.’ ‘We do,’ replied Rommel. ‘We get it from Lisbon.’ ‘Well, then,’ said Lane, ‘you’ll see that they’ll be here shortly fighting you.’ ‘That’ll be the first time the English have done any fighting,’ said Rommel. ‘I beg your pardon? What happened at El Alamein?’ ‘It wasn’t the English!’ laughed Rommel. ‘The English always get others to do their fighting for them. The Canadians, the Australians, the South Africans …’ Rommel neglected to add ‘the Hungarians’ to his list of English surrogates. ‘I’m afraid we have to differ on that,’ said Lane. ‘I don’t think that’s the case.’

Rommel then made a remark that surprised his guest. ‘The great tragedy,’ he said, ‘is that you, the British, and we, the Germans, are fighting each other, instead of combining our strength and fighting the real enemy, the Russians.’ Lane gave a considered reply: ‘Well, it would be very difficult for the Germans and British to get together because we think so differently about so many things.’ ‘What sort of things?’ asked Rommel. ‘Well, for instance, the Jews,’ said Lane. ‘We abhor the way you treat the Jews.’ Rommel’s reply amounted to a meaningless fudge: ‘Ah, that’s something that is very, very difficult to make the English understand. People have different ideas about it all and it’s impossible to talk about it – because everybody has different ideas.’ ‘Well, there you are,’ struck back Lane, ‘we can’t agree on that, so we can’t fight against the Russians together.’ Rommel laughed again.

Now feeling that he had the upper hand, Lane became bold. He asked whether he could put a question to Rommel. The field marshal said he could and Lane asked how the French people felt about being occupied by the Germans. Rommel’s answer was striking for its casual German self-importance: ‘The French were always in a bad way because there wasn’t anybody to lead them. They were all rushing about heedlessly. And now we are occupying them and we look after all the necessary things like water and electricity and food supplies. And, for the first time, the French are relaxed and happy because they know where they are.’ ‘I’d like to see that,’ said Lane, ‘but every time I travel with your boys they blindfold me and tie my hands behind my back – so I don’t think I’ll have the chance …’ Rommel turned to one of his officers and asked whether such treatment was really necessary. ‘Oh yes,’ he was told, ‘these are very dangerous people. We can’t take any risks.’ ‘They have the experience,’ Rommel said to Lane. ‘I can’t argue with them.’

Lieutenant Woodridge was also brought before Rommel, but he refused to speak other than to give his name, rank and number. Throughout his life Lane remained convinced that their lives were spared by Rommel’s intervention, and in essence this was true. The two men had been brought to La Roche-Guyon at the direct request of Hans Speidel, Rommel’s chief of staff, when the Fifteenth Army would otherwise have handed them over to the Gestapo. After La Roche-Guyon they were sent, with Rommel’s express consent, to a prisoner-of-war camp. Rommel would later tell his naval adviser, Vice-Admiral Friedrich Ruge, that Lane had asked the name of the château so that he could find it again after the war. When nobody would tell him, he said that he would search all of France after the war until he found the spot. Lane, who had managed to conceal his Hungarian identity from his captors, survived the war. He died in March 2010.

The obstacles that Lane had been trying to photograph represented just one tiny section of Rommel’s massive Atlantic Wall. Rommel decorated 3,000 miles of coastline with gruesome obstacles with names like Czech hedgehogs, Belgian gates and nutcrackers. He blocked beach exits with trenches and concrete pyramids known as dragon’s teeth. He floodlit beaches to dazzle the enemy as they landed. He flooded flat-lands to make them impassable. He placed a Death Zone behind the beaches, tightly mined and reinforced by infantry and artillery. He pleaded with Hitler to have entire Panzer divisions dug in behind the Death Zone. And he handed out accordions as a reward to members of units who had shown particular zeal during the construction of what the Allies called the ‘Rommelbelt’.

Rommel’s obsessive focus on shore defence reflected his firm belief that the enemy must be defeated on the beaches. The Luftwaffe had lost control of the air and many of the soldiers at Rommel’s disposal were ageing, unfit or simply exhausted from their exertions on the Eastern Front. If the Allies succeeded in gaining a bridgehead, battered German supply lines would fail to deliver troops, tanks, fuel and weapons to the battle zones. Rommel was sure that the over-stretched Germans would be defeated in open warfare. But if the Allies could be thrown back into the sea within the first twenty-four hours, it might be a very long time before they attempted to return, and the full strength of the Wehrmacht could be unleashed on the Eastern Front. At this point, envisaged Rommel, a peace could be sought with the Anglo-Americans, and his fond wish, as expressed to George Lane, might be realized: German and British soldiers fighting together against a common Soviet enemy.

A negotiated peace was not a hope shared by Hitler. The Führer knew that the Allied invasion would be decisive for the outcome of the war, and he believed – or allowed himself to believe – that it would be triumphantly resisted. But, unlike Rommel, he had no interest in peace deals. He was aware, for one thing, that the Allies would have little interest in seeking a peace with him. While both Hitler and the war were still alive, he would pursue it aggressively on every front.

Future strategies aside, the immediate concern of both Hitler and Rommel was to defeat the imminent invasion. But where and when was it coming? During their meeting Rommel asked Lane whether he knew the answer. ‘I can only tell you what I would do if it was up to me,’ Lane replied. ‘I would arrange it across the shortest possible route – that’s the best way of doing it.’ ‘That’s interesting,’ said Rommel. ‘The Führer seems to think the same.’

Actually this was not quite true. Hitler’s belief in late May and early June, as he told the Japanese ambassador in Berlin, was that the Allies would attack first in Normandy, where they would attempt to establish their bridgehead. After this, he thought, they would launch a second front on the Pas de Calais, Lane’s ‘shortest possible route’. And Rommel’s words to Lane seem to mask his own view. In a report he sent to Hitler at the end of 1943 he had stated his firm belief that the Allied assault would be directed against the Pas de Calais.

Five months later Rommel’s belief was confirmed when he was visited by General Hans Cramer. Cramer, a captive of the British for the past year, had just been released in an exchange of prisoners. He told Rommel that on his release he had been driven through south-east England and it was crowded with troops and invasion activity. He knew where he was thanks to road signs and the loose tongue of a soldier guarding him. Clearly the invasion was going to be launched from Dover, to an area north of the Somme estuary. Two days later, on the eve of D-Day, Rommel repeated Cramer’s warning to the commander of the 116th Panzer Division.

But even as Hitler and Rommel were trying to predict the Allies’ intentions, a small number of individuals, working for Allied intelligence and for Britain’s Security Service, were trying to influence those predictions. A remarkable deception operation, codenamed ‘Fortitude’, was being carried out, its aim to confuse the Germans as to when and where the invasion would take place, and once it had, to make them believe that a larger invasion was coming elsewhere. Operation Fortitude involved double agents, fictional armies and fake wireless transmissions. It involved lies being told to neutral diplomats, a General Montgomery lookalike – and it involved General Hans Cramer.

The eagle-eyed general might have believed that he was being driven through south-east England, but he wasn’t. The road signs he spotted were fakes. The garrulous soldier he questioned was playing a role. Cramer was actually being driven through the south-west of England to Portsmouth. As he ran to Rommel with his story of an invasion force in south-east England aimed at the Pas de Calais, he was acting just as the Fortitude deceivers had hoped he would. He must have congratulated himself on the importance of the information he was bringing the field marshal. But, unknown to either of them, Hans Cramer was serving the other side.






Chapter Two
The Pillars of Fortitude



Operation Fortitude was not an act of isolated inspiration. It was the culmination of years of rigorous logic, hard-slogging effort and a few near-catastrophic errors. And it was built upon two solid pillars which had to be constructed almost from scratch: strategic deception and the Double Cross system.

The comprehensive system of strategic deception was developed – more or less single-handedly – by Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Wrangel Clarke. Clarke was a dynamic little man with carefully slicked blond hair and haunting blue eyes who had already made a valuable contribution to the war effort before he turned his unorthodox mind to deception. In the days following the evacuation of Allied soldiers from Dunkirk in mid-1940, he had been chatting with General Sir John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff. ‘We must find some way,’ said Dill, ‘of helping the Army to exercise its offensive spirit once again.’ Clarke had grown up in the Transvaal and he thought back to the Boer Commandos, loose-knit bands of horsemen used as guerrillas to strike against the British during the Boer War. He suggested the formation of a modern equivalent which could ‘hit sharp and quick, then run to fight another day’.

One of Clarke’s first Commandos was actor David Niven, who recalled being summoned to the War Office, where Clarke explained to him the concept of cut-and-thrust raids on the enemy coastline. A little while later Niven met Winston Churchill and cheerfully described to him the Commandos’ prospects. ‘Your security is very lax,’ said the Prime Minister. ‘You shouldn’t be telling me this.’ Niven had no idea whether Churchill was serious or not.

Clarke himself led the first Commando raid on 24 June 1940. He claimed to have been unaware of receiving any injury during the raid, until he returned to the depot ship, where the petty officer in charge of the sick bay stared at his ear and exclaimed, ‘Gawd almighty, sir! It’s almost coming off!’ Clarke was subsequently posted to the staff of General Sir Archibald Wavell, Commander-in-Chief Middle East. Wavell appreciated Clarke’s ‘puckish sense of humour’, which, in his eyes, made Clarke ideal for a very particular task: heading a section with the sole purpose of misleading the enemy.

Clarke had served as a fighter pilot with the Royal Air Force at the tail end of the Great War. This set him apart from the mainstream. Individualistic and questioning, airmen had offered a challenge to traditional military thinking. In the years after the war Clarke’s superior officers reported on his ‘initiative, originality and energy’. He had an instinctive understanding of display and performance born of a love of the theatre, which he had put to good military use in organizing an exuberant Royal Tournament featuring camels, oxen, and tribesmen. Yet while these obvious qualities may have led Clarke to the unusual work of deception, it was other, less showy traits which brought him success. He was a slightly detached man, a laconic observer who had, novelist and fellow deceiver Dennis Wheatley noted in his memoirs, an ‘uncanny habit of suddenly appearing in a room without anyone having noticed him enter it’. This allowed Clarke to observe the foibles and weaknesses of those around him. He had what have sometimes been described as feminine sensibilities: empathy, imagination and subtlety. These – coupled with a superior intellect – were the real qualities needed to get inside the mind of an enemy.

Clarke’s first deception plan for General Wavell was Operation Camilla, an attempt to make the Italians think that an attack was to be mounted on occupied British Somaliland by troops based in Egypt, when in fact the real attack was to be made on Eritrea by troops in the Sudan. Clarke spared no effort in thinking up ways of misleading Italian intelligence. Raids were launched on Somaliland by air and sea to make it seem as though an assault must follow. Campaign maps and pamphlets relating to Somaliland were issued to British troops. The airwaves were bombarded with fake wireless traffic and the Japanese consul in Port Said was tipped off that an attack on Somaliland was imminent. In the event, the plan managed to succeed – and simultaneously to fail utterly. The Italian commander certainly believed that Wavell was intending to attack Somaliland. But, deciding that the attack could not be resisted, he removed his troops from Somaliland and sent them to Eritrea, where their presence made the actual assault far more difficult than it would have been without the deception plan.

This misfortune proved to be a valuable learning experience for Clarke. His response was to formulate his first rule of strategic deception: to make your opponent act as you want him to. It doesn’t matter what he thinks. In this case the Italian commander was led to expect an attack on Somaliland, but Clarke hadn’t considered what he would do as a result. The deceiver, he realized, had to get inside the mind of the enemy commander. On this occasion he had failed. In future Clarke would make a point of asking his commander, ‘What do you want the enemy to do?’ And very often, to his surprise, the commander would be unable to answer. ‘So,’ Clarke said, ‘I developed the trick of asking them to imagine that I had a direct telephone line to Hitler, and that he would do anything I told him to do. And this proved quite successful …’ During Operation Fortitude Clarke’s golden rule would sit above all others as the one to be obeyed.

Clarke was also coming to appreciate the value of playing on his enemy’s fears. It takes relatively little effort to convince an enemy commander of a false notion he already believes. After all, people like to be proved right. Clarke learned – through deciphered wireless traffic – that the Italians expected the deployment of British paratroops in Libya. It was a groundless fear, but Clarke took advantage of it. He invented a unit which he named the Special Air Service Brigade. This brigade of 500 paratroops – so Clarke’s story went – was being trained to take the Italians by surprise. Rumours were spread about its existence. Pictures of men with parachutes were published in a Cairo magazine. Dummy gliders were built and ostentatiously concealed on airfields. Soldiers wearing ‘SAS’ armbands and badges were planted in Middle Eastern cities, where they spoke, apparently reticently, about their future activities.

This imaginary 1 SAS Brigade was not created to assist any specific military action. Its role lay in the longer term. It was the first link in a chain of notional units which, added together, would make the British army in the Middle East appear far greater and deadlier than it really was. These notional units would be called upon, at a future stage, to deceive the enemy on a truly impressive scale. This ‘Order of Battle’ deception was Clarke’s long-war innovation and it reflected his belief that effective deception needed time to work. It required a great deal of systematic planning and time-consuming maintenance. ‘Once started,’ warned Clarke, ‘it remains a standing dish which can never be neglected or abandoned.’ Yet its rewards could be great. General Wavell once asked Clarke, ‘What is your deception work worth to me?’ ‘On the evidence of captured documents,’ replied Clarke, ‘three divisions, one armoured brigade and two squadrons of aircraft.’ The Order of Battle idea, transplanted to Britain, would form the basis of Operation Fortitude.

The SAS, of course, did not remain a notional unit for long. Major David Stirling sought Clarke’s assistance in forming a streamlined version of the Commandos, to be made up of teams of four men trained in the use of parachutes. Clarke agreed to help – so long as Stirling named the new unit after his own made-up brigade. Aside from his deception work, Clarke had therefore been instrumental in the creation of both the Commandos and the SAS. And once the enemy had evidence of the genuine SAS in action, they simply assumed it to be Clarke’s imaginary unit, and so his Order of Battle deception gained added credibility.

In March 1941 Clarke’s deception service became known as ‘A’ Force and a month later it moved to offices beneath a Cairo brothel. This in itself was clever. Clarke did not want attention drawn to his unit, and little would be paid to a succession of army figures entering a bordello. He continued to deceive, with impressive results, and by now was building up a system of double agents entirely independent of the system that was simultaneously under development in London. His first, and most important, double agent went by the codename Cheese. As early as June 1941 Cheese was the channel for a strategic deception – targeting Rommel, who was commander of Panzer Group Africa – which helped to achieve total surprise for the Eighth Army when it advanced into Libya in November. Just as Rommel was absent from his command post during the Normandy landings, so he was absent – in Athens – during this advance.

Clarke had begun to surround himself with laterally thinking assistants. These included an officer to advise on building dummy tanks, an expert in faking documents, a locally born officer responsible for recruiting informers, and a celebrated West End magician, Jasper Maskelyne, who served as one of Clarke’s camouflage experts. Clarke’s own uncle had been president of the Magic Circle, so it is not surprising that he was drawn to a conjurer. Maskelyne’s previous military inventions had included exploding sheep, which were actually woollen fleeces stuffed with explosives and placed in fields where enemy gliders were likely to land. In the Middle East he set to work on creating fake battleships, fake submarines, and even a fake Alexandria Harbour several miles from the real thing, which was duly attacked in error by the enemy.

The more varied the deception tools available to him, and the more complex his Order of Battle deception became, the better Clarke was able to put each cover story across through small, unconnected details from which the enemy could piece the story together for himself. This was commonsense: a cover story deduced from many apparently unconnected sources must be more trustworthy than one from a single uncorroborated source. It was also psychologically shrewd, for the enemy was much keener to believe something that he had ‘cleverly’ worked out for himself. And if one element of the deception failed, the whole cover story was not necessarily blown, whereas, conversely, if the deception succeeded, the enemy might well blame himself for reaching a false conclusion from perfectly accurate bits of information.

This tactic of putting a story across in small pieces would become a rule of strategic deception. It would bring good results when employed on the members of the German Intelligence Service, and it was used to put over the Fortitude cover story. Yet there was one wartime enemy who seemed unable to draw the desired conclusions from a drip-feed of information: the Japanese. Peter Fleming, the head of MI5’s ‘D’ Division (and the brother of fellow intelligence man and creator of James Bond, Ian Fleming), noted that throughout the war the Japanese ‘could in no circumstances be relied upon to make the necessary deductions from even the most obvious hints’. This, he concluded, ‘must be ascribed to the folly and ignorance of the average Japanese Intelligence Officer’. Or perhaps, rather than folly and ignorance, it reflected a hierarchical society where an individual was not encouraged to think laterally or act instinctively. At any rate it seems to sweep away the dusty stereotype of the wily Oriental.

Clarke, however, was wily. The conflicts within him, between the conventional military man and the lover of flamboyance and artifice, between the dynamic high achiever and the laconic, amused spectator, made him an innovative deceiver; deception, after all, was a game played on many levels. And perhaps these conflicts also explain a particularly odd – and almost disastrous – episode which took place in October 1941. Clarke was arrested in Madrid while apparently attempting to pass misinformation concerning the Cheese strategic deception to the German military attaché. His arrest alarmed the British authorities – but his state of dress positively bewildered them. ‘At the time,’ records the diary of Guy Liddell, the chief of MI5’s ‘B’ Division, ‘he was dressed as a woman complete with brassière. Why he wore this disguise nobody quite knows.’

Spanish police took a photograph of Clarke in his flowery dress with a kerchief covering his military short back and sides. His lips are full and red, while three small strings of pearls, gloves and very high heels complete the outfit. A small clutch purse nestles in his lap. His face may look masculine, but his posture is really rather convincingly feminine. So what on earth was he doing? Was he indeed making contact with German agents? If so, were they supposed to fall for his drag act? Was this part of a more complicated story? Or was the get-up not work-related at all? To this day nobody quite knows.

Clarke was fortunate to be released from custody. The doyen of strategic deception – with his vast knowledge of current operations as well as deceptions – could very easily have found himself handed over to the Germans. Liddell’s diary records that Clarke was probably released on the word of an enemy agent who believed that he was a British agent willing to work for the Germans. Whether it was a shadowy German or the British naval attaché to Madrid who ultimately secured his release, Clarke was escorted safely to Gibraltar. He eventually resumed his duties in Cairo, but not before the Governor of Gibraltar, Lord Gort, had been asked to deliver a report on the incident to be put before the Prime Minister. Gort concluded that Clarke was ‘mentally stable’ and that ‘this escapade and its consequences will have given him sufficient shock to make him more prudent in the immediate future’. But Liddell’s diary underlines the general confusion caused by the incident: ‘Nobody can understand why it was necessary for him to go to Spain … It may be that he is just the type who imagines himself to be the super secret service agent.’

Irrespective of what he decided to do once he got there, Clarke was passing through Spain on his way back from London to Cairo. He had been summoned to London by the Chiefs of Staff to report on his experience of strategic deception. A small amount of deception was already being carried out in Britain under the auspices of the Inter-Service Security Board, but this was small-scale ‘defensive’ deception, aimed at concealing the real reasons for activities such as the movement of troops or the departure of convoys. There was as yet no strategic deception.

While in London Clarke met with the Joint Planning Staff, who recommended that strategic deception should be given a central controlling body based in London. They also recommended that Clarke’s ‘A’ Force should be used as the model for this controlling body. At a subsequent Chiefs of Staff meeting the First Sea Lord, Dudley Pound, asked Clarke to head the new worldwide organization. Clarke declined, pointing out that he was on the staff of General Wavell, who was alone in conducting active operations at the time. ‘You can’t pinch a man’s butler,’ said Clark, ‘when he has been lent to you for the night.’ To Clarke’s amusement this comment went down very well with the Chiefs.

Two days later, on 9 October 1941, the Chiefs of Staff offered the role of ‘Controlling Officer’ to Colonel Oliver Stanley, a distinguished member of the House of Commons who had been Secretary of State for War until the Norway fiasco of April 1940. Once Stanley had been appointed, Clarke set off back to Cairo. He may have been an ‘exasperating genius’, as his personal assistant, Rex Hamer, once described him, but he had single-handedly turned strategic deception from a twinkle in Wavell’s eye into a valued instrument of war with its own controlling section in London.

It seems that before Clarke left London nobody had thought to ask him to provide any useful information about what he had actually been doing in Cairo, and so Colonel Stanley had to start his job without any assistance from the master. He quickly realized that if he was to make a success of the controlling section he would have to maintain ‘very close contact with the planning side’ and be ‘absolutely conversant with the general run of strategic thought and operational possibilities’. This assessment tallied with Clarke’s own view that deception was really a matter for the Operations branch of the staff, and not for the Intelligence branch. ‘There was a popular misconception,’ explained Clarke, ‘that because deception involved cloak-and-dagger business, it must be under the control of Intelligence.’ This was not the case. ‘Deception,’ he stressed, ‘often had to be implemented by the movements of real troops and ships, and was as much a function of Operations as was the real plan.’

In the Middle East, however, Clarke was in the privileged position of being able to meet his commander and planning staff on equal terms. This was not an option for Stanley. For all his good intentions, there was very little that he could actually do. The operations staffs with whom he had dealings did not understand the concept of strategic deception. He was promised representatives from each of the services. The Naval representative did not even turn up. The Army representative, Lieutenant Colonel Fritz Lumby, arrived in December. The Air Ministry declared that as the RAF was fighting the war it could not spare a Group Captain for such a speculative venture. Instead the author Dennis Wheatley received a quick commission into the RAF Volunteer Reserve and suddenly found himself working alongside Stanley as the RAF’s representative. It is a measure of the value placed on the new controlling section that Stanley and Wheatley were not even informed of the existence of the Double Cross system. They were simply told that MI5 had a ‘special means’ of passing information to the enemy intelligence service.

In his memoirs Wheatley recalls that in the early days there was very little for him to do. His overriding memory is of the Army representative ‘doing his crosswords and me twiddling my thumbs’. But in mid-January 1942 Stanley’s steady pressure on the Chiefs of Staff bore fruit when they agreed to let him mount a deception: a notional attack on Stavanger in Norway. It had no real purpose, so it broke Dudley Clarke’s cardinal rule: the motley crew of deceivers had no concept of what they wanted German High Command to do. They were simply planning a deception because they had been told that they could.

Wheatley chose the codeword for the operation. The Inter-Service Security Board kept a book of possible codewords and from it he chose ‘Hardboiled’. When Stanley asked, ‘Who was the bloody fool who chose such a silly codeword?’, Wheatley had to explain that codewords were meant to be chosen for their irrelevance to the operation in hand. His boss had not been aware of the fact. Being privy to neither the wealth of knowledge built up by Clarke, nor the existence of the Double Cross system, the deceivers began running the deception as a real operation. The Royal Marine Division was to be sent for training in mountain warfare before carrying out an embarkation exercise. Ships and troops were to be diverted from their usual activities. Officers were to be sent on special courses about Norway. Hundreds of maps of Stavanger would be printed. Cold-weather clothing would be issued to troops who would never really need it. The intention was that these measures would provide material evidence of preparation for an operation, which would then be reported to the enemy by its spies.

There were some non-literal measures taken by the deceivers, of which Clarke might have approved. Rumours were spread about the invasion both in Britain and in neutral countries, feelers were put out for Norwegian interpreters, supplies of Norwegian currency were set aside, and Norwegian refugees were interrogated about possible landing grounds in the Stavanger area, in the hope that word would reach German sympathizers who would pass it on to the enemy. Crucially – and unknown to the deceivers – double agents began passing information regarding the invasion to their German handlers.

Wheatley was to encounter great hostility from the services as he tried to implement his plans. ‘To get what we wanted done,’ he later wrote, ‘meant putting these people to a great deal of trouble, and very few could be persuaded that it was worth it. Some of them took no pains to hide their view that this newfangled business of strategic deception was a crack-brained idea upon which there was no justification for wasting the time of busy men like themselves.’

Many of the troop preparations were never actually carried out owing to the intervention of actual events for which real soldiers were needed. In the end, however, rumours of a proposed assault began to circulate in neutral Sweden and the German press published articles concerning a forthcoming British invasion of Norway. Most importantly, Hitler reinforced his Norway garrison in April and May 1942. It cannot be said with any certainty that this was a direct result of Operation Hardboiled. Hitler consistently displayed a near obsession with the defence of Scandinavia. All the same, the deceivers had been given some practice, and it could be positively claimed that British strategic deception was under way.

But strategic deception was only one pillar of Operation Fortitude, only one foundation upon which the most important deception of the war was built. The other pillar was the Double Cross system. It was all very well formulating a plan to deceive German High Command, but an effective vehicle was needed for bringing the plan to the Germans’ attention. And by the time of the Normandy landings, that vehicle – a trusted stable of double agents – was in place.

A double agent is someone who pretends to spy for one side when he is really under the control of another. At the outbreak of the Second World War the British Double Cross system consisted of a hard-drinking Welshman and a wireless transmitter buried in his garden. Yet from this unpromising beginning a thriving structure would grow. MI5’s ‘B’ Division was responsible for counter-espionage, and subsection B1a, headed by ‘Tar’ Robertson from late 1940 onwards, took responsibility for running double agents. Lieutenant Colonel Tommy Argyll Robertson was ‘immensely personable and monstrously good-looking, with a charm that could melt an iceberg’, recalled his colleague Christopher Harmer. A Ronald Colman type, Robertson was conspicuous for his quirky habit of walking around in the tartan trews of the Seaforth Highlanders, and his team came to embrace an equally quirky band of intellectuals and individualists, from the future Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University to the impresario of the Bertram Mills Circus. Most had no previous experience of intelligence work. Christopher Harmer, a solicitor before the war, recalls being given two Norwegian double agents (whom he codenamed Mutt and Jeff) to run on his third day in the job. ‘We were complete amateurs,’ he says, ‘not much more than overgrown schoolboys playing games of derring-do.’

Double Cross work was a largely unexplored area in which Harmer and his fellow newcomers were pioneers. Their first job was to establish a close relationship with their agents. This was not necessarily straightforward. ‘No one who has not worked in this field,’ says Harmer, ‘can comprehend the practical problems associated with looking after a captured and turned agent, whose true loyalty and motives must still be suspect, and who therefore needs round the clock watching and supervision.’ ‘You had to know the agent’s background, his antecedents, how he was recruited, and so on,’ explained B1a case officer Hugh Astor in an interview he gave the Imperial War Museum. ‘That was absolutely basic. Only then could you ask yourself how you wanted to use him.’

But what were the agents to be used for? An MI5 memorandum of December 1940 (the work of J. C. Masterman, the future Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University) clarifies the early objects of the system. One particular role – counter-espionage – was stressed above others. Double agents could be used to learn about the personalities and methods of the German Intelligence Service. They could be a device for catching new spies who would use them as contacts on arrival. And they could amass significant funds for the MI5 bank account, as the Germans paid them in cash. The second role, noted Masterman, was cipher work. Double agents would send messages which the Germans would repeat in code, allowing, it was hoped, new codes to be broken. Thirdly Masterman wrote of the operational objects. A great deal could be learned about the enemy’s plans and intentions from the information they asked double agents to gather. Lastly – and most presciently – he underlined their potential for misleading the Germans as to large-scale military operations. Strategic deception might still have been a long way off in 1940 – but it was already the spymasters’ goal.

Whatever MI5’s hopes for them, the double agents were an even more varied bunch than their handlers. ‘Some of them,’ says Hugh Astor, ‘were very anxious to help the Allied war effort, either because they were pro-Allied, or because it suited their own political outlook.’ Others were not at all anxious to help the Allies, but ended up doing so anyway. The agents’ contrasting attitudes reflected their varied paths to B1a’s door. Some had been recruited as spies by the Germans in neutral countries, before freely offering their services to the local British authorities. Others had been sent to spy in Britain, before handing themselves in on arrival. A significant number had come – by boat, by parachute or as refugees – with the full intention of spying, but had been caught. They were given a stark choice: serve a new master or be hanged. There were plenty of captured spies who were not considered double-agent material – and so plenty of work for the hangman and the jailers at Camp 020 at Ham Common in Surrey, Britain’s spy prison.

However the double agents came on board, their newly acquired role was to pass information to German Intelligence. This was done by coded wireless transmissions, by messages written in secret ink or by rendezvous on neutral territory. Of course, had they been real German agents, they would have been passing on real information which they had themselves discovered. But they weren’t real German agents – so what ought they to be saying to their German handlers? They were trying to build up their credibility in the enemy’s eyes for the important work ahead, but, in the meantime, should their reports be made up substantially of the truth? Or was the truth too precious to be divulged?

It may be surprising to learn that a great deal of the information they passed on was entirely accurate. It was known as ‘chickenfood’ and it had to be accurate because the Germans would quickly suspect an agent who was sending them inferior, evasive or dubious information. At the same time, however, the information mustn’t be allowed to damage British interests. Secrets and lives were at risk. A difficult balancing act resulted, and in July 1941 the Germans sent the double agent Tate this request: ‘It would be of extraordinary interest to us if you could find out which factories in Coventry have been hit and what the production still is.’

Tate and his case officer prepared a message to be transmitted to the Germans. It was full of detail and calculated to reassure the Germans as to Tate’s reliability. It began: ‘I have been in Coventry. The centre of the town looks very bad. Many streets completely disappeared, many roads are up, very many police … the outskirts have suffered less …’

The message went on to name and accurately describe twenty factories, giving details of the bomb damage sustained by each, their levels of activity, and the state of their camouflage. Tate’s note on one factory read: ‘ROOTES SECURITIES LTD. (Aircraft Division) Number 1 Engine Factory in Aldermoor Lane. A huge factory very well camouflaged – bomb damage not important – very great activity – hundreds of lorries of all kinds coming and going.’

This level of accuracy alarmed Sir Findlater Stewart, the chairman of the Home Defence Executive, who was responsible for vetting the message. In his view it provided the Germans with ‘a valuable bombing plan’. While accepting that agents had to return satisfactory answers in order to retain the confidence of the enemy, he urged that Tate’s answers be redrafted. In the end a much blander message was sent: ‘I have been in Coventry but had to stop operations after my first preliminary run round because I found the police were conducting an Identity Card drive … I found much less activity than I had expected … the authorities were so frightened by the raid of last November that they have put into operation a large-scale dispersal policy …’

Having made his excuses for the limited information he could give, Tate proceeded to name only two factories, both of which he described as being out of action owing to bomb damage. From a reality of thriving factories to a fiction of bombed-out shells, the censored message offered a pale, diluted version of the original. And while a balance was clearly required between the need for security and the need to provide the enemy with a steady stream of chickenfood, MI5 was often left groping in the dark to find it.

In an attempt to cast some light for MI5, two secret bodies were created. One was the W Board, made up of high-powered Intelligence figures with knowledge of the double-agent system. They were Guy Liddell (Director of ‘B’ Division), Stewart Menzies (Chief of MI6), John Godfrey (Director of Naval Intelligence), Archibald Boyle (Director of Intelligence at the Air Ministry) and Frederick George (‘Paddy’) Beaumont-Nesbitt (Director of Military Intelligence). The W Board could clear chickenfood for use so that B1a didn’t have to seek permission from military authorities who were not privy to the double agent secret – and who might well refuse the request. In addition the W Board was intended to give guidance on matters of policy. In other words, it could advise B1a, off the record and in broad terms, what it should be saying in order to assist the war effort.

The other body created at about the same time was the Twenty Committee. In Roman numerals twenty is a double cross, which may make it the only wartime committee whose name doubles as a joke. It was chaired by J. C. Masterman, who struck many as a dry, donnish type. He would, it was said, examine each side of an argument with logic and lucidity, before coming down with a dull thud on the side of doing nothing. All the same, his autobiography reveals a rather touching figure who suspected that his weekly meetings were well attended mainly because he served up tea and buns. Whereas the W Board concentrated on offering policy guidance, the more hands-on Twenty Committee supervised the daily running of the Double Cross system. It selected and granted approval for the material to be sent and decided in practical terms how agents were to be used.

It cannot be said, however, that the existence of these bodies entirely solved the problems faced by case officers. In May 1942 the Home Defence Executive once again stymied Tate’s efforts to report on the details of two factories. Not only did it delete a considerable part of Tate’s report, but Sir Findlater Stewart refused to suggest any alternatives. Ian Wilson of B1a noted that HDE seemed to be rejecting all proposed traffic. ‘It seems quite impossible to keep agents alive,’ he said, ‘unless they are more cooperative and imaginative.’

The excessive caution of the civil and military authorities may have made life difficult for MI5, but the same authorities had it in their power to improve B1a’s lot by providing a regular supply of chickenfood. Yet they rarely bothered. In January 1943 Wilson’s colleague M. C. B. Grimaldi complained to ‘Tar’ Robertson that HDE, the War Office, the Foreign Office and GHQ Home Forces were systematically failing to provide B1a with any material at all. Case officers, Grimaldi grumbled, were having to rely on their own imaginations, on newspaper cuttings, and even on bits of information gathered by B1a’s secretaries. The root of the problem was set out squarely in a letter from GHQ Home Forces to the Twenty Committee in July 1942. ‘We cannot supply information an enemy can use against us,’ wrote the unimaginative author, ‘unless we are absolutely certain we will get a high return for the risk run. If double agents cannot be maintained without this, then it is for consideration whether the system is worthwhile.’

But if case officers could not rely for help on the military and civil authorities, some chose to rely even less on their own agents. There has been a tendency in books and films down the years to romanticize the agents as the authors of their own traffic, but this was not usually the case. ‘The agent provided the channel of communication,’ says Hugh Astor,‘ but beyond that he or she might have a very small role to play.’ For the most part it was the case officer, inhabiting his agent’s persona, alert to the single error that could jeopardize the whole network, who alone had the perspective and knowledge to carry out the difficult job in hand.

Yet the story of one of Astor’s agents, Brutus, suggests that, so long as the agent was trusted, his role could be significant. For the first year of his existence Brutus wrote much of his own material and operated his own transmitter. After a security scare he was provided with a wireless operator and his method altered. But his case officer (initially Christopher Harmer and subsequently Astor) would still send him on espionage missions to see what he could find. The results were impressive. Brutus was an accomplished spy. He would return after a few days in the field with a map showing the locations of units as well as their identification signs and commanding officers’ names. Harmer or Astor could then use Brutus’s observations – with names and identities changed – as the basis of a report to the Germans.

Occasionally Brutus would be allowed to operate his own radio transmitter – but always under supervision. Every agent was presumed to have a security code, given to him by the Germans, to indicate that he had been caught and was working under control. One day, while operating his transmitter, Brutus sent the Germans the word ‘Londres’ – only he missed off the ‘s’. Astor was fairly sure by now that he could trust Brutus, but what if this omission was his security code? Brutus – and possibly other agents – would be blown. Astor asked Brutus to write letters and to address envelopes to a number of people living in London. It soon became clear that Brutus sometimes spelled ‘Londres’ with an ‘s’ and sometimes without. A relieved man, Astor noted that spelling was a matter of complete indifference to his Polish double agent.

Even when Brutus wasn’t on reconnaissance or operating his transmitter, Astor still needed him close by. Questionnaires would regularly arrive from the Germans and Astor would often seek his advice on how to tackle an assignment. Brutus would explain his method and Astor would follow his procedure. ‘And every now and then,’ says Astor, ‘they’d send us a trick question. What is the name of your mother-in-law? When was she born? I’d have to give the answer immediately. So I’d ring Brutus up …’

If Brutus took an active role in his own traffic, the role taken by B1a’s master double agent, Garbo, was even more involved. The Lisbon-based Garbo had managed to fool the Germans into thinking he was spying for them in Britain before he had ever set foot in the country. They had accepted his reports at face value, including one which assured them that Glasgow men would do anything for a litre of wine. It wouldn’t have taken a Clydebank welder to spot the error in that statement. When Garbo finally arrived in London, and came under the control of B1a, he had already created three imaginary sub-agents. His case officer, Tomás Harris, was an imaginative man, and rather than reining Garbo in, he allowed his audacity to fly. ‘I would never have had the nerve,’ admitted Christopher Harmer years later, ‘to allow any of my agents to be as audacious as he was.’ By the end of the war the Garbo–Harris partnership had invented a network of twenty-seven fictional characters – including a cell of Welsh nationalists, a Portuguese commercial traveller and an Indian poet called ‘Rags’.

In this chapter we have glanced at the practicalities of MI5’s Double Cross system. We have encountered a few of its central characters, key concepts and thornier problems. But none of this explains
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