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			For Imogen

		

	
		
			
			All men dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible. This I did.

			—T. E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom

		

	
		
			A NOTE ON SPELLING

			The men in this book ranged in their rich lives across places that have since seen changes in borders, governance, and even language. As such, the spellings and even choices of names are not necessarily obvious. In all things, I have aimed for both familiarity and clarity. I have given preference to spellings contemporaneous with the times to avoid aggressive intervention in the original source material. But the making of such choices is an imperfect science, and as Edward Gibbon wrote of the same conundrum, “In these, and in a thousand examples, the shades of distinction are often minute; and I can feel, where I cannot explain, the motives of my choice.”

		

	
		
			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			

			
				Julian Amery: An SOE officer, Amery was dropped into Albania in 1944 with Billy McLean (a former Eton classmate of his) and David Smiley.

				Peter Kemp: A Spanish Civil War veteran, Kemp served in the Commandos and in SOE.

				Billy McLean: Originally an officer in the Royal Scots Greys and later in SOE, McLean served in Abyssinia and led the “Concensus” missions into Albania.

				David Smiley: An officer in the Royal Horse Guards, Smiley served in North Africa and the Middle East before dropping into Albania with SOE.

			

			In Albania and Yugoslavia

			
				Josip “Tito” Broz: The leader of the Communist Partisans in Yugoslavia, he became that country’s dictator.

				Edmund “Trotsky” Davies: A career officer with experience on the North-West Frontier, Davies was dropped to McLean and Smiley to oversee the expanding missions in Albania.

				Alan Hare: A cavalry officer serving in SOE, Hare was dropped into Albania with Davies.

				John Hibberdine: Peter Kemp’s partner in Kosovo, Hibberdine was an SOE officer who also served on the Kra Isthmus with Billy Moss.

				Enver Hoxha: Leader of the Albanian Communist Party, he later became dictator of Albania until his death in 1985.

				Mehmet Hoxha: Of no relation to Enver, he was head of the Kosovar Communists, a group known as the Kosmet.

				Bill Hudson: An SOE officer whom Amery delivered to Montenegro by submarine. He was also Peter Kemp’s companion in Berane and leader of their mission in Poland.

				Abas Kupi: The Albanian warlord of the Mati, Kupi was the leader of the Zogists, those supporting the exiled King Zog.

				Frederick Nosi: A committed Communist and Enver Hoxha’s spy inside McLean’s camp in Albania.

				George Seymour: A cavalry officer, he jumped into Albania just ahead of Kemp, with whom he later shared a tent.

				Mehmet Shehu: The military mind behind the Albanian Communists, Shehu was Enver Hoxha’s second-in-command. Like Kemp, he was a veteran of the Spanish Civil War but from the opposite side.

				King Zog: The wily, self-made king of the Albanians was exiled as a result of the Italian invasion in 1939.

			

			At the SOE Staff Office

			
				Basil Davidson: A journalist by training, he was also an SOE officer and an associate of James Klugmann’s.

				Margaret “Fanny” Hasluck: An expert on Albania, she joined SOE early and was Amery’s partner in establishing intelligence networks within the country.

				Cleveland Mervyn “Bolo” Keble: A disgraced military intelligence officer, he became head of SOE Cairo.

				James Klugmann: A member of SOE’s Cairo and Bari staff offices, Klugmann was a committed Communist and worked to shift British policy toward exclusive support of the Communists in the Balkans.

				Philip Leake: A former schoolmaster in his forties, Leake was head of SOE’s Albanian Country Section.

				Eliot Watrous: Philip Leake’s very young and inexperienced successor as head of SOE’s Albanian Country Section.

			

			In Thailand

			
				Aaron Bank: An American OSS officer dropped into Thailand in 1945; he actively supported the Viet Minh against the French.

				Edith Fournier: François Klotz’s wireless operator, Fournier was a French officer who served in both France and Thailand.

				John Hedley: The “Mad Major” and intelligence officer extraordinaire was an old Burma hand who fought with the Chindits and helped Smiley disarm the Japanese in Thailand.

				François Klotz: A French officer in an SOE-like unit, he was Peter Kemp’s partner in Thailand.

				Pridi Phanomyong (“Ruth”): Sometimes also referred to by his conferred title, Luang Pradit Manutham, he was the officially collaborative regent of Thailand and the head of the resistance in that country.

				Rowland Winn: Winn served with SOE in Albania and Thailand; he won an MC in the Korean War.

			

			In Yemen and Oman

			
				Muhammad al-Badr: He was the last imam of Yemen, and it was his government that McLean, Amery, and Smiley helped support in the 1960s.

				Talib bin Ali: An insurgent military leader in Oman, he was Smiley’s enemy during the assault on the Jebel Akhdar in 1958.

			

			Others

			
				Catherine Amery: Daughter of former prime minister Harold Macmillan, wife of Julian Amery, and mother of four children.

				Simon Courtauld: A barrister by training, he accompanied McLean on his raid to spring an Algerian dissident from jail in the 1960s.

				Xan Fielding: One of Smiley’s closest friends, he was also an SOE officer, serving in Crete and France. He later joined MI6.

				Peter Fleming: Older brother to Ian Fleming, author of the James Bond series of spy novels, Peter ran the D Division’s deception operations in Asia.

				Sandy Glen: A naval intelligence attaché to SOE, Glen was Amery’s friend (and recruiter). He served in the Arctic and in the Balkans.

				Cynthia Kemp: Peter Kemp’s second wife, she was a kind and lovely woman who enjoyed gardening. She divorced Kemp after twelve years of marriage.

				Patrick “Paddy” Leigh Fermor: SOE officer and cofounder of the original Tara, he planned a mission in Crete to capture a German general with Billy Moss.

				Daška McLean: Known as “the Pearl of Dubrovnik,” she was Billy McLean’s wife. Previously married, she had four children with her first husband.

				Billy Moss: Leigh Fermor’s right-hand man during the Crete raid. He was McLean and Smiley’s conducting officer in Cairo, and he invited them to live at Tara.

				Harold “Perks” Perkins: Head of SOE’s Polish Country Section, he sent Peter Kemp into Poland. After the war, he joined MI6 and was involved in the 1949 Albanian operation, among others.

				Kim Philby: The most infamous member of the Cambridge Five spy ring, he was a long-standing mole who nearly made it to the very top of MI6.

				Hilda Elizabeth “Lizzie” Phillips: Peter Kemp’s first wife, who divorced him in order to marry George Seymour.

				Moy Smiley: David Smiley’s wife, she was a formidable woman who served as a cipher clerk during the war. She reprised that role during the 1949 Albanian operation. She had two children from her first marriage and two with Smiley.

				Sophie Tarnowska: The beautiful Polish countess of Tara who had flirtations with both David Smiley and Xan Fielding but ultimately chose to marry Billy Moss.
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			INTRODUCTION

			

			At a private dinner with family and friends in the midst of the Blitz in 1941, Winston Churchill was asked how British forces were going to get back into Europe. They were alone. Dunkirk had been evacuated, France had fallen, the Luftwaffe was overhead, and the Americans were nowhere to be seen.

			The prime minister picked up an orange from the table. He said that if he were a worm and wanted to get into the piece of fruit, he would bide his time and go on walking around it. He might have to wait until a rotted hole appeared, but he would get in somehow, if he did not starve first.

			It was an apt metaphor for the year in which Britain stood alone, a desperate time with no clear end in sight. It is also an apt metaphor for the story of this book: the story of four men—one of whom was at that dinner with Churchill—who fought together behind enemy lines throughout the Second World War in North Africa, Europe, and Asia and then together continued to serve, officially and unofficially, for decades after. Often, they found themselves in the hot parts of the Cold War. They were a real British “Band of Brothers,” operating in settings whose complexity rivaled that of a John le Carré spy novel yet were nevertheless true. Theirs is the story of the twentieth century—one of determination and daring, betrayal and loss, friendship and loyalty—in the most personal of terms.

			Their story has all the heroism and courage expected of a great World War II tale, but it has fallen by the wayside until now, despite a cast of characters that includes Nazis, Churchill himself, the Viet Minh, Soviet moles, MI6, and Ian Fleming’s older brother (to name just a few). Our heroes—the Spanish Civil War veteran Peter Kemp, the demolitions expert David Smiley, the born guerrilla leader Billy McLean, and the political natural Julian Amery—joined one of Britain’s earliest and most exciting special-operations units: the Special Operations Executive, or SOE. The unit’s job was, in Churchill’s words, to “set Europe ablaze”: to foment local revolt, gather intelligence, blow up bridges, organize active resistance, and do anything that could help disrupt the Axis cause. Think Lawrence of Arabia but with countless missions across multiple continents. These men conducted their work through persuasion and by bribery. They traded in the only currencies that mattered: solid-gold sovereigns and deliveries of weapons, parachuted in from the heavens.

			In 1943, these four men were dropped behind enemy lines into Nazi-occupied Albania with the mission of organizing, training, and leading resistance forces. Albania may be small, but its value to the Allies during the war was outsize: the Germans had thirty divisions in the Balkans. A small group of highly trained men could help tie down significant portions of nearly half a million soldiers, crucial reinforcements that Hitler was trying to move back into Europe to fight the Red Army. Their job was to punch above their weight.

			Kemp, Smiley, McLean, and Amery overlapped and worked with some of the most elite special-operations units of their time. At the beginning of the war, Peter Kemp trained David Stirling, the man who in 1941 founded the Special Air Service, or the SAS. Kemp had served in Spain with men who joined what may be the most effective special-operations unit in history: the Long Range Desert Group. Smiley and Kemp both served in the Commandos; McLean, in Orde Wingate’s Gideon Force. Amery started on the intelligence side early, joining a precursor to SOE. During a period of leave in London, Smiley briefed American Jedburgh teams. In Thailand, Smiley and Kemp worked with the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner to both the Green Berets and the CIA. They were supplied with special tools from a place called the Museum, the real-life inspiration behind Q’s gadget shop, which cooked up an exploding pen and tricked-out Aston Martin in the James Bond franchise. (Smiley was given a briefcase bomb. It was supposed to burn papers; it blew up in his face.)

			In Albania, they found plenty of Germans. They also found Albanian nationalist resisters and Communist partisans, the latter of whom were often more interested in attacking the former than in attacking the Axis. In the middle of the Second World War, they saw the makings of the Cold War taking shape right before their eyes. Kemp saw more inklings of the next conflict when he served in Poland at the end of the European war; Amery and McLean saw yet other signs in different parts of China. The problem followed Kemp and Smiley to Thailand, where they tried to liberate POWs from the Japanese in 1945 as a civil war raged around them, complicated by the arrival of the Viet Minh.

			After the war, Smiley stayed in the army. Amery and McLean became MPs in the British Parliament. Kemp officially worked as a life-insurance salesman. But unlike most of the men of their generation who came home in 1945, they kept fighting. In 1949, they were involved in an attempt to pull a Bay of Pigs–style invasion of Albania (more than a decade before the actual Bay of Pigs). They took on various intelligence and military roles in Poland, Hungary, Oman, and Yemen. There were excursions to Congo during its early decolonization crises; to Southeast Asia; to South America; to the Middle East. All told, they had a hand in some of the biggest events of the twentieth century—the fight against Hitler and Stalin, obviously, but also the Hungarian Revolution, the Algerian Revolution, the Suez Crisis, the Vietnam War, decolonization in Africa and the Middle East, and even, at the very end, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

			Their story embodies the old saying of truth being stranger than fiction. For all the seeming absurdities (solid-gold coins, exploding briefcases), they were serious people. They were always volunteers. Their experiences of the Second World War affirm many of our common assumptions—the bravery of exceptional men in the face of incomprehensible danger—but also challenge our lazy beliefs about the nature of the conflict. In what is so often pitched as a simple war against good and evil, these men often found themselves behind enemy lines in complex situations, where the locals were threatened by multiple enemies and the Second World War revealed itself to be more accurately described as several different wars. Not for nothing, many of the places where they risked their necks are still in the news today as sites of political tension, if not outright war: Xinjiang, the Balkans, the Tigray and Amhara regions of what is now Ethiopia, and even Poland and the former satellites of the old Soviet Union, now staring down renewed threats from the imperialist Russian menace.

			And that menace was real, even during the war, when the Soviets were nominally allies of the West. The SOE team was hindered by a Soviet mole in its own staff office and by a host of fellow travelers whose wishful thinking blinded them to the true nature of their Communist ally. There were bad parachutes, mysterious deaths, and information that went straight to the headquarters of one of Stalin’s Balkan minions.

			Like everyone else, Smiley, McLean, Kemp, and Amery knew that they had signed up to fight a big war. But like few others, they sensed the next conflict brewing under their noses—what would become the Cold War, while the fight against Hitler was still in its earlier stages. They suffered at the hands of others’ deluded hopes about the intentions and ambitions of the Russians, a sad handicap that would continue to burden the West in the decades to come, and that arguably still does today.

			

			—

			
			It is often lazily said that it was Stalin who beat Hitler, but in 1940, Stalin was still Hitler’s ally. The Second World War was long, and the ultimate results hinged just as much on the beginning as on the end. In 1941, when Churchill picked up that orange, Stalin stood with Hitler. Britain resisted alone: bearing the Blitz, enraging the Führer, and buying time for the rest of the world to come to its senses. For much of the Cold War, these men struggled similarly, fighting against the obvious enemy, as well as the sad examples of traitors on their own side. They fought an uphill battle against an enemy who had once been their ally but had turned on them even before the war was over. (Kemp was imprisoned in Poland by the NKVD in 1945; in 1944, the future Communist dictator of Albania attempted to imprison McLean and Smiley and try them in what he called a “Partisan military court.”)

			Kemp, Smiley, McLean, and Amery fought against totalitarianism for nearly half a century. Theirs was not an easy journey. They lost brothers, friends, and comrades. Old souls to begin with, they grew old before their time. They had their own children, but they also raised those of other men. They became their own family. They stood as best men at each other’s weddings. And, in the end, they gave the eulogies at each other’s funerals.

			Pericles said that “famous men have the whole earth as their memorial.” These men were not famous. The nature of their secretive work ensured it. But they fought for a better world, to which we are grateful heirs. For both their actions and their example, we owe them more than we realize. This is their story.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A Rugged Nurse of Savage Men

			

				
				His feet dangling through the hole in the floor of the British Halifax bomber, David Smiley was enchanted by the twinkling lights of the villages below, and by the snow on the mountaintops. The blacked-out windows of the bomber had prevented any previous glimpse of the ground. The scene distracted him from his fear. It was April 17, 1943. Two thousand feet below him was Nazi-occupied Greece, close to the border with Albania.

			Now a captain, Smiley had started his military career in the Royal Horse Guards, known as “the Blues,” which remained his official army unit. That had been an elegant, but mostly ceremonial, posting. In peacetime, half the year was spent at Buckingham Palace, the other “on foreign service across the Serpentine” at Windsor Castle. The Blues looked formidable, but they expected to fire all of eighteen shots a year in practice.

			Smiley had first deployed to the Middle East with the Blues but had then joined a newly raised Commando unit famous for its silently lethal knuckleduster-handled knives. With them, he’d fought in the Abyssinian campaign against the Italians, in present-day Ethiopia, where the League of Nations had failed to stop Mussolini’s 1935 invasion.

			In Abyssinia, the No. 52 Middle East Commando in which Smiley served had traveled through Sudan, encountering on the way rhinos, leopards, bush and water bucks, chimpanzees and baboons (the latter of which caused no end of trouble for anyone on guard duty), and crocodiles. There were also parakeets and—as Smiley couldn’t help but notice—plenty of game birds, such as guinea fowl, sandgrouse, and francolins. Smiley and the company sergeant major went out one morning with a shotgun and brought back enough guinea fowl to treat the whole commando to breakfast.

			In the Abyssinian campaign, the enemy was called the Banda Torelli, part of the guerrilla forces of Italian East Africa commanded by the wily Amedeo Guillet, whom the British called “the Devil Commander,” and not only for his razor-sharp mustache. A dashing Italian nobleman, he was a cavalryman to the core, partial to a sword, a pistol, and a white horse. Fighting often took the form of tracking and ambushes, with both regular and unusual weapons. The wildlife, and the six-foot-tall elephant grass, added a foreboding feel to the landscape. A patrol could be quietly moving along one moment and completely lit up the next. That strange noise could simply be a bird never heard before. It could also be a sniper in a tree, as once happened on one of Smiley’s patrols.

			When that sniper dropped out of the branches, Smiley’s commando quickly realized that it had come into contact with a significant force. Bullets whizzed overhead, the men threw grenades, and Smiley gave two orders: one directing the man bearing the Bren, a light machine gun, to spray the elephant grass ahead of them, through which they could see nothing, and another asking all of his men to execute a right hook, which would prevent encirclement.

			The grass went up in flames. Whether it was from the grenades, the firing, or arson, no one knew. The Italian force had fled; one of Smiley’s officers said he had seen them retreating, about fifty Abyssinian troops in all, commanded by an Italian officer on a white horse—possibly Guillet himself. Smiley had fired his pistol but hadn’t connected.

			His Bren gunner had. A wounded Abyssinian fighter lay on the ground, in agony from the burst that had caught him in the stomach. He was making terrible noises and had no hope of survival. The commando had no medic and no means of evacuation. (Orders in those days were to leave even their own wounded behind, so as not to slow down the unit.) The brush fire was now getting serious. To leave the wounded man would be to consign him to either death by suffocation or death by being burned alive.

			A debate ensued, but the decision came down to the captain. Smiley gave permission to one of his sergeants to “finish him off.” As he later put it, “A shot through the head put an end to his suffering, but it was a horrible decision for me to make. In retrospect I feel I did the right thing.” It had been his very first fight.

			

			—

			Years later, high in the skies above Nazi-occupied Greece, David Smiley was about to descend into another fight. The V-shaped signal fires that the Greek guerrilla fighters had lit for the British planes came into view. The pilot switched on the red warning light for action stations. It was half an hour to midnight when the light switched to green and the dispatcher shouted, “Go!” The dispatcher slapped the back of the officer in front of Smiley: the signal to drop.

			This was Billy McLean. He was a major, in command of the small group of men on the airplane. In addition to Smiley, this consisted of a lieutenant and a few NCOs, including the wireless operator. Handpicked from the elite regiments of the British military, these men were now all on loan to the Special Operations Executive, known as SOE, a new outfit operating outside the Army’s traditional chain of command.

			Smiley and McLean had met on a sweltering troopship (cabin temperatures had reached a balmy 123 degrees) in 1940, when both were trying to join the Somaliland Camel Corps, which they thought would get them into the fight as quickly as possible. A genteel Scot and fellow graduate of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst who, like Smiley, had until lately been an officer in one of His Majesty’s most prestigious old regiments, McLean was an officer in the Royal Scots Greys, still best known for their charge at the Battle of Waterloo.

			McLean was tall and calm, and very few who ever met him failed to add the descriptor “languid.” Raised as a quintessential English gentleman, he was actually the child of a wealthy and quite long-standing Scottish family with impressive and far-flung martial antecedents. It was said that he was related to the man who had once served as the commander of the armies of the sultan of Morocco. McLean was adventurous, charming, and far less contained than he looked. He cut an impressive physical figure, not just because of his height but because of an enviable widow’s peak that added both dash and a look of wisdom to his twenty-four years.

			He bore, in talent if not in material appearance, a sharp resemblance to another British officer whom he, and all his companions, held in the highest regard: T. E. Lawrence, better known as Lawrence of Arabia. Lawrence had helped organize the Arab Revolt behind enemy lines during the First World War and perfected the guerrilla tactics of blowing up railroad tracks and ambushing the crucial train lines that supplied the Arabian Peninsula. Lawrence was also a gifted Arabist and archaeologist with fluency in his operational language and a well-honed ability to tease his British superiors.

			McLean possessed experience unlike that of most men in the British army: he had led guerrilla operations staffed by locally recruited troops. Like Smiley, McLean had also fought in Abyssinia. (Neither had managed to serve with the Camel Corps.) McLean had joined Orde Wingate’s Gideon Force. He had already begun learning Arabic during his first deployment, which sent him to Palestine. When he arrived in Abyssinia, he began to work on Amharic. (His tutor, somehow a Czech, was “unintelligible in fourteen languages other than English.”) Not only did this allow McLean to chat up locals who could provide information that would make his troops’ mortar fire more accurate, but it also meant that he was good at collecting native soldiers who were deserting from the Italians.

			After the successful British capture of the city of Debra Tabor in Abyssinia, McLean was made into a temporary captain in command of 950 men, including his own British troops but mostly local former Italian colonials. They called the unit McLean’s 79th Foot. With these troops, he was part of the final assaults of the East African campaign on the ancient city of Gondar in Amhara, close to the borders of the province of Tigray. On November 27, 1941, the day before his twenty-third birthday, he and his local shock force were among the first to break into the city. A newsreel from the time cracked that Gondar had added “Italian relics in the form of prisoners” to its cultural collections.

			A fellow officer who bumped into McLean after the fall of Gondar and had not seen him since the beginning of the campaign wrote: “He now looked twice his size and twice his age, with a great yellow beard and hair falling to his neck—the reincarnation on the wet Amhara hills of some Gaelic chieftain of the Atlantic isles.” As the brigadier who recommended him to SOE had put it, “This officer is a born leader of ‘irregulars’ and should not be left to cool his heels in the Middle East, if there are similar jobs to be done.”

			

			—

			There have always been special warriors; Achilles and his Myrmidons are the obvious classical examples. What we now think of as “special operations,” however, were born in the Second World War. That conflict saw the development of the Special Air Service (SAS), the Special Boat Service (SBS), the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), the Commandos, and the Chindits—and those are just among the British. In the United States, it produced the 101st Airborne, the 82nd Airborne, Merrill’s Marauders, and the OSS. Special operations are special, but more for the people than for the missions. They are almost always small teams operating in extreme conditions. Current military jargon calls them “force multipliers.” They are more than the sum of their parts.

			One British brigadier once suggested, in jest but not without cause, that the man who founded the SAS should have a Distinguished Flying Cross, an award given to fighter pilots, because his men had destroyed more enemy airplanes than anyone else. The most valuable intelligence concerning the war in the desert came from the LRDG, which kept up a small watch on the only road that the Axis could use to move men and material. The Commandos did impossible raids in the English Channel and on the French coast; the Chindits harried the Japanese in Burma.

			SOE was formed in 1940 to expand Britain’s capacity in the department of unequal combat; there simply wasn’t enough capacity at that moment to fight the Germans head-on in the traditional way. To these new operatives went the jobs of intelligence collection and sabotage, of setting ambushes in occupied countries, and of the organization, training, and arming of resistance groups to fight the Axis. With a small number of determined fighters, they could hold down whole divisions, force the Germans to hunt them, move warily, and distrust their safety in their own rear. They could build fifth columns, ready to spring during the future Allied invasion of Europe. It was an effective use of manpower for a relatively small island still under siege and standing alone.

			SOE went by many names in its brief life, among them MO4 and Section D. It would have more, including Force 136, used during the war in Asia. It was born in extremis, of scattered parts. One element came from a propaganda wing of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), better known as MI6. When told to figure out a way to change public opinion and run secret offensives in enemy countries, the British Army officer who was brought on to run it reflected that “one felt as if one had been told to move the Pyramids with a pin.” More than a few fighting tactics were borrowed from the IRA. Two of SOE’s early leaders had learned from the frustrating experience of trying to catch Michael Collins and his plainclothes guerrillas, who prosecuted Ireland’s war for independence against the British.

			The first man tasked with overseeing SOE as a whole was an academic economist whose public title was the Minister for Economic Warfare. He received Churchill’s command, when the unit was first established, to “set Europe ablaze.” In short, the British Empire was about to create two of the things that it had struggled against for so long: saboteurs and guerrillas. At its height, SOE employed thirteen thousand people across the globe, not including the local manpower needed for packing, transport, and the like. As with most military units, the majority of those people provided support to the men (and some women) in the field, who likely numbered in the low thousands.

			These SOE operatives traveled light but had unusual uniforms, which included gear for escape, evasion, bribery, and ambush. Once they landed, they would be navigating on foot. They concealed compasses in their buttons. If those failed, they carried pencil clips that, when balanced on the point of the pencil, would point north. They had files, maps, and money sewn into their clothes. Though they had none of the scientific American K rations, they carried gold in thousand-sovereign bags. Their even more convincing possessions were supplies dropped by air, which included arms and ammunition for anyone willing to fight the Axis.

			SOE “liaison officers,” as they were called, were borrowed from many storied units, such as McLean’s and Smiley’s rarefied cavalry regiments. It was an officer-heavy system, and a top-heavy one at that. Each team was assigned a few NCOs and occasionally even a private; these men served as paramilitary experts and as wireless operators. In SOE, the officers got their hands dirty. Smiley liked to shape his own gelignite charges when blowing up bridges, even at the rank of major. In a traditional unit, a major would command a company.

			Their training was extensive. Pistol training was done with a British captain who could literally hit an ace of spades at thirty yards with his pearl-handled Colts. They also received demolitions training and parachuting practice. By way of a broadly described “dirty tricks course,” the men had been treated to a very special school in escaping, taught by none other than the famous British magician Jasper Maskelyne, then performing for the British Army as a captain. They learned how to identify and operate enemy arms, the assumption being that they would capture some, though hopefully not as a desperate measure of resupply. In the field, they had discretion and independence; they also required a strong dose of self-reliance. When they were dropped in, they had no idea when they would be coming out, or how.

			London was the central hub. The day-to-day operations were run out of different “country section” offices, which were located as close as possible to the theaters they were meant to be overseeing. The office in Cairo, which eventually moved to Bari, Italy, after the Allied successes there, oversaw the Balkans. SOE Cairo included country sections for Greece, Yugoslavia, and Albania—the site of McLean and Smiley’s assignment in 1943, when the war’s tide was just starting to turn.

			

			—

			If Afghanistan was known as the graveyard of empires, Albania should have been known as their football. It is a small country, lying on the sparkling Adriatic almost directly across the Strait of Otranto from the base of the heel of the Italian boot. To the north are the fishermen of Montenegro; to the east, the Macedonians. The Greeks lie to the south. To the northeast is much-contested Kosovo and beyond that the angry irredentists of the region: the Serbs, dominating what was then still Yugoslavia.

			Unlike the Serbs, the Albanians are not Slavs. Unlike the Greeks, they are not majority Orthodox. The Romans called them the Illyrians, a name breathed with fear. Nevertheless, they were conquered and absorbed into the Roman Empire. Next came the Byzantines, stepping into Rome’s still-warm shoes. The Ottomans arrived afterward, bringing Islam. The Austro-Hungarians took their turn. The Albanians lay ancestral claim to Alexander the Great and Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, dozens of Ottoman pashas and grand viziers, rulers of Egypt and generals of various states and empires, but in two thousand years, only two Albanians have ever ruled Albania.

			The country created warriors and intriguers but not statesmen. From the air, Albania looks as though a small, angry child had balled up a piece of stiff felt and thrown it down on the floor, a landscape that the word craggy might have been invented to describe. There are plains, but the mountains dominate. This gave its conquering empires headaches. Even Alexander had difficulty with the Albanian terrain. The locals found that the landscape posed no fewer challenges to their own attempts at centralizing control.

			Theirs was a tribal society, driven to be so by geography. The mountains of Albania were difficult to access; in a poor country, this meant that it was nearly impossible for the central authority (no matter the era) to project state power into the mountainous regions. Without state power, there was little policing outside the valley cities. That Albania and its people had been the political football of so many invading empires did nothing to cultivate a habit of trust in the central authority. Without policing, problems were settled as they were in the days of the American Wild West and the Hatfields and McCoys: by physical violence.

			Even during the Second World War, Albanians recognized little formal law but carefully regulated their relations with a well-respected honor culture. They lived with a level of freedom almost unknown in a modern state. But any violation of the rules of the honor code sparked blood feuds, a violent but effective mechanism in regions where policing (and prisons) held little sway. One Albanian historian noted that a man was not considered a man unless he had taken revenge on anyone who had wronged him; he was, until then, an outcast, with “no dignity, no place amongst decent people.” As a British observer put it, the Albanians understood both power and politics instinctively. Proud, brave, and immensely difficult to organize, they matched their dignity with violence, died “with reluctance rather than regret,” and wielded the weapons of realpolitik with a skill that would have impressed Bismarck.

			Albania packed a minefield of competing tribal, religious, and political tensions into a small space. There were two main tribes in Albania at the beginning of the twentieth century: the Ghegs, who inhabited the north of the country, and the Tosks, who inhabited the south. In the north, there was a sizable contingent of Roman Catholics; in the south, Eastern Orthodox followers formed most of what was still called the peasantry, though the landlords were usually Muslim, a holdover from the days of Ottoman domination. The center of the country was mostly Muslim, a category complicated by the fact that across Albania there was also the mystical Sufi sect of the Bektashis.

			Since 1925, Albania had been ruled by a man who called himself King Zog, a skillful politician in the old Ottoman mold. He was born under Ottoman rule to an influential Gheg family in the country’s northern Mati region. Zog volunteered for the Austrians in the First World War, took part in the Albanian independence movement, and joined parliamentary politics. By 1925, he was president. Three years later, he turned Albania into a monarchy and made himself king.

			Zog soon found that his weak economy needed a sponsor, and he found one in the Italians. This brought him into Mussolini’s imperial orbit, and the Italians tried to turn Albania into a client state. Zog resisted. On Good Friday in 1939, Italy invaded. The invaders timed their arrival to align with the birth of Zog’s first child, hoping to catch the new father alongside his incapacitated queen. The royal family escaped, first to Cairo and eventually to London, thanks to a heroic stand in the city of Durazzo led by another Gheg warlord, Zog’s second-in-command, a man named Abas Kupi.

			As in so many other places throughout Europe, the resistance that sprang up to fight the Axis had its own competing power centers. There were the Zogists, royalist nationalist supporters of the exiled king, led by Kupi. There were the republican nationalists behind the Balli Kombëtar, men who disliked Zog almost as much as they disliked the occupiers. And then there were the Communist Partisans.

			This last group was known as the National Liberation Council, abbreviated from the Albanian as the LNÇ. It claimed to be independent and democratic, but the Soviet Communist Party was in control behind the scenes, though the British wouldn’t realize that until later in the war. Josip “Tito” Broz’s much stronger Communist headquarters in neighboring Yugoslavia overshadowed Albania’s Communist movement, though this, too, was not yet understood by the officers working in the field. Through Tito, the lines of control ran to Moscow.

			Tito had elevated a man named Enver Hoxha to head the Communist Partisan movement in Albania. Hoxha, in his mid-thirties, had a wide and attractive face with generous lips. He also, as Smiley could not help but note when they met, had an excess of flesh and a poor handshake. Bold and clever, he was diplomatic enough to hide his loathing of the British, though he later admitted in one of his own books that he considered McLean’s eyes to be “savage.” He insisted on being called Professor, despite having failed to complete a degree with the scholarships he had won to university in France. Later, he would bestow upon himself the grander title of Colonel General.

			His second-in-command was Mehmet Shehu, thirty years old, small and dark. Shehu was the military man between the two of them, having fought with fellow Communists in the Spanish Civil War. Impatient, he shared Hoxha’s ferocity and Party allegiance.

			Albania’s tribalism overlaid the political distinctions among the resistance. Historically the more dominant force, the Ghegs, who had fought for Albania’s independence against Austrians and Italians alike, sided with the nationalist resistance forces. The Tosks were more likely to turn to Communism. Officially, SOE didn’t care whom they supported, so long as they fought the Axis.

			

			—

			In the spring of 1943, tiny Albania was valuable to the Allies for a host of reasons. Britain no longer stood alone. General Montgomery, better known as Monty, had halted the drive of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel in the Western Desert at El Alamein in Egypt, which had saved the city of Cairo, the Allies’ position in Africa and the Mediterranean, and the crucial Suez Canal. The Americans had entered the war, landing in North Africa for Operation Torch. Hitler had destroyed his own Sixth Army at Stalingrad in February 1943, having dragged Stalin into the war by invading the Soviet Union in 1941. The Red Army was now advancing from the east. The Germans were on the defensive.

			Albania, with its Adriatic coast, was a potential landing zone for what Churchill called the “soft underbelly” of Europe, a place for the Allies to invade. Even if that option were bypassed, as it would turn out to be, Albania had other charms. The Germans and Italians were occupying the Balkans with thirty divisions, or nearly half a million men. Hitler needed more men to stop the Soviet steamroller, now about to bear down on him from the east. Those men had to come from somewhere, and the geographically logical place from which to take them was the Balkans. If the team commanded by McLean could organize, train, and expand the Albanian resistance, pinning down valuable troops that Hitler desperately needed, its men would more than punch above their weight.

			

			—

			SOE’s best information on Albania came from earlier intelligence work conducted in the region by an elderly woman whom David Smiley later described as having the look of an “old-fashioned English nanny.” Her name was Margaret “Fanny” Hasluck. The widow of a famous archaeologist, she was herself a respected authority on Albanian folk traditions. Fluent in the language, she was enamored with the complicated, feuding people of Albania. She had lived there for twenty years but was forced to flee to Istanbul upon the invasion of the Italians, who suspected her of being a British spy. They were wrong; she hadn’t yet offered her aid to British intelligence. She briefed McLean’s team and tried to teach the men a smattering of Albanian to help them get by.

			The network of Albanian resistance that Hasluck and the rest of the intelligence team had developed was busted by the German invasion in 1943. (The Italians, there since 1939, had caused fewer problems.) This was why McLean and Smiley had to drop into Greece and make their way to the Albanian border on foot: there were no friendlies available to receive them. They did not know if there were any friendlies at all.

			Smiley followed McLean out of the airplane, slipping through the hole in the floor. He reminded himself not to lean too far forward on the way. He knew that many men did so, compensating for either their eagerness or their nerves. The result was a broken nose.

			Smiley dropped. His chute opened easily, and he swayed in the wind. At one point, he came alarmingly close to McLean, to whom he shouted a warning. He landed in a rocky creek bottom, tearing a leg muscle in the process. The pilot had lived up to his excellent reputation: Smiley landed only five yards from one of the signal fires.

			He could hear the gentle jingling of livestock bells on sheep and goats kept by the local Epirote farmers. Out of the darkness, a bear of a man appeared. In battle gear and sporting an enormous beard, the Greek guerrilla swooped down upon the wriggling Smiley, who was still struggling his way out of the parachute harness. The bear kissed him on both cheeks, offering a welcome that Smiley admitted was “indeed Greek to me.” Handed a flask of what he assumed to be water, Smiley took a swig. It was, in fact, ouzo, the Greek spirit. He nodded politely as it burned its way down.

			All the men landed safely. The only casualties were the wireless set, whose chute had failed to open, and a single case of ammunition, likely squirreled away by the locals. They signaled their successful drop to the plane as it made a low pass to review their signal lights. Then the aircraft flew off, and the last direct link to their world was gone.

			

			—

			After being welcomed by the Greek guerrillas, Smiley and McLean collected their gear and headed toward Albania. Smiley made sure to retain his parachute. In those days, chutes were still made of real silk and came in a variety of colors. Later in the war, they would be issued in the standard camouflage green, and the silk would be saved for paratroopers only. (Supplies, like the wireless set, got cotton chutes.) Smiley’s parachute turned out to be a lovely pale shade of blue. It was all he could do to keep the locals, whom he described as occasionally “light-fingered,” from relieving him of it, as they had that case of ammunition from the initial drop. Later, the industrious teenage daughter of one of their Greek hosts would make him several shirts and a set of pajamas from the material.

			Following a frustrating wait after crossing the border, Smiley and McLean met with an Albanian Partisan leader. These Partisans, with their red-starred hats, were characteristic of the Communists in the area. Hungry for power, and armed, they were jealous of their position and deeply concerned by anything that offered a whiff of competition, such as other resistance groups, especially since those groups were not Communist. They believed that their enemies lurked around every corner, and on their list of adversaries, the Germans and Italians ranked low. There was also an age-old border problem in this area, with Greece and Albania claiming the other’s territory. Ultimately, the Albanian Communists sent Smiley and McLean back across the border to Greece while they awaited orders from Partisan superior officers. The return trip took a full nine hours of hiking.

			A few days passed before Smiley and McLean developed an alternative plan: they would split up. To improve their chances, Smiley offered to cross the border in another sector and attempt to make contact with the Communist Partisan representatives there. His goal was the border town of Koritza, from which he could send a message of introduction to the Partisans. He set off on foot, accompanied by two pack mules and two frequently lost guides.

			After successfully making contact with a different Partisan leader, Smiley was invited to observe a Communist attack on a local Italian outpost. Yet along the way there were concerning signs. First, he was assigned two “bodyguards.” Then he was assigned two more. When they passed through another Albanian village, his hosts insisted that he cover his uniform. He made the journey swaddled in an old Italian Army raincoat, pulled over his own gear and topped off with a red-starred hat. His arm obligingly gave the Communist salute when prompted.

			In the village, his hosts showed him to a room in a hilltop house, relieved him of the Colt .45 in the holster attached to his right thigh (along with the smaller .25 tucked into a second holster at his waist), and detained him there for a week. He had nothing with him to read but the Bible. It was, he discovered, more impressive than he had ever quite found it before.

			His jailers worried that, despite Smiley’s lack of facility with Greek, he just might be a Greek spy. The village where they were was held by the Balli Kombëtar, and the Communist Partisans were jealous of the attentions of the British officer (assuming he really was a British officer, not a Greek spy). They were worried that he would provide weapons, ammunition, tactics, support, and funds to a rival resistance group. The Communists’ fears were not unfounded. British orders were to help organize, train, and arm anyone who would fight the Axis, regardless of their political affiliation. If the British officers could develop good relationships with members of the Balli Kombëtar, they would help them as well. The Communists aimed to prevent this.

			After a week, a Communist officer arrived to interview Smiley. It went well, and Smiley earned both his release and the Communists’ trust.

			

			—

			After his release, Smiley contacted McLean, and the commander came across the border with the rest of his team. Smiley’s work with the Communist officer who had released him formed the basis of the relationship that allowed McLean to raise SOE’s First Partisan Brigade, which was composed of Albanian Communists and overseen by the British. Training this new army would occupy the next six months of their mission. It would also bring them into direct contact with the true power player in Albania: Enver Hoxha, head of the local Communist Party.

			This new ragtag army needed guns, ammunition, and food. These were supplied to them by air. This came with its own complications. Once, an Italian bomber spotted their signal fires, tailgated their plane, and bombed their drop zone. The men waiting there were saved by only Smiley’s sharp ears, which identified the Italian plane in the dark. Those Italians crashed on their way back to base, thwarting their ability to report the British position. McLean’s Mission, as the British called it (its official and misspelled name was Concensus), also needed a support structure. McLean hired mules, muleteers, cooks, and armorers for their camp near the village of Shtyllë. Smiley called them the local “camp followers.”

			McLean was quickly immersed in the power struggles of the different resistance groups. No one trusted anyone else, which was normal. The Communists sometimes seemed more interested in eliminating their rivals than in fighting the Germans; a few of their rivals sometimes seemed quite willing to consider the Nazis allies if it would protect them from the others.

			This was not Smiley’s department. He preferred more fighting and less talking. McLean, however, was a people person who delighted in politics. In Abyssinia, he had learned how to navigate between two powerful but competitive warlords, one of whom was officially the minister of war and the other of whom, with no official position, actually controlled the larger and more impressive fighting force. This could not be so different.

			But in Abyssinia, McLean had only been fighting the Italians. For him, this new opportunity to fight the Germans was very personal. His younger and only brother, Gillian, had been at Dunkirk. A lieutenant of only nineteen in the Cameron Highlanders, he had been wounded as the British retreated toward the Channel. His wound, presumably either from a shell fragment or to a difficult area like the chest or stomach, had been deemed undressable. By necessity, he had been left exposed for six hours due to heavy shelling, then survived five days on a truck as he was slowly evacuated to the coast. He was shunted between three different ships, which were each in turn bombed, during the heroic sea evacuation; the last of the three vessels was meant to transport cattle. Gillian made it across the Channel, but he died two hours after arriving at a British hospital. McLean was already in the Middle East. Gillian was cremated. All that would await his older brother in England was a cold piece of stone at Bristol’s Arnos Vale. McLean now had the chance to exact his own vengeance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			An Officer and a Gentleman

			

			The details of the work McLean’s team was doing in Albania piqued the interests of senior SOE staff officers in London. To gather more intelligence that could help their officers behind enemy lines, they sent a junior officer to speak to the exiled Albanian monarch, King Zog, now living in a comfortable suburb of the British capital.

			The junior officer happened to be an old friend of McLean’s from Eton, a brilliant young man named Julian Amery. Amery was the younger son of the political giant and Conservative politician Leo Amery, who had his hands in nearly every overseas British involvement of his lifetime. Leo had served as Colonial Secretary and First Lord of the Admiralty in the 1920s, and during the Second World War, he was serving as the Secretary of State for India and Burma.

			Julian Amery had quite the pedigree: he had been kissed on both cheeks by King Feisal of Iraq, coddled by David Lloyd George, and mock-wrestled with Lawrence of Arabia, all by the time he went to kindergarten. He also had a precocious mind. As he later recounted, when faced with an exasperated father inquiring as to whether his bilingual child knew the French word for “chatterbox,” he stopped the Cabinet member short with his response: “I replied gravely that it would be bavard or loquace but that if the chatterbox was repetitive, it should be radoteur. This reply silenced the Secretary of State, and I retired to my nursery satisfied that I had got the better of that particular debate.”

			Amery could have coasted into a simple and safe position during the war. He had, however, other ideas. Only twenty years old at the start of the war, he was younger than both McLean and Smiley. In the summer of 1939, he was on the Dalmatian coast, considering his looming exams and desperately attempting to cram into his head all “the work that I had left undone in my first two years at Oxford.” As a member of the cadet corps of the Royal Air Force Reserves, he wanted to get to Poland, but SOE would have other plans for him.

			One day, the assistant naval attaché, a man named Sandy Glen, asked him to write up a report on Albania, which the intelligence office knew nothing about. The only problem was that Amery knew nothing about it either. At a loss for material but rich in connections, even in the backwaters of the Balkans, he rang up an old contact from his days covering the Spanish Civil War (an endeavor he had undertaken while still a student, which at least partially explains the dereliction of his studies). The local correspondent for The Times fielded this call from British intelligence as if it were a common thing to happen on a Tuesday, which it may well have been. He offered to collect a few contacts who knew something about the place and told Amery to come around to his flat for drinks at six o’clock in the evening.

			Upon arrival, Amery was introduced as a journalist. For an hour, he spoke with the only two Albanians he had yet met, after which he returned to his desk and wrote the solicited memo. At Glen’s order, he presented this to “the Chief” at dinner. A few days later, a request arrived at his office on behalf of the said Chief: “Our staff in Belgrade would be greatly strengthened by the co-option of Julian Amery, whose expert knowledge of Albanian affairs would be an invaluable asset to the organisation.” And so Amery, “journalist,” college student, woefully untrained RAF cadet, and neophyte on the world of Albania, joined Section “D,” one of the forerunners of SOE in 1940.

			

			—

			Amery had held various positions in intelligence and staff circles since his recruitment by Sandy Glen in Belgrade. Despite his own Tory credentials, Amery had been an early proponent of backing both traditional royalist resistance forces and Communist Partisans throughout the Balkans, and he had a series of connections with the nationalist and royalist forces in Yugoslavia as well. At one point, he had been involved in a plot to assassinate Hitler via a terminally ill Macedonian terrorist named Vilmar; the man actually managed to get himself to what was essentially the right place in Vienna, but gave himself away the night before while drinking at a nightclub with too many pretty girls. Amery had spent time working with an intelligence network in the Middle East, and he had once been briefly detained by the Vichy French, who nearly turned him over to the Germans. While in Palestine, he helped make a few connections between colleagues who had been developing sabotage operations; one of the men whom Amery helped supply lost an eye in a successful raid. That man turned out to be Moshe Dayan, the future Chief of Staff of the IDF and later the Defense Minister of Israel.

			In 1941, Amery believed that it was crucial to get contacts into Yugoslavia; the British had been chased out by the German invasion there. His attempts to land a British liaison officer were stonewalled by bureaucratic infighting at the office. Amery felt no compunction about floating this idea to his Cabinet-sitting father, who mentioned it to Churchill, who mentioned it to the ultimate SOE boss. It was an efficacious process that was nevertheless unlikely to make him any friends below the Cabinet level. The idea was a good one, and with Churchill’s support, Amery’s program moved forward. He personally accompanied the submarine that delivered an SOE officer named Bill Hudson, along with three Yugoslavs, to the coast of Montenegro.

			Amery itched to get back into the Balkans himself in a more active capacity. In March 1943, before Smiley and McLean had left for Albania, one of Amery’s previous bosses had requested that Amery join his staff on a mission in Yugoslavia. Permission was denied.

			

			—

			Amery’s war had been complicated by early missteps resulting from the impolitic combination of a strong personality backed more by youthful confidence than by earned experience. His error was in having the temerity to be junior, bold, and correct all at once. While still working in Belgrade before the German invasion (at the time, for both Section D and the Foreign Office), Amery had accurately diagnosed the impending Nazi collaboration with the dynastic rulers of Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, and he had argued to the highest reaches of Section D for doing something about it. He then began making inquiries on the intelligence side himself. The traditionalist Foreign Office was not pleased to be proved wrong in its initial support for the crowned heads when the resistance showed itself to have the greater fighters. Nor could Foreign Office bigwigs forgive the fact that Amery had gone both behind their backs and above their heads to pursue his goals. Amery had, as one biographer put it, earned himself (albeit temporarily) a “black mark” from the powerful Foreign Office. Life at the staff office in Cairo, where he usually worked rather than in the more senior London office, was complicated as well.

			The role of the staff office is to not only give orders but also handle all the elements of a military operation that the men in the field can’t handle themselves. The staff office is like a quartermaster, politician, spymaster, and general all rolled into one. This is where the supplies (and for McLean’s team, gold sovereigns) are organized and from where they are delivered. It is where the military equivalent of human resources sits; where signals are decrypted and from where communications are sent; where intelligence is turned over, collated, investigated, and redistributed; where strategic (rather than tactical) decisions are made; and where junior officers toil and provide analysis to more senior officers, who make the decisions that have life-or-death consequences for the men serving in the field. Staff work is inglorious, but no unit can survive for long in the field, especially behind enemy lines, without a good staff office supplying it with materials and intelligence.

			SOE’s Cairo staff office, which handled missions in the Balkans, was not a good staff office. It was instead prone to a level of bureaucratic infighting that was borderline obscene. This was exacerbated by rivalries with the other offices with which they were meant to be working productively. The Foreign Office was jealous of any potential challenge to its imperial policy supremacy. The British Army’s General Headquarters Middle East was concerned about resources being diverted from the conventional war effort. There were personality and political conflicts between the office of SOE London (the more senior staff office, which oversaw all SOE missions) and that of SOE Cairo. As one staff officer later put it, “Nobody who did not experience it can possibly imagine the atmosphere of jealousy, suspicion, and intrigue” that percolated through the staff office in Cairo. There was also a Communist mole, unbeknownst to everyone but the man himself, with a straight line to the NKVD.

			The staff office was run by a man almost universally described as “formidable,” though a more candid description might have included “tyrannical.” His name was Cleveland Mervyn Keble, though with his squat, square frame and enormous head mounted on massive shoulders, the drawing-room names were a poor fit. Anyone who was allowed to address him by something other than his rank called him Bolo. (The women in the office, meanwhile, called him Tim—for “touch I must.”) He was, in the words of one of the officers who served in Crete, “a globe-shaped little militarist” who did “his best to conceal his natural and professional shortcomings by a show of bloodthirsty activity and total disregard for agents in the field.”

			Keble had come to SOE Cairo through that most insalubrious of channels: getting kicked upstairs. In December 1941, Keble was the assistant to the head of military intelligence in the Middle East. One of the tasks of his office was to study the matériel and armor (specifically, tanks) available to the German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, dubbed the Desert Fox, as he attempted to break the British lines.

			Keble had access to not only the Top Secret ULTRA decrypts of German signals from Bletchley Park but also some of the finest human intelligence available from the LRDG’s Road Watch. Now reports from the Road Watch were coming in, informing Keble that there were twenty-two new Mark III and IV tanks rolling into Cyrenaica (modern-day Libya). This information was backed up by the brigadier commanding the 4th Indian Division.

			For some reason, Keble denied it. Insisting that the Germans did not control shipping capable of unloading such heavy tanks, he convinced his boss that both the LRDG and the brigadier were seeing things. The ship that had delivered the tanks, the Ankara, had originally been designed to transport locomotives to South America. She was built to unload items even heavier than tanks, and she did.

			Rommel used those tanks to break through the British lines in Cyrenaica, in a prelude to his storming march across the desert, which very nearly ended with the capture of Cairo. The British managed to hold the line only at El Alamein.

			Keble’s boss was sacked not long thereafter. Unable to axe Keble outright, the higher powers still felt the need to find another place to park him. Traditional military types looked down on SOE at the time; to the generals, it seemed a good place of banishment for Keble. He arrived at SOE Cairo’s staff office in the summer of 1942, elevated to brigadier.

			The inauspicious beginning never mellowed into a functional reign. It is unclear if Keble’s behavior was driven by an attempt to rehabilitate himself or by the same blind assumption of his own superiority that drove him to discount the eyewitness reports regarding two easily identifiable German tank models. Most likely, Keble was the kind of underperformer who is just intelligent and self-aware enough to realize that he doesn’t stack up, and narcissistic enough to insist that he deserves better anyway. He was belligerent, unable to take criticism, single-minded to a fault, and hypocritical when he wasn’t also being underhanded.

			The trumped-up brigadier saw in SOE an opportunity to make his star shine: he would discover a new place and means of breakthrough, a trick to win the war. Keble thought he saw this in, of all places, Yugoslavia, Albania’s eastern neighbor. Keble had retained his Top Secret ULTRA access, and he heard about a group of Communist Partisans led by Tito, the Stalin-backed operative. Tito, in turn, was backing Enver Hoxha, McLean’s contact in Albania.

			Keble staked his ambitions on Tito, who he hoped could tie down German divisions. It might have worked, with good judgment and good information. What Keble had instead was a Communist mole in the form of a trumped-up, drafted private turned accidental officer, a man just shy of thirty who already had an NKVD code name (Mayor), something usually bestowed upon foreign agents. Keble thought him smart, deferential, and hardworking, and saw him as a valued ally as he set about burnishing his own tarnished résumé. The officer’s name was James Klugmann.

			Klugmann was a repressed homosexual and an atheist Jew in an era when casual anti semitism was not only acceptable but also, to a certain extent, socially fashionable (and when same-sex activity was technically illegal). He
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ARABIA AND THE GULF STATES, 1955-1970
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