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Author’s Note

In Eddie Chapman’s recollections – not to mention various MI5 and official government reports – many of the names of principal characters who appear in this book are spelled differently and inconsistently. There are notable discrepancies between Eddie’s account and those of both his pre-war cronies and, particularly, his German colleagues from the war years. Moreover, many German intelligence officers used false names, though Eddie usually found out what their real ones were. Some he only knew phonetically. His wartime controller, von Gröning, for example, is referred to as Von Grunen; in some MI5 reports he is also known as ‘Graumann’, his ‘spy name’ (the name which Eddie also used to hide the fact he was British). To avoid confusion, I have changed all names in the narrative to be internally consistent. For the same reason, the Secret Intelligence Service – the British secret service – is referred to by its ‘other name’ of MI6.
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PROLOGUE
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An Airman with a Suicide Pill

A GHOSTLY DARKNESS extended far across the fenlands of Cambridgeshire in the early hours of a surprisingly clement December morning. It was the week before Christmas 1942 and high above the cathedral city of Ely the familiar, though increasingly rare sound of German aircraft grew ever louder. Within moments, air raid sirens sounded. A handful of Junkers bombers had flown in over the Wash and were now heading towards Cambridge and the many factories surrounding its outskirts. A farmer and his wife were among the handful of people woken just before 2 a.m. They soon heard the stream of German aircraft heading off into the night, accompanied by the more distant sound of the ack-ack guns protecting Cambridge. Apes Hill Farm, two miles north of Littleport, would not be bombed, at least not tonight.

Mrs Martha Convine, the farmer’s wife, remained awake when she heard – or thought she heard – the characteristic buzzing of a single aircraft which seemed to be flying in great circles over the farm. By the time the all clear sounded a few minutes later, it had gone. She turned over and tried to get back to sleep. Within the hour, there was frantic knocking at the front door. Martha Convine was marginally quicker out of bed than her husband. In the darkness she could make out the silhouette of a tall man standing in the doorway.

‘Who is it?’ she shouted through the glass.

‘A British airman,’ came the reply. ‘I’ve had an accident.’

The voice was pleasant and reassuringly English. Mrs Convine opened the door and let the visitor in as her husband lit a lamp in the hallway. She was greeted by a rake-thin apparition, an affable character with a pencil-thin moustache and an infectious grin. To her horror, he was soaked in blood. This airman, whoever he was, also appeared to be extremely wet, looking more than a little sheepish in his sports coat and flannels. He said he had come down to earth by parachute.

‘I need to speak to the police at once,’ he implored.

Mrs Convine showed him into the lounge where, out of earshot, he used the telephone. It was only then, as she went to make a pot of tea, that the farmer’s wife sensed something wasn’t quite right. For a start, the man was very, very wet, as though he had been roaming around the ploughed fields for the best part of the evening. He was also clutching a large, unmarked canvas bag as though it was some sort of comforter. When she returned with the tea tray she noticed he had removed a package and left it on the chair. The visitor told her the police were on their way. She handed him a towel to help clean himself up.

Even though it was now just after three o’clock in the morning, the Convines chatted to the visitor and drank their tea. When the stranger referred to an experimental plane he had been piloting, Mrs Convine was puzzled.

‘Where is this plane?’ she asked.

‘Across the fields.’

There was an ominous silence.

‘I thought I heard a Jerry.’

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘That would be a cover plane for ours.’

Mrs Convine was now certain that – although very polite and obviously English – there was something not quite right about the stranger. He bore no signs of a Royal Air Force uniform nor, for that matter, flight overalls or any military insignia. He had made no attempt to contact any of the nearby air bases. A few minutes later, a couple of sergeants from nearby Littleport police station arrived on bicycles. George Convine was also a special constable and he knew them reasonably well. He showed them into the lounge where the visitor was chattering away nineteen to the dozen. Before they could ask him any questions, the man smiled and leaned forward.

‘I expect the first thing you want is this.’

From inside his jacket, he handed over an automatic pistol.

‘I want to get in touch with the British Secret Service,’ he added.

He opened the oblong-shaped package and one of the sergeants went over to inspect it. It contained a radio transmitter, some obviously foreign chocolate and a few shirts.

‘Do you have any money?’ the sergeant asked.

The man leaned over again and from between his shoulders removed another small package that had been taped to his back. ‘Only to be opened by your secret services,’ he added mysteriously. ‘It will have an interesting story to tell.’ (Indeed, it did, containing a number of large denomination notes, nearly £1,000 – a tidy sum in 1942.)

The other policeman asked if he could frisk the visitor, who agreed and stood up. Nothing untoward happened until the sergeant came across a small brown pill hidden inside his trouser turn-up. ‘A suicide pill,’ the visitor explained helpfully.

*  *  *

So began the extraordinary odyssey of a suspected enemy agent whom the British authorities quickly took into custody. Given the codename Zigzag, his real name was Arnold Edward Chapman. Without a doubt he was the most remarkable spy of the Second World War. Even by the standards of the fantasists, putative playboys and incompetents who tried to spy against the Allies during that war, Eddie Chapman was unique. An ex-guardsman, a fiercely proud Geordie and, at various times, a petty criminal, a film extra, a wrestler, a self-confessed habitué of the Soho nightlife – indeed, later a nightclub owner – he had already achieved notoriety before the war as a safebreaker. Serving time in a Jersey jail when the Germans invaded, Eddie had offered to work for the enemy as a saboteur and spy. His offer had been received with alacrity.

As a result, Eddie Chapman became the only British national ever to be awarded an Iron Cross for his spying for the Third Reich. He was also the only German spy ever to parachute into Britain twice.

For the moment, on the morning of Thursday, 16 December 1942, the British security authorities had only a dim appreciation of who he was and what he was up to. Thanks to the reading of the German Enigma codes, a British-born parachutist who had some connection with Jersey had been expected for the best part of the month. His arrival would set alarm bells ringing throughout the corridors of power. Just whose side was Eddie Chapman on? Despite a later, unprompted declaration of unswerving loyalty to King and Crown, the British secret services were never certain whether to believe him or not. The stakes were very high. If he didn’t pass muster, Eddie could be executed for having willingly collaborated with the enemy. And, as he was well aware, if he didn’t make radio contact with his German controllers soon, he would risk losing his way back.

Nothing was ever quite what it seemed in this story, for Eddie Chapman was the most unlikely – and contradictory – of heroes. The man himself was not above playing off one side against the other, and, at times, deliberately pulling the leg of his more credulous chroniclers. In the years since the war, a one-dimensional portrait of Eddie Chapman has emerged: a womaniser, addicted to cheap thrills and criminal heists, fast cars and loud suits. In reality, Eddie had too much style, charm and intelligence to be a common criminal. No single label could ever describe him adequately, though many tried. Traitor? Rogue? Hero? The truth was that Eddie Chapman was one of the most astute people who ever came into contact with the intelligence world. He was always one step ahead of his captors; in war, as in peacetime, his own instinct for survival came top of the list.

*  *  *

When Eddie Chapman fell from the skies over Cambridgeshire in 1942, his life to date had been no less turbulent than his parachute descent to the ground. The codename Zigzag had been appropriated as MI5 thought it best described the vicissitudes of fate which had propelled him here. His fortunes and misfortunes go some way to explaining his actions and unusual view of the world. Eddie’s first twenty-eight years represented a textbook case of a life that had gone wrong after much initial promise. As to why he went off the rails, his widow, Betty, says her husband attracted trouble like a magnet. ‘Whenever anything went wrong, it was always Eddie they picked on,’ Betty Chapman says. ‘As though he was responsible for everything.’

Eddie was a generous, kind-hearted child who was proud of his roots and who, for the remainder of his life, was something of a hero for his fellow Wearsiders. When he was fifteen, he had rescued a drowning man off Roker and was awarded a certificate from the Humane Society. (At the start of the new millennium, his local paper – Sunderland Today – canvassed its readers for their greatest local heroes. Eddie was up there with Bryan Ferry, the Venerable Bede, BBC reporter Kate Adie and the inventor Sir Joseph Swan.)

It was the death of Eddie’s mother in the mid-1930s that had propelled him towards criminality, the only way he could survive after being forced to leave the Coldstream Guards. He quickly became a part of the glamorous and shady underworld of Soho in the 1930s. Eddie knew – or claimed to his MI5 interrogators that he did – Marlene Dietrich, Ivor Novello, Noël Coward and many celebrities of stage and screen. In later years, when people wanted to film his exploits, he mixed with Alfred Hitchcock, Cary Grant, Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor.

‘Eddie wasn’t that bothered about “names”,’ says Betty Chapman. ‘He was as comfortable with the baron as the bellboy.’ (His German handler was indeed a genuine baron.)

But it was as a safebreaker that Eddie Chapman had attained notoriety. Some of his exploits had made the front pages of the Police Gazette and, at one time or other, most of the newspapers. The British security establishment couldn’t reconcile these exploits with the breezy fellow now in their custody. He was one of the most naturally charming people they had ever encountered.

There was something about Eddie that was irresistible. His charisma and sense of humour attracted people from all walks of life. ‘One thing you’ll find is that very few people had a wrong word to say about him,’ says his widow. ‘Most of his friends knew that he was a crook,’ one MI5 handler was to report, ‘but nevertheless they liked him for his manner and his personality.’ Tall, thin, broad-shouldered and watchfully assessing the world with a faintly humorous disdain, Eddie was not just the archetypal lovable rogue. Highly intelligent and a shrewd judge of character, he was a self-contained loner with a complete disregard for the petty restrictions of polite society.

‘He has no scruples and will stop at nothing,’ one MI5 report sniffily concluded. ‘He plays for high stakes and would have the world know it.’

Because of the class prejudices of the time, the men from intelligence painted him in the worst possible light: ‘reckless’, ‘a terrific chancer’, ‘a bit of a rogue’, ‘a cheerful ne’er-do-well’, ‘surprisingly sentimental’ – these were some of the descriptions recorded by security officers after his incarceration in a holding centre for suspected saboteurs and spies. But there was always a grudging respect afforded him for, as one MI5 man remarked with crisp understatement, ‘he loved an exciting life’.

Many in British Intelligence then – and in the years after the war – tried to portray him as little more than a common thief. ‘Eddie was actually very highly educated and had a genius brain,’ says one of his post-war friends, Lillian Verner Bonds. ‘The intelligence people used him. They needed him, but they seemed to resent that need. If they could put him down, they would.’

This book will show the shameful way in which British Intelligence treated Eddie – both then, and in the years after the war. ‘They wanted to continue to use him when it suited them,’ Betty Chapman says. Immediately after the fighting, MI5 asked Eddie to lift some important papers from the Polish Embassy in London by blowing its safe. According to his friends, Eddie did so. Turning a blind eye to what was being done in their name, the authorities let him and his associates block off the traffic in Belgrave Square outside the embassy.

‘The moment Eddie did anything they didn’t like, they thought something up about him,’ Betty Chapman says of his intelligence handlers. ‘They were really wicked to him. They never at any time recognised him as doing anything worthwhile.’

They spread the false rumour that he had slept with young girls to give them venereal diseases, and portrayed him as an unprincipled blackmailer. Even today, living in retirement, Betty, a spirited and alert woman of ninety, looks skyward when confronted with some of the more lurid claims in recently declassified official reports. ‘When people say “and this happened and then this”,’ she laments, ‘I say … “Don’t tell me, I was there.” ’

Eddie was never acknowledged for his bravery, nor did he even receive a pension from the country for which he fought. Awarded an Iron Cross by the Germans, he never received any medals from the country of his birth. The human cost was great, for his health suffered for many years after the war.

With so colourful a character, perhaps it was inevitable that myths accumulated around him. Although Eddie was not above elaborating or allowing others to elaborate on his behalf, the truth was that he was far from being a ‘master safebreaker’. It is clear he was simply drawn to adventure. Unlike his father and brother who were engineers of some note, Eddie was mechanically inept. ‘He couldn’t open the door if he got locked out,’ Betty Chapman recalls.

Yet Eddie Chapman was undoubtedly one of the bravest men who fought in the war. He spent nearly three years behind enemy lines where just one mistake could have led to his arrest and execution. For unlike other double agents pitted against the Germans, Eddie worked from inside Occupied Europe. There was no chance he could be rescued or disappear into a safe house in neutral territory. Betty Chapman takes the long view of her husband’s significance. ‘Thousands and thousands of people gave their lives for this country. Eddie happened to be in the right place, at the right time, in a position to help, and had the guts to do what he had to.’ This book aims to demolish the myths and tell the complete story of Eddie’s wartime adventures, many details of which have never been told before or for which evidence has been fabricated.

‘A lot of stuff was cooked up about Eddie,’ Betty reflects. ‘The more they upset him, the more he got bolshie with them and he’d say “Get lost”.’

Using recently released archive material, Eddie’s own letters and reminiscences, as well as first-time interviews with surviving family members and friends, this biography shows how the currents of history swept Eddie along and how – unwillingly at times, unwittingly at others – he had little choice but to take his place in the great game of wartime espionage.

‘The story of many a spy is commonplace and drab. It would not pass muster in fiction,’ wrote one MI5 officer when trying, almost disbelievingly, to chronicle some of Eddie’s wartime escapades. ‘The story of Chapman, the spy of the German secret service [is] different. In fiction it would be rejected as improbable.’ And though some of Eddie’s claims – of escaping from an MI5 safe house while under guard, meeting Churchill at Chequers, sneaking undetected into the Paris headquarters of German Intelligence – may seem exaggerated, they are certainly in character. ‘With Eddie,’ his brother says, ‘anything was possible.’

As Betty Chapman concludes, reflecting on the events which propelled her husband into the secret war, ‘It’s hard to believe they’re true but they really are.’
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