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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON SOE

Churchill’s Special Operations Executive was an entirely new departure in warfare. On 16 July 1940, Churchill gave Hugh Dalton, Minister of Economic Warfare, the task of shaping the new organization, exhorting him to ‘set Europe ablaze’. In The Fateful Years Dalton explains SOE’s purpose ‘was to co-ordinate all action by way of subversion and sabotage against the enemy overseas’. SOE, initially known as SO2, was to absorb the D section set up within the Secret Intelligence Service in April 1938

but would be on a much greater scale, with wider scope and largely manned by new personnel. It would be a secret or underground organisation. There would be no public announcement of my new responsibility, and knowledge of the activities would be kept within a very restricted circle. As to its scope, ‘sabotage’ was a simple idea. It meant smashing things up. ‘Subversion’ was a more complex conception. It meant the weakening, by whatever ‘covert’ means, of the enemy’s will and power to make war, and the strengthening of the will and power of his opponents, including in particular, guerrilla and resistance movements.

SOE started in offices in Caxton Street near Victoria Street but soon moved to Sherlock Holmes territory in Baker Street, taking over the offices of Marks and Spencers and steadily expanding to occupy six large buildings in the vicinity under the cover name of the Inter-Services Research Bureau. SOE set up an extensive system of training schools, many in requisitioned country houses, as well as a series of deer-stalking lodges in the Western Highlands used for paramilitary training. SOE established a series of country sections for most European countries – Maurice Buckmaster was appointed to the F (French) Section in 1941, this was distinct from De Gaulle’s parallel RF Section. DF Section organised SOE’s escape lines.

Brigadier Colin Gubbins took over as head of SOE from Sir Charles Hambro in 1943. As the war spread across the globe, overseas headquarters were set up in Cairo and then Algiers, in India, Ceylon and Australia with a large number of sub-missions in other countries, particularly neutral ones. At its peak some 10,000 men and 3,000 women were working in SOE offices and missions, helping an estimated two to three million active resisters in Europe alone. In 1942, an American counterpart to SOE, the OSS, or Office of Strategic Services, was set up under ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan, who had many friends in SOE’s top echelons. After the war, OSS developed into the CIA while Baker Street was closed down, and a few of its functions were absorbed within the Secret Intelligence Service.

In France, SOE operated a series of networks known as Circuits, usually consisting of an organiser, radio operator and courier (and sometimes a weapons instructor or sabotage specialist). At the time of D-Day, special Jedburgh teams were dropped behind enemy lines in France, consisting of teams of three officers, usually one American, one British and one French, to help train resistance groups, organise arms drops and provide radio links with Allied command.


INTRODUCTION

For years the French Foreign Legion provided an unending supply of stories of unusual, remarkable men determined to prove themselves by enlisting for service in exotic, dangerous places. Now, with every year that passes, Britain’s wartime Special Operations Executive is emerging as an equally rich source of thrilling exploits. Although it existed for only five years, SOE, like the Foreign Legion, was an international force, filled with heroic personalities, some flamboyant, others diffident and retiring. Yet virtually all were determined to find a means of making their own personal contribution to the war effort – rebelling against the tedium and regimentation of military life and longing for adventure.

My interest in SOE was prompted by my stepfather, George Binney (whose name I bear), who carried off one of SOE’s great early coups by bringing out five unarmed merchantmen through the German blockade of the Skagerrak, laden with a whole year’s supply of ball bearings urgently needed for aircraft and tank production. He would tell the story to a hushed audience over the dinner table, blowing impressive smoke rings from his cigar.

SOE was separate from the existing Secret Intelligence Service, which included MI5 and MI6, and charged not with intelligence-gathering but with sparking resistance and carrying out operations in enemy-occupied territory – ranging from sabotage to attacks on enemy installations and personnel. It also provided an alternative to blanket bombing raids and a means of putting key industrial targets out of action without heavy civilian casualties.

SOE has the added fascination of being one of the few secret services for which a substantial archive is available. Its agents are not figures in the shadows, but distinct personalities whose family background, education and peacetime occupations and pursuits are known. There are war diaries and mission reports, files of different country sections containing details of operations, policy documents and correspondence with ministers – all once top secret material. In addition, as SOE was wound up in 1945 many SOE agents decided to write their stories.

Now some ten thousand personal files of SOE agents have begun to be opened at the Public Record Office. Often these include the agents’ training reports and character assessments, their mission instructions, details of their cover stories, telegrams to and from the field, and the agents’ own end-of-mission reports and debriefing summary.

From this emerges an astonishing saga of individual heroism, initiative, cunning and resourcefulness. There are stories of survival and endurance, both against the elements and against betrayal, imprisonment and torture. Here too are escape dramas as astonishing as many of the long-famous break-outs from prisoner of war camps.

SOE was also a vital means of showing that Britain and its allies could hit back successfully at German (and later Japanese) military might, which had subjugated whole continents. Much has been made of SOE disasters, for example of the Englandspiel in Holland, by which the Germans arrested incoming agents as they landed and then used their radios to ask for arms drops. Equally the astonishing story of the attack on the heavy water plant in Norway which destroyed German nuclear hopes has been told many times. But there are many other extraordinary operations, such as the virtually bloodless liberation of the island of Madagascar, made possible by the courage and initiative of a single SOE agent and his wife.

SOE was a school of talent in which people of all ages could flourish. The young and audacious could rise rapidly to positions of command over hundreds, occasionally thousands, of Maquis and partisans. Talented people, too old at forty to enlist for active military service, could pit themselves against the enemy, working in the most dangerous circumstances in occupied countries, liable to discovery and arrest at any time of day or night. SOE was an international band – with recruits ranging from career British officers sent to arm and guide the partisans in the Balkans to people with no previous military experience, and even former conscientious objectors.

SOE could be described as the first genuinely pan-European fighting force, encompassing French, Dutch and Belgians, Spanish Republicans and Italian partisans, Scandinavians and recruits from every country in the Balkans – even Germans and Austrians. It was the more cosmopolitan for the fact that the first requirement for many destinations was fluency in at least one language other than English. Many of those enlisted held dual or even foreign nationality. As SOE expanded to cover the globe, recruits came not only from all over Europe, the Empire and the Dominions but from virtually every country where SOE was involved in fighting the Axis, notably in the Far East.

The courage and resilience of SOE agents and operatives are reflected in the remarkable number of awards given for both gallantry and conspicuous service. This included several George Crosses, George Medals, knighthoods, and an impressive number of DSOs. Amedée Maingard received his at the age of twenty-six.

DSOs were given to personnel who had shown a high degree of leadership and capability in planning operations, and also to junior officers who had shown sustained courage in the field. An impressive number of agents were also awarded Military Crosses. Bravery was also rewarded by the OBE and MBE (Military) – equivalent to the Queen’s Gallantry Medal and the Queen’s Commendation for Brave Conduct today.

The gap between courage and foolhardiness can be very narrow. Gus March-Phillips, leader of a dashing series of commando raids across the Channel, was gunned down on a reconnaissance raid on a Normandy beach which led to the death or capture of all his comrades. Agents needed self-confidence to survive. To be effective they had to take risks. Inevitably they also made mistakes. The most successful agents had a lucky streak. Some also had a sixth sense which alerted them to a trap or imminent arrest.

Again and again the importance of SOE’s well-planned training comes through, particularly in terms of priming agents on how to maintain a cover story under duress. Preparation for vicious beatings and torture was more difficult. Denis Rake endured using the simple technique of counting, which he had been taught at the Beaulieu finishing school.

SOE’s training officers included some remarkable characters, two of the best known being Gavin Maxwell, the author of Ring of Bright Water, and the notorious Russian spy Kim Philby. The most remarkable – and influential – of all was Eric ‘Bill’ Sykes, expert in unarmed combat and silent killing and able to draw and fire a handgun in a third of a second.

Quite apart from the bravery of the agents, courage of an equal order was required by the local people who helped them. While the agents worked under aliases and their families were usually (relatively) safe at home in Britain or other free countries, their local helpers often lived in their own homes with their families around them. If they were caught, wives, parents, sons and daughters were liable to arrest and beatings – even torture, deportation and imprisonment in concentration camps from which many never returned.

Some of SOE’s greatest coups, such as Operation Postmaster, had the advantage of total surprise. Others, though mounted against well-guarded factories and plant, still took the enemy unawares. But sometimes the mission was considered so important that, even though the odds bordered on the suicidal, the operation went ahead. In Operation Performance, merchant ships loaded with vital cargoes of ball bearings were escorted out of Göteborg harbour by the Swedish navy to confront waiting German guns, with gathering fog as their only protection.
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