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Prologue

Cairo, 1 July 1942

The smell of burning paper was everywhere. Smoke hung in low clouds over the Nile, drifting there from the chic quarter of the city where the British government and military had made their home. In the grounds of the embassy and General Headquarters, diplomats and soldiers shovelled files onto bonfires, while gardeners poked the pyres with rakes to feed the flames. Now and then a document would get caught in a draught and fly up, intact, with the smoke, out over the walls and into the streets beyond, still clearly displaying whatever secrets its owners had hoped to destroy.

From the buildings moved a steady stream of men and women carrying trays and bags of papers to be burned, the smoke stinging their eyes and getting into their hair and clothes, which already stank of sweat from the heat of an Egyptian afternoon in high summer. They made the occasional joke, affecting unconcern, but there was no disguising the seriousness of their purpose, for there was much to do and no one knew how much time they had to do it.

In the streets beyond, there were queues outside banks and crowds inside, as people fought to get their money out. It was the same at the railway station, where they were trying to get themselves or their families out. Some wanted to get their affairs in order first, hoping to sell their businesses or their homes for whatever cash they could raise. Others, including those who had arrived recently in the city as refugees, knew that the most important thing about escaping an advancing army is to flee while you can. People piled into cars, tying mattresses onto the roofs in the desperate hope they would provide some protection from falling debris.

This was panic. Rommel was coming.

For two years the Allied and Axis armies had been chasing each other back and forth across the deserts of North Africa. At times, each side had seemed on the point of victory, only to have it snatched away. Now, though, the result seemed certain. The maverick German commander had swept past the forces that were supposed to stop him, seized the port of Tobruk and rolled over the Egyptian border.

By now, Rommel had become an almost mythic figure to the troops of both sides: fearless, a master tactician, unstoppable, unbeatable, everywhere at once and apparently better informed about his opponents than their own commanders. The Allies had no one to match him, and they knew it.

And he was only hours away. Between him and the city exhausted soldiers gathered from across the British Empire were dug into the sand, preparing to make a final desperate stand in the desert, far from their homes. But what chance did they have of holding him back when their better-prepared and better-equipped comrades had already failed?

Back in Cairo, in a courtyard behind a block of flats a little way away from the embassy, a small team of men and women were holding their own bonfire of paperwork. Overseeing them, telling them which files to keep and which to burn, was a small man in his early forties with a smooth oval face, a high forehead, and a pipe clamped between his teeth.

While others were falling apart, this chap – the shoulders on his uniform revealed him to be a colonel – was calm. They were preparing to flee, but he was getting ready to stay. Destruction of records was only one of the things on his mind. In his office inside, there were maps spread on his desk, and as a motley collection of figures made their way in and out, he took reports, gave orders and made offers. He was blinking incessantly, but not from the smoke or nerves, that was just his way. He was currently conducting simultaneous negotiations with both the police and the local crime syndicates. He had people out in the city organising disguises and hideouts. If the Germans were going to occupy Egypt, he was going to make their lives hell.

There are people who only become their full selves in war, when the normal rules of civilised life are suspended. Some simply relish the chance to kill. But for others war offers the opportunity to become a sort of respectable scoundrel, doing things no gentleman would usually consider, but with official approval. A pirate, if you like, in the service of your country. Dudley Clarke was one of those men.

All around him was chaos, and he was having the time of his life.

If you had asked a British officer in Cairo in 1942 to point Colonel Clarke out to you in the bar of Shepheard’s, the hotel that was one of the hubs of life for Cairo’s military smart set, they would have been able to. He was a well-known figure in the city’s wartime society, always ready with a cocktail and a story. But if you’d asked what it was that he did, you would have had less success. Those who knew didn’t tell, and almost no one really did know. It was something hush-hush, working for the commander-in-chief.

The mystery persisted for the rest of his life. When Clarke died in 1974, The Times carried a two-paragraph obituary, describing him as ‘a soldier of originality and independence’, but not explaining how these qualities had manifested themselves, or what part he had played in the world war in which he rose to the rank of brigadier.

Neither does Clarke appear much in histories of the war, even those dealing with campaigns and operations with which he was intimately involved. When he does, it is generally a passing reference. He sometimes pops up in memoirs, in the background in some scene of great moment, but even then the authors often seem faintly baffled about his presence.

He enjoyed a brief moment of celebrity in 2013, when files were released dealing with his 1941 arrest in Madrid – an episode that might have cost him his career – but those reports too were vague about what his job had actually been. He had another sudden moment of prominence at the end of 2022, when he was portrayed by Dominic West as a louche spy in a Chanel dress in the BBC drama SAS: Rogue Heroes. Though the series is based in fact, it largely fictionalised Clarke. That’s fair enough: he was a man to whom stories attached themselves.

But if Clarke was obscure, his commanders had a keen sense of his value. ‘He is irreplaceable,’ wrote General Harold Alexander, then commanding Allied forces in North Africa, in 1943. ‘His mental ingenuity, balance, foresight, tact, character and remarkable personality have achieved results which have contributed more to the successful operations in the Middle East than probably any other officer of his rank.’

Others agreed. ‘By his outstanding intelligence, professional skill, energy and grasp of the many complex problems he has dealt with he has contributed in an unusual degree to the success of Allied campaigns,’ read a citation for the US Legion of Merit signed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

What was that work? The short answer is ‘deception’. But that is a little like saying that Robert Oppenheimer worked on bombing. Throughout history, military commanders have sought to mislead their opponents. Dudley Clarke set out to do it on a scale no one had imagined before. Even afterwards, almost no one understood the scale of his achievement.

Clarke thought of himself as developing a new kind of weapon. It was a weapon that helped to deliver victory but it also saved lives, hundreds of thousands of them.

Most unusually for a weapon, it saved the lives of enemy soldiers as well. There are many Germans alive today whose grandfathers owed their survival of the war to this eccentric English soldier.

The success of this weapon depended on secrecy. Very few people knew what Clarke was up to. Even the commanders who were cleared to know about his work struggled to understand it. After the war, he was forbidden from talking about it. Others took credit instead, with stories that were at best exaggerated, and often fictitious.

In recent decades, the opening up of secret wartime files has revealed the scale of the Allied deception operations ahead of D-Day, and the use of double agents to plant false information in Berlin. What has generally been missed is that there was nothing done in London in 1944 that hadn’t been done first in Cairo by 1942. The men who worked on the Normandy landings were Clarke’s disciples, trained by him and using techniques he had invented, tested and refined.

This is the story of how Clarke conceived and built his weapon. Its sources include Clarke’s private papers and those of some of his colleagues, but the main one is the files of his team, now open at Britain’s National Archives in Kew.

There is no shortage of documentation around Clarke. His own writings include two volumes of personal memoirs, a history and a novel. His papers contain letters and diaries. All these words reveal him to be an entertaining writer who knew how to tell a tale, but also one practised at deflecting unwanted attention and directing the audience’s eyes elsewhere. Of one of the most critical moments of his own war, he wrote not a word that I can find. He is an easy man to like but, at the deepest level, a difficult man to know.

And so there are parts of Clarke’s story that remain mysterious, hidden even from those closest to him. But it is a good story. Clarke loved good stories.
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Setting the Stage

1500 BC–December 1940

All warfare is based on deception. When able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.

Sun Tzu


Chapter 1

A year and a half before the panic of 1942, a 31-year-old captain named Tony Simonds was sitting at his desk in General Headquarters in Cairo, bored out of his mind.

It was December 1940, the end of a year that had seen the map of Europe transformed. Poland, Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium and half of France were now occupied by the Nazis. The rest of France was a satellite state, run from Vichy. The Royal Air Force and Royal Navy had stopped the Germans at the Channel, but Britain’s army had retreated in disarray first from Norway and then from the continent.

All that had happened thousands of miles away from where Simonds sat. As far as he was concerned, the war was offering depressingly little excitement.

It wasn’t that he disliked his job. He’d seen enough of the army over the past nine years to know that military intelligence was a lot more his line than parade grounds and kit inspections. And he enjoyed being stationed in Egypt. There was none of the rationing or blackouts or bombing that were making life in Britain so miserable. Here there was still the feeling of colonial life in the great days of the empire: watching polo matches, lounging by swimming pools, drinking sundowners at the Continental Hotel, lusting after the belly dancers in Madame Badia’s Cabaret, and after that, well, Cairo was a city ready to cater for every appetite. You had to put up with heat and dust and stink and flies and disease, but it was also a place of adventure with a sense that anything was possible.

That sense was suspended when Simonds sat down at his desk each day. He was supposed to be in charge of compiling reports into the Italian military’s technical capabilities, but the work didn’t thrill him. So when his colonel announced he had an errand for him, he was grateful for the chance to escape the office.

He was even happier when he heard what the job was. He was to go and collect Dudley Clarke from the airport. If that made it sound routine, the next sentence hinted that it wouldn’t be. He was to wear civilian clothes and, whatever Clarke looked like, he was to maintain his composure and make no comment. Simonds smiled to himself. That sounded about right.

Even in 1940, Clarke was a sort of secret legend. He wasn’t famous, but those who knew him swapped tales of his adventures. Simonds had worked alongside him in Palestine before the war, and was in awe of the unconventional way in which he approached military life. If Clarke was coming to Egypt, then adventures would not be far behind.

Nor would surprises. As he watched the passengers step from the flying boat, Simonds understood why he’d been warned to stay unruffled. There was his friend’s trim figure. Clarke could often pass unnoticed – he seemed, one fan said, to have a gift for appearing in rooms without anyone seeing him come in – but no one was going to miss him today. He was dressed as an Englishman’s idea of the worst kind of American: loud check plus-fours with matching stockings, a bright cloth cap and sunglasses. He marched up to Simonds and introduced himself, in an atrocious American accent, as ‘Wrangel Clarke, journalist’. It was all that the younger man could do to keep a straight face.

Clarke never explained what all this had been in aid of. When Simonds told the story later, he would say that the cover of a neutral journalist – America had yet to enter the war – had enabled Clarke to travel through occupied Europe as a spy, but it’s not clear whether his friend had actually told him that. Clarke certainly hadn’t come by that route.

In reality, it was probably a joke. Clarke enjoyed jokes. He enjoyed play-acting and dressing up, too. It was, ultimately, a bit of an odd thing to do. But then, Dudley Wrangel Clarke was a bit of an odd chap.

He had been born in Johannesburg in 1899, in the run-up to another conflict, the Boer War. He was the eldest son of a Yorkshireman, Ernest, who had moved to South Africa in search of adventure, taken part in a failed coup, got into gold-mining, and married. After the war ended, he took his young family back to Britain and settled in the Home Counties.

Ernest had done well in business: he had a shrewd eye for an opportunity, claiming that he paid for his first house with money he won on the journey back to England when he learned the ship had stopped during the night, allowing him to place a large bet in the daily passengers’ contest to guess how far the boat had travelled. He was an affectionate, generous father, who had got into scrapes as a young man and tended to see the funny side when his children did the same. And having succeeded himself, he set his sons up to do even better, sending them to Charterhouse, one of England’s great public schools, where young gentlemen were prepared for the future that was expected of them. Charterhouse men entered parliament, ran colonies, became bishops or generals.

Dudley was never likely to become a bishop, and he had already been thinking about the Army when the course of his life was set in the summer of 1914. Fifteen years old, he was on a summer camp with his school’s Officer Training Corps. The professional soldiers looking after them rapidly began to disappear, and on the day that the Great War was declared, the boys were ordered to break camp and head home.

War was, to schoolboys raised on tales of empire and conquest, an exciting adventure. Older boys joined up. As for the rest of them, Clarke recalled, ‘all we could do was wait to grow old enough to join the Army.’ Dudley had never been a great academic, and now books held no interest for him at all.

In time, he would come to see the tragedy of the teenage thirst for military glory. Of the five boys he shared a tent with on that 1914 camp, two were dead within a year. Clarke estimated that a quarter of the 550 boys who had been at Charterhouse when he arrived in 1912 were killed by the end of the decade.

But in 1915, he was desperate to get into the fight. He tried to join the navy as a midshipman, but was refused. Finally, at the end of the year, he turned sixteen and a half, old enough to sit the entrance exam for army officers. He passed, but his score was too low to get him into the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. He greeted it as a welcome miracle when, a week later, he was told there would be room for him after all. Only later would he realise that the War Ministry’s decision to expand its recruitment of young officers reflected the weight of losses at the front.

The Woolwich academy had its share of eccentricities: four-course formal dinners each evening, and dancing lessons for which cadets with ‘roughly the right physique’ were expected to don skirts. Clarke enjoyed it. But at the end of his six months training, Clarke’s hopes of getting into combat were thwarted once again. There was a strict rule against sending anyone under the age of nineteen into action. Instead, he was commissioned as a second lieutenant, and posted to Brighton.

For Clarke, 1917 and 1918 were spent trying, and failing, to enter the war. He begged his father, who was running ambulances for the British Red Cross, to use his contacts to get him a place at the front. But Ernest, who must have had a good sense of what was happening in France, would have been forgiven for not trying very hard. Though Dudley didn’t know it, his father had been behind his rejection from the navy.

Determined to make it by hook or crook, Dudley even found his way onto a troop ship to France, and tried to bluff his way to the front, before being sent, gently, back home to England. Hearing that the Royal Flying Corps wanted artillery officers, he applied to become a pilot. He was accepted, but ended up being sent to Egypt to learn to fly. There, in 1918, standing at the edge of a desert airfield, he realised that the fighting was going to end before he had a chance to join in, and wept. He spent Armistice Day in Cairo, struggling to celebrate the end of a war that, for him, had never really begun.

His father, though, urged him not to quit the army. There weren’t enough jobs for the men who were being demobilised, and it was a chance for a young man to travel the world. Over the next twenty years, Dudley would see much of the empire, visiting India and serving in Mesopotamia, Palestine and Aden. He would combine the conventional life of a rising officer – staff exams, home and foreign postings – with a quest for adventure. He spent one leave as a war correspondent in Morocco, and visited Germany repeatedly as Adolf Hitler rose to power and then tightened his grip on the country.

To everything he added a dash of glamour. In Palestine, where as a senior officer fighting the Arab uprising his name was near the top of a death list, he drove round the country with a pistol clipped to the steering column of his customised sports car. Interrupted by an insurgent attack on his way to a dance, he’d found himself directing mortar fire in his dinner suit.

All Dudley’s fellow officers seemed to have tales about him, some true, many exaggerated or apocryphal. There was the time that, short of funds for a weekend leave in London, he had supposedly pawned a fellow officer’s suit, used the money to pay the deposit on a grandfather clock, pawned that, and retrieved the clothes with cash to spare. ‘My dear chap,’ he’d explained to a friend puzzled about the details of this. ‘A grandfather clock is so respectable.’ Then there was the whisper about his time in Morocco, that journalism had only been a cover, and in fact he’d been fighting alongside the rebel tribesmen against the French. If either of these was true, Clarke left it out of his own memoirs.

Simonds, a decade younger, had worked for Clarke in Palestine, and enjoyed telling stories about his gentle mocking of authority. Ordered by a new commander to start arriving at his desk at 8 a.m., the late-rising Clarke complied, but then had his breakfast brought to him at his desk by servants an hour later. He waged a long tongue-in-cheek campaign to get himself a Boer War campaign medal, because he’d discovered that anyone who had been on the military ration strength was entitled to one and he had, as an infant, been fed on garrison food during the siege of Ladysmith. For well over a decade he’d been ignoring repeated orders to remove his now-outdated Royal Flying Corps wings from his uniform. ‘Dudley never went out of his way to flout, disagree or to insult authority,’ Simonds said. ‘He merely smiled sweetly, got his own way, or went in another direction.’

But if this seemed to border on insubordination, it was the behaviour of someone with a lively mind, rather than a malcontent. Commanders found Clarke efficient, likeable and quick-thinking. A few saw something more.

General Archibald Wavell, one of Clarke’s commanders in Palestine, was among those who had been impressed by the way he would ‘tackle any emergency with calmness, almost with unconcern’. But it wasn’t simply Clarke’s coolness that recommended him. Wavell saw in Clarke a ‘somewhat impish sense of humour’ combined with real ingenuity. ‘I recognised an original, unorthodox outlook on soldiering,’ he said. These were qualities he was sure could be useful. Wavell had made a mental note that this officer was someone he’d like to have at hand in a war.

In 1939 that war had come, and Clarke had swiftly been given a series of sensitive missions. It was on one of these, carrying cash and secret orders to the troops that were sailing for Norway in April 1940, that he got his first taste of how badly the British were outmatched by their enemy. The expeditionary force, supposed to help the country fight back against a surprise German invasion, was poorly organised and equipped, too small to make a difference, and utterly unprepared for what it was to face. Almost as soon as he had arrived, Clarke found himself discussing how the army might leave. Entrusted by the Norwegian commander-in-chief with a letter to London begging for more help, Clarke experienced the chaos of war as he was arrested by Norwegians who suspected him of being a German agent, and then dive-bombed by the Germans as he continued his journey, everywhere passing wounded and retreating soldiers, the defenders hopelessly overwhelmed.

He carried his message to London and was promptly sent back to Norway with a reply that there would be no more British soldiers coming, and that those who were there should evacuate at once. This was to prove an even more desperate journey than his last one, as Clarke, his messages delivered, once again escaped the country, this time sheltering from bombers in a drain on the way. He felt a failure. ‘Here was a professional soldier at the first clash of the greatest war of all, the ultimate test of the Army in which I had spent over half my life,’ he wrote. ‘And what was my present contribution to these world-shattering events? To hide.’

But Clarke would be very far from the last British soldier to find himself fleeing the Germans that summer. The following month, Hitler’s armies rolled across Western Europe, showing once again that they understood modern warfare better than their opponents. As German forces had closed in on the French coast, it was Clarke, now back in London, who dictated the grim order to the British garrison at Calais that they would not be rescued, and were to stand fast at all costs.

If these were moments of military significance, Clarke’s most politically sensitive mission came in the midst of that British retreat, as he was sent to Dublin, in conditions of absolute secrecy, to liaise with the Irish government on how it might respond to a German invasion, and the conditions under which it might ask for British military aid. Such discussions were a matter of huge delicacy in a country that had only recently won its independence from Britain. Clarke’s selection showed how highly his commanders rated not just his military judgement and his discretion but also his diplomatic skills. He seems to have got on well with people who two decades earlier would have regarded him as an enemy. His advice that any request should come early if there was to be a chance of holding back the Nazis was met with the dry reply that the Irish had some experience dealing with occupying armies.

Meanwhile, Clarke had been giving thought to avoiding ‘the mass slaughter of 1914–18’. In the early months, he pondered whether Hitler’s alliance with the Soviet Union would open the door to splitting the Fuhrer off from his generals, who had supported the Nazis because of their opposition to communism. Was there a different way to fight the war? ‘I feel more and more convinced each day that it can be won by subterranean methods,’ he wrote in his diary. He put up proposals for ‘underground work against the German Army’, but without success.

This was Clarke: a trusted man with a rebellious streak, a team player who could work on his own, a joker who noted everything and could keep a secret, a career soldier with a creative vision. And as he was about to demonstrate, he was a man who could imagine a new way of fighting, and a new kind of warrior.
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