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ARTICLE

‘The painful aftermath’: reactions to the publication of SOE in 
France
Christopher J. Murphy

ABSTRACT
This article considers the aftermath of the publication of SOE in France. 
A groundbreaking official account of a secret wartime organisation, pub
lication was followed by complaints and legal action. It examines how 
Whitehall responded to the negative fallout, and the tensions with the 
author, Professor MRD Foot, as officials refused to accept responsibility for 
the lack of personal testimony in the work, and prioritised settling legal 
cases and the avoidance of any further legal action as changes to the text 
were made for a revised first edition. The article also reflects upon whether 
the experience had any impact upon subsequent intelligence-related 
official histories.
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‘“SOE in France” finally reached the bookstalls in May 1966 – seven years after the decision to commission such 
a work. I shall not enlarge on the painful aftermath. . .’1

The publication of MRD Foot’s official history SOE in France in 1966 marked a significant point 
in the historiography of the British intelligence and security community. It was also contro
versial: publication was followed by several complaints and legal cases, which cumulatively 
generated a considerable volume of paperwork, much of which survives in the National 
Archives. This article uses this material in order to explore how the civil servants who had 
overseen the project, stung by the critical reaction, dealt with the fallout.2 The institutional 
memory of the process whereby the book had been researched, in particular the bar imposed 
which prevented Foot from conducting interviews with former members of the organisation, 
was swiftly recast to suggest that no such restriction had been imposed, thereby allowing 
officials to wash their hands of criticisms that had resulted from the book’s limited use of 
first-hand testimony.3 As officials from across Whitehall sought to address the most pressing 
complaints through the publication of a revised impression of the first edition, the fact that 
the book was a work of history was of little importance. The avoidance of further legal action 
became the overriding priority, which caused tension in the relationship between the autho
rities and their historian. Pressure was put upon Foot to make amendments to the text 
beyond those negotiated to settle legal disputes, which themselves caused a degree of 
tension, in order to pre-empt any further legal difficulties. A revised first edition was quietly 
published in the summer of 1968, which put the legal issues to rest, but a more extensively 
revised second edition, for which Foot undertook further research, was put into indefinite 
‘cold storage’, as Whitehall moved on from its first experience of publishing secret history.
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I

Following some two and a half years of official discussion and revision, SOE in France, the first 
officially sponsored account of a secret British organisation, went on sale on 28 April 1966. The book 
did well.4 The first edition of 10,000 copies sold out within three months, while HMSO estimated that, 
had an immediate reprint appeared, it would likely have sold a further 5,000 by the end of the year.5 

Such a reprint was not possible owing to the controversy that soon followed publication.
Legal storm clouds had started gathering prior to publication. The first of these to break came 

from former French (F) Section agent Odette Hallowes. During the editing process, the Steering 
Committee had expressed concern over passages that saw Foot question the extent of the torture 
Hallowes had suffered while imprisoned, and the state of her mental health upon her return to 
Britain. Through his comments, Foot had also inadvertently questioned the validity of her George 
Cross.6 On 14 April, Edwin ‘Eddie’ Boxshall, the ‘SOE Adviser’ at the Foreign Office, reported that 
Hallowes was known to be ‘in great distress’. Having had the passages about her treatment read out 
over the phone by a reporter who was reviewing the book for the Daily Mail, she intended to ‘bring 
a libel action against the author’.7 The Deputy Treasury Solicitor, F.W. Charlton, was sent the papers 
on which Foot had drawn his conclusions about the treatment meted out to Hallowes, and asked to 
provide a legal opinion. While he expressed some concerns, he considered legal action unlikely.8 

Nevertheless, with publication of SOE in France just days away, Hallowes’ threat was unwelcome 
news. The seriousness with which it was received was reflected in the decision to inform both the 
Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, and the Foreign Secretary, Michael Stewart, of the development, 
although neither politician proved particularly concerned.9

On 3 May, Hallowes’ solicitor, Lord Goodman, wrote to the Paymaster General, the ‘lover of secrets 
and self-styled security expert’ George Wigg MP.10 Goodman felt that Hallowes had been ‘gravely 
defamed’, drawing attention to the implication that she was ‘unworthy’ of the George Cross, and 
entitled to damages. However, he explained that Hallowes had no interest in pursuing protracted 
litigation.11 Rather, her ‘solitary desire’ was ‘to bring it to an end in a fashion honourable to herself’, 
which could be achieved through a public apology. The authorities considered this an agreeable 
course of action, and suggested that Foot ‘might write to Mrs Hallowes expressing the view that the 
words he had used were less than felicitous and arranging for a revised form of words to be used 
when the book went for its next impression’.12 Alongside Foot’s letter, which it was suggested could 
be published in the Times, an answer to an ‘inspired’ Parliamentary Question would acknowledge 
that the passage concerning her George Cross had been ‘infelicitously’ worded.13 Tasked with 
approaching Foot ‘to see whether he would agree’ to write such a letter,14 Charlton explained the 
Committee’s view that it was ‘in everyone’s interest – including the Governments’s [sic] – to settle the 
matter out of Court’.15 While he maintained his opinion that the offending passage was ‘not 
defamatory’, Charlton explained that there was more to consider than solely the legal merits of 
Hallowes’ case. He felt that ‘it was quite possible that in view of the status of a war-time heroine she 
had acquired in the opinion of the public a jury might award her heavy damages for defamation’.16 

After ‘some discussion’, Foot agreed to draft a letter for publication in the Times, along with a ‘toned 
down’ redraft of the passage concerning Hallowes’ George Cross.17 This marked the beginning of 
a more protracted process of amendments and counter-amendments.18 The final version of the 
letter was eventually published in the Times on Monday 11 July, and the Minister of State at the 
Foreign Office, Mrs Eirene White, answered the ‘inspired’ parliamentary question later that day, while 
Hallowes, sat with Violette Szabo’s daughter, looked on from the Speaker’s Gallery.19

Instead of drawing a line under the matter, White’s answer drove a wedge between Foot and the 
authorities with its reference to the restrictions that had been placed on his ability to interview 
former members of SOE during the research process. White stated:

It is the case that he [Foot] was asked to look at the papers first before consulting individuals, but after that he 
was able to consult whom he pleased.20
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The claim was, at best, misleading. Upon being offered the job of researching and writing SOE in 
France, Foot had been immediately informed that the history was to be based upon surviving 
archival material. Given the path-breaking nature of the project, and with a decision on publication 
to be made only on review of the completed manuscript, it was felt prudent to keep the number of 
people who knew of its existence – and who could thereby lobby for its publication – to a minimum. 
Yet such a cautious approach was adopted at the expense of history; the surviving SOE archive was 
far from complete, and any such archival-based account could only benefit from interviews with 
former members of the organisation.21

White’s statement angered Foot, who wrote immediately to Cabinet Secretary Sir Burke Trend 
demanding its withdrawal, arguing that it ‘is simply not true . . . it casts an odious slur on my integrity 
as an historian’.22 Foot wanted the matter dealt with quickly (‘I am anxious to wipe off the mud 
before it has time to stick’), and threatened to write a further letter to the Times the following day 
‘unless I get in tomorrow’s post a letter from her, or one of her seniors, that I can communicate to the 
press’.23

An unedifying example of bureaucratic sleight of hand followed. Inspired by Trend’s thinking on 
the matter, a reply to Foot was drafted, which carefully selected from earlier correspondence and 
papers to support White’s position.24 This emphasised the point that Foot had ‘submitted 
a minimum list of three names’ in May 1962, but made no mention of the fact that some months 
earlier, in September 1961, he had asked for permission to talk to former members of SOE, drawing 
up a list of 31 names. The request had been turned down, officials having concluded that it would be 
‘best to tell Foot that he would have to restrict himself to the documentary evidence’.25 The draft 
reply also clearly outlined what the official line would be should news of the dispute reach the press, 
which was reiterated by Trend when he met with Foot on 13 July; in such an event, the authorities 
would have to ‘put the matter in what the Government believed to be the right perspective’, which 
was ‘that it was the author’s responsibility to see those whom on professional grounds he judged 
necessary to see and that at no stage had the Government prevented Foot from doing this’. Trend 
hoped that Foot ‘would agree that it would be better to try and settle the matter amicably in 
discussion’, to which end a private letter of apology from White to Foot was proposed.26 White wrote 
to Foot on 21 July, noting that she was ‘very sorry to hear that you felt unhappy about the words 
I used in the House of Commons’. She conceded that ‘on reflection, perhaps I could have put the 
matter as briefly, but rather more exactly, if I had said “whom he judged necessary” instead of “whom 
he pleased”’. This was, however, as far as White was prepared to go, adding ‘I am sure that there is no 
disagreement between us on the main point of principle, namely that you were never debarred from 
seeing any individuals whom, on professional grounds and for the sake of historical accuracy, you 
judged it necessary to see’.27 Foot’s reaction to White’s letter is unknown, but it is difficult to imagine 
that he would have agreed with her ‘main point of principle’.

II

As the wording for the apology to Odette Hallowes was being agreed, news was received that Peter 
Churchill, her former husband and fellow F Section agent, was considering legal action. Foot 
believed that he had an opportunity to nip this in the bud, and, with official blessing, wrote to 
Churchill, but received no response.28 On 10 June, Foot telephoned Boxshall, having been warned 
that Churchill ‘had written to Colonel Buckmaster announcing his intention of bringing a libel 
action’.29 On 24 June, Churchill’s solicitors, Oswald Hickson, Collier & Co., wrote to Foot and HMSO, 
claiming that SOE in France contained ‘as cruel and callous an attack upon brave men and women as 
has ever appeared in what purports to be an official publication’. Describing several references to 
Churchill as ‘patently defamatory’, the solicitors had been instructed ‘to commence proceedings 
forthwith claiming substantial damages for libel’. The solicitors offered an opportunity to avoid this 
‘by publishing as soon as possible a full and unqualified withdrawal and apology to our client’, along 
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with undertakings to withdraw the book from sale, recall of copies from libraries and to sell no 
further copies ‘until the untrue defamatory references to our client have been deleted’.30

Officials agreed that the demand that the book be withdrawn was ‘unacceptable’, and 
Charlton drafted a ‘robust’ response to Churchill’s lawyers, a firm that was considered ‘probably 
one of the best in matters concerning libel action’.31 He reminded them that Foot had already 
‘offered to consider making changes in certain passages in the text’, but that no reply had 
been forthcoming.32 Continuing to refuse to engage in any discussion of specific passages, 
Churchill’s lawyers now launched legal action.33 On 11 August, a Writ and Statement of Claim 
was received, claiming damages for libel against Foot and HMSO,34 which drew attention to 
three offending passages.35 On 20 September, Churchill’s solicitors wrote to inform Charlton 
that they would shortly meet with Churchill, to take ‘his definitive instructions on the altera
tions which would render the book acceptable to him’, and would seek a meeting to discuss 
these in due course’.36

The Treasury Solicitors sought the Opinion of Counsel on the Writ. Two of the three passages 
flagged up were considered ‘undoubtedly defamatory’ to Churchill, and it was considered ‘obviously 
desirable that the action should be settled if it can be settled on reasonable terms’, proposing 
a figure of ‘up to £1,000’.37 Churchill’s amendments were finally received towards the end of 
November, and Charlton immediately forwarded a copy to Foot,38 who considered them ‘acceptable 
in content, but not in form’, sending his own counter-amendments in return.39 With amendments 
acceptable to both Foot and Charlton agreed,40 a meeting with Churchill’s solicitors to discuss them 
13 January 1967 brought some hopes of a conclusion to the case may be on the horizon, if 
agreement from both Churchill and Foot on some further amendments could be reached: ‘therefore 
a good deal turns on our meeting next week with Foot’, noted Wolfe, who ‘hoped Foot would be 
reasonable’.41 The meeting produced further agreement on amendments put to Churchill’s solicitors, 
who were ‘prepared to agree the amendments we discussed at our meeting on the 19th of January, 
with one exception’.42 In the end, it took over a year for agreement on the amendments to be 
finalised, while the question of damages wore on for several more months. This was finally settled 
following a ‘last ditch attempt’ by Charlton and Wolfe in early January 1969.43 Later in the month, 
Wolfe wrote to the Cabinet Office, noting that ‘You will be pleased to hear that we have at last 
succeeded in settling this action’.44 A statement made in open court on Monday 27 January, which 
referred to ‘a very substantial sum of damages’, was reported widely in the press.45 The settlement 
saw £5000 paid in damages, along with £4900 costs.46

In July 1966, with the Odette issue settled, Foot received another letter of complaint, from the 
writer R.J. Minney, author of Carve Her Name With Pride, an account of Violette Szabo’s time with SOE 
in France. Foot’s treatment of Minney’s work in SOE in France had been terse, and once again at the 
heart of the issue was the question of torture; this time, that suffered by Szabo at the hand of the 
Germans following her capture in France. Minney had claimed that Szabo had been ill-treated, 
a conclusion reached on the basis of the citation for her George Cross, supported by personal 
testimony drawn from an interview Minney had conducted with Harry Peulevé, another F Section 
agent who recalled being transported to Germany with Szabo.47 Before discussing Szabo, Foot made 
the pointed remark that ‘stories of torture come from the prurient imaginations of authors anxious to 
make their books sell’. In the next paragraph, he noted that ‘One tale of torture deserves particular 
notice, for it is only a tale’:

The ghastly story of Violette Szabo’s sufferings, published in her mother’s and her daughter’s lifetime, is so far as 
I can ascertain completely fictitious: no other evidence I have seen suggests that she was ever subjected to 
personal violence at all.48

Minney felt that Foot’s ‘attack on me, made with such offensive emphasis . . . is most damaging 
to my reputation and my integrity as a writer’. Citing Foot’s comments, Minney asked him: ‘Can 
you produce any evidence at all to support your statement that Violette Szabo was not 
tortured? Why then should you regard your deduction as being more reliable than mine?’ In 
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conclusion, Minney felt ‘the least that decency demands is that you make a public apology to 
me by name in the public press. If you feel unable to do that I may find it necessary to seek 
legal advice’.49 In contrast to his willingness to pre-empt legal action by making amendments 
to placate Churchill, Foot was altogether more unrepentant in his attitude towards Minney. He 
forwarded Minney’s letter to Charlton on 18 July, along with a draft rebuttal of Minney’s 
points.50 Rather than offering the desired apology, Foot stood his ground, and asked Minney 
whether he would be prepared to allow him to see the original copy of the statement made by 
Peulevé.51

The case escalated in early August, at which point Foot received a letter from Minney’s solicitors, 
Rubenstein, Nash and Co., who had advised Minney ‘that he is entitled to a public apology and that, 
to this end, he is entitled to issue a Writ so that your apology, made in Open Court, may receive the 
widest publicity’.52 In reply, Charlton repeated Foot’s request to see Minney’s correspondence with 
Peulevé, adding that ‘The question of an apology could perhaps await the results of our discussions 
and consideration of the evidence referred to above’.53 With Charlton likely relieved that Minney 
‘does not seem to be claiming damages but only a public apology’,54 hopes that a swift settlement 
may follow were further raised when Minney’s solicitors noted that their client ‘would very much like 
to dispose of the matter amicably before he goes away on holiday at the end of the month’.55 

However, a further letter suggesting that an apology would be a ‘necessary preliminary’ to any 
discussion of Minney’s material, with which Charlton disagreed,56 followed by the news that Minney 
did not have access to the notes of his meeting with Peulevé, complicated matters.57 With Minney 
unable to evidence what Peulevé had told him, Foot continued to stand his ground.

Szabo’s citation for the George Cross was at the heart of the disagreement between Foot and 
Minney, on account of the fact that it made explicit reference to torture. While Minney accepted the 
statement that Szabo had been ‘continuously and atrociously tortured’ at face value, Foot was ‘been 
unable from the records placed at his disposal to unearth any evidence acceptable to an impartial 
historian which supports these words in the citation’.58 Nevertheless, the statement had been made. 
As both Minney and Foot felt justified in maintaining their positions, Charlton concluded that ‘It does 
not look as if we are going to settle this matter in an amicable way’.59 A further exchange of letters 
between Charlton and Minney’s solicitors followed, with Charlton asking for details of amendments 
that would satisfy Minney, until December, at which point proceedings for libel were launched.60 On 
6 January 1967, Charlton and Wolfe met with Minney’s solicitors. After asking for details of the 
amendments that would satisfy Minney for several months, these were finally received two days 
before the meeting, at which the draft of a proposed public apology and the prospects for 
a settlement were also discussed, with Minney having ‘his sights firmly fixed on a figure of 
£5000’.61 His attitude had ‘considerably hardened’ owing to the fact that his novel, I wish her no 
harm, had been published three days before SOE in France. Minney’s lawyer now argued ‘that due to 
the libellous passage about Minney. . .Minney’s novel obtained no review publicity in the National 
Press as a result of which the publishers William KIMBER had reported that the sales were most 
disappointing’.62

Having once again asked Counsel for advice, Charlton noted that ‘The prospects of successfully 
defending these proceedings before a jury are not considered very bright’. Charlton requested 
permission to go up to £2500 to settle the case, along with agreed amendments to the text of 
a revised edition of the book.63 By the time authorisation for the sum was granted,64 Minney was not 
prepared to accept it, having been advised that a jury was likely to award a higher sum of ‘at least 
£5000’.65 An amended Statement of Claim was subsequently issued, which it was felt gave Minney 
a ‘stronger case’. Charlton advised Jackson of the latest advice from Counsel: ‘if we can settle this 
case for £5,000, we should do so’.66 The possibility of settling for that sum was duly put to the 
Treasury. In the meantime, Charlton incorporated Minney’s ‘suggested revisions’ into the manuscript 
being prepared for the second impression of the book, and asked Foot to consider them.67

Foot did not hide his frustration at the need to amend his work in order to pacify Minney in his 
correspondence with Charlton:
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As for the changes proposed by Minney’s solicitors . . . I am anxious to resist them: there are plenty of other 
authors who can be convicted of the divergencies from historical truth that these pages record, and I really don’t 
see why – to suit one aggrieved writer, whom HMG appear anxious to compensate, if necessary at their own 
author’s expense – any alteration is called for.68

Charlton was anxious not to re-open discussion of amendments that had already been agreed (‘I 
understood from your letter of “Twelfth night” 1967 that you did not object to Minney’s 
solicitors’ proposals. Need we therefore go back again on something which I understood was 
already agreed and possibly jeopardise the chances of a settlement?’69), but Foot continued to 
stand his ground. Writing again on 2 April, he told Charlton that he found one of the proposed 
changes ‘sticking in my throat’, adding ‘What I find it hard to stomach is the thought that Minney 
is going to be able to say that I have admitted to the malicious conduct he alleges’.70 

Complicating matters further, Foot’s letter was followed by news that Minney’s solicitors ‘wished 
further amendments to be incorporated in the text to take account of the matters raised by their 
amended statement of claim’.71

With Minney’s solicitors now asking for damages of £7,500, Charlton was concerned that if this 
was offered, ‘Minney’s solicitors might then hold out for a still higher sum’. Fighting the case, 
however, meant ‘that the terms of the citation for Mrs. Szabo’s GC and the justification for the 
citation might be discussed in open court’.72 The prospect ‘that the inaccuracies in the citation for 
Mrs. Szabo’s George Cross might receive greater publicity’ was not considered a cause for alarm (‘If it 
became necessary, the inaccuracies could probably be defended on the grounds that they were 
made in good faith and related to confused war-time circumstances, etc’.),73 and Charlton felt ‘the 
time had come to dig our toes in’, and offer £5000.74 With officials in agreement, and Ministerial and 
Treasury authority granted, Charlton met with Minney’s solicitors, with ‘every hope’ of reaching 
a settlement.75 Instead, he emerged with further suggested amendments, which were collated into 
a full list which now ran to 13 separate points and sent on to Foot.76 Replying the next day, an 
aggrieved Foot noted: ‘I cannot possibly agree to a number of Minney’s proposals, which grossly 
exaggerate the historical value of his work’.77 Notified of Foot’s response, an exasperated Trend 
minuted: ‘Did I not tell Foot that he really must accept Charlton’s advice? Does Charlton want me to 
say it again?’78 A meeting to discuss the proposed changes, attended by Foot, Charlton and Boxshall, 
was held on 22 May.79 On some points a compromise was reached, but on others Foot held firm. The 
results of the meeting were immediately communicated to Minney’s solicitors, with Charlton 
explaining tactfully that Foot was ‘anxious not to alter the text of the book more than is necessary . . . 
On the other hand, he is very willing to meet your client’s objections to the text as far as possible’.80 

The reply from Minney’s solicitors saw the list of substantive points now reduced to two, which were 
considered again by Foot and Charlton replied on 10 July with further proposed amendments, along 
with amendments to the draft statement to be read in open court. Minney’s solicitors responded 
with a request for one final change on 19 July, which Foot agreed to the following day.81 Final 
agreement, on both the amendments and the statement, was eventually reached on 21 July 1967.82

III

The length of the legal wranglings concerning both Minney and Churchill put paid to any prospect of 
the early appearance of a revised impression of the first edition. While a desire to meet all legally 
required changes at once was understandable, as time went on Charlton became increasingly 
concerned that the delay could hamper the agreement made with Hallowes, and repeatedly 
urged publication as soon as possible. Officials were also concerned that others may decide to 
jump on the ‘pecuniary bandwagon’ – particularly when the amount awarded in damages in the 
Churchill and Minney cases became public knowledge, as was considered inevitable.83 The merest 
hint of legal action was now sufficient for Foot to be encouraged to make further amendments to the 
manuscript beyond those passages where changes were required as part of legal settlements. Steps 
were now taken to both placate those who had previously expressed unhappiness with the work but 
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had yet to take legal action, and to immediately consider any newly raised concerns as they 
appeared, in order to ensure, as far as it was possible, that the revised impression would be legally 
fireproof.84 The approach was not entirely compatible with the publication of a work of history, and 
a number of flashpoints with Foot soon followed.

That the official priority was the avoidance of any further legal action, even at the expense of the 
historical record, was made clear at a meeting held in Trend’s room on 18 November 1966. During 
a discussion of the ongoing legal actions, it was noted that while Foot had agreed certain changes 
with Mr. Charlton, there were others, one or two to which he could not agree, since he believed the 
amendments proposed by complainants to be untrue. At this point, Trend ‘advised Mr. Foot to 
depend on Mr. Charlton for legal advice in order to avoid further risks of litigation’.85 Trend’s point 
was reiterated by Jackson, who wrote to Charlton emphasising the need for him to consider ‘the 
legal implications of the amendments’ made to the text, and the need for him to ‘consider whether 
the limited nature of his [Foot’s] proposed changes, or his failure to suggest any changes at all in 
some cases, in response to approaches to him or us by various people after publication of the first 
edition, raises any risk of further legal actions once the book is reprinted’.86 Jackson’s letter reflected 
official concerns about the ‘pecuniary bandwagon’, as he asked Charlton:

is there. . .any danger that some of these people if they are not satisfied by Foot’s changes, may be encouraged 
by the Odette, Churchill and Minney actions (the results of which will presumably become public) to take action 
on the basis of the reprint? . . . We should also be grateful to know whether you think there is any danger of legal 
actions by people who read the book for the first time when it is reprinted or who have already read it though 
not hitherto surfaced about any passages they did not like, but who might be encouraged to do so by the 
Minney and Churchill cases.87

Acknowledging the amount of work involved, Jackson explained that 

the Treasury and our Ministers will need to be convinced before the reprint finally goes to the press that 
everything possible has been done to avoid any further legal actions which might lead to more payments being 
made from the Foreign Office Vote.88

By 22 August, the amendments to the text were thought to be ‘“virtually” complete’, and Charlton 
was again asked his view of the legal status of the amended manuscript in order to support 
a submission to Ministers to proceed with publication.89 In terms of the complaints that had been 
received but had not yet led to legal action, Charlton believed that these had been ‘on the whole 
fair’, and that Foot ‘by his amendments has met these objections in a reasonable manner, without 
admitting that the original comments were defamatory’. Charlton felt that ‘we have done our best to 
obviate the risks of such proceedings, and to meet the reasonable objections that have been 
made’.90

Charlton also recommended showing the revised text to Maurice Buckmaster, former Head of 
F Section, and Lawrence Grand, who had headed Section D, one of the forerunners of SOE, before 
proceeding with the reprint, both men being known to have been unhappy with the first edition. In 
the aftermath of publication, their views were afforded far greater consideration than had previously 
been the case.91

Having reviewed the changes, Buckmaster responded that he was pleased that certain 
passages had been amended, and considered these to ‘constitute an improvement’. However, 
he also expressed disappointment ‘that it has been decided to produce a second impression 
without rather more radical improvements, about which I have been in conversation and 
correspondence with Professor Foot for some months’. The revelation that Buckmaster and 
Foot had been in contact resulted in a tense stand-off between Foot and the authorities, 
with Foot’s desire to delay making major changes to the work until its second edition at 
odds with the official desire to make as many amendments as possible for the revised 
impression, in the hope of preventing further legal surprises. Foot wrote to Charlton on 
7 September, in response to a request to see his correspondence with Buckmaster, noting 
that ‘As the letter deals with points for the second edition, rather than the reprint, I would 
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be glad if we could let it stand over until the copy for the second edition reaches you’.92 

Undeterred, Charlton continued to press his request to see Foot’s correspondence with 
Buckmaster: 

. . . the Foreign Office have received a letter from Colonel Buckmaster in which he refers to his letter to you of 
15th August last which he says set out a number of factual inaccuracies. It is for this reason that I wanted to see 
a copy of this letter, since if there are any inaccuracies that ought to be corrected, we ought to do so, and 
furthermore, these inaccuracies might lead to consequential amendments. I should be grateful therefore if you 
could let me have a copy of Colonel Buckmaster’s letter.93

Relations continued to deteriorate further. In response to another letter from Foot which was 
considered a ‘disappointment’, R.G. Watts of the Foreign Office wrote:

. . .as regards Buckmaster, you do not comment on his detailed criticism. . .It is accepted by all concerned that (as 
we told Buckmaster when ourselves inviting his comments) a major re-casting of your book would not be 
practicable at this stage. Nevertheless, it is surely incumbent on us. . .to see whether any of Buckmaster’s 
criticisms are sufficiently convincing an important to call for immediate corrections in the reprint of your 
book. A second edition is not likely to appear for some time. . .and in the meantime the text of the reprint will 
stand.94

Watts continued to state that ‘Some of Buckmaster’s points. . .make a direct appeal to our sense of 
fairness’ – a comment that illustrates the extent of the change in official attitude towards the former 
Head of F Section, whose complaints about the manuscript prior to publication had been felt worthy 
of ‘the scantiest consideration’.95

Lawrence Grand’s views were also now given greater consideration than had previously been the 
case.96 While never directly employed by SOE, Grand had headed one of its predecessor organisa
tions, Section D, part of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS). The prevailing attitude towards Grand 
changed significantly following publication, after which Grand’s unhappiness remained. On 3 June, 
Boxshall reported that Grand had been ‘highly critical’ of SOE in France at a dinner party, noting that 
‘he intended lodging a formal protest with the authorities’.97 In light of this news, the omission of all 
mention of Grand in the revised edition was proposed, a course of action supported by Charlton.98

Officials met to discuss both Grand and Buckmaster on 10 October. In addition to agreeing to 
remove references to Grand, it was agreed that all the points put forward by Buckmaster should be 
amended, in order ‘to be fair’ to him.99 In order to achieve this, it was also agreed to take a firm line 
with Foot: ‘If we are to bring Professor Foot to accept and authorize quickly the necessary amend
ments, we shall probably have to summon him to a meeting of all concerned’.

In adopting a new attitude of insisting upon amendments, the authorities pushed too far, and 
Foot drew a line in the sand. Writing to Charlton on 13 November, he noted that ‘While willing to 
amend passages referring to Grand. . .I am not able to bring myself to suppress Grand’s name’. 
Should the Committee continue to press for this, Foot continued, ‘I’m afraid you must do it through 
an administrator not an historian. No historian worth his salt is going to touch such a smothering-up 
of the officially published truth’.100 The letter led the authorities to reconsider. Charlton, who was 
‘most anxious’ to proceed with the revised impression,101 now backed away from the disagreement, 
offering support for Foot’s position. In relation to Grand, he felt that ‘this is really no longer a matter 
for me as a lawyer, since your new amendments which touch on Grand seem to me to take the sting 
out of a lot of what was previously said. It is really a matter for the Foreign Office “policy-wise” to 
decide whether or not the name should appear. I personally do not think Grand will bring any 
defamation proceedings based on the revised text to appear in the reprint’.102 Charlton also 
conveyed his views to Dame Barbara Salt, noting that ‘Grand’s name having appeared in the first 
edition of the book, I should have thought that not very much further harm would be caused by it 
appearing in the reprint of the first edition’.103 In relation to Buckmaster, Charlton also offered 
support for Foot, suggesting that ‘it was not feasible to try and meet’ all of Buckmaster’s comments 
at this stage, and proposing that the majority ‘could be better covered. . .in the proposed second 
edition’.104
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The clash with Foot marked the culmination of official efforts to further fireproof the text against 
legal action. The proofs for the revised impression were circulated in January, with Foot returning his 
annotated copy just over a week later.105 When the remaining amendments required by Churchill 
agreed by early April, the ‘last impediment to the publication of the Second impression’ was 
removed.106

IV

Publication of the revised first impression had been considerably delayed by the protracted nature of 
the legal cases that followed, and the wrangling over the revisions necessary to satisfy those 
concerned. The hold up to the appearance of the revised edition was such that Charlton wrote to 
Hallowes’ solicitors, on 14 December 1966, apologising for the delay.107 Some 16 months later, 
agreement from Churchill in early April 1968 on an outstanding piece of wording finally removed 
the last legal hurdle facing the revised impression, which arrived on the shelves in August 1968. 
Publication was accompanied by little by way of fanfare. The guidance prepared for Foreign Office 
News Departments noted:

In spite of H.M.S.O’.s natural interest in selling as many copies as possible to the public, it has been agreed 
between all departments concerned that we should not go unduly out of our way to stimulate press and public 
interest in it.108

It was agreed that Foot would be shown the guidance, while the Foreign Office ‘would do anything 
possible to ensure that he would be discreet with the press’.109

By the time the revised impression appeared, Foot was formally engaged in further research for 
a more extensively revised second edition of the book, completing the revised manuscript by 
November 1969. However, the authorities ultimately decided against publication, a decision influ
enced by Dame Barbara Salt’s determination that it ‘should never see the light of day’, 
a consequence of ‘the libel actions caused chiefly by Foot’s acid comments on certain 
individuals’.110 Salt wrote to Trend on 19 November, by which time the revised text had been 
‘carefully examined’ by both Boxshall and herself, neither of whom were overly impressed: 

. . . we cannot find anything in the alterations made to the text which would justify the time and expense 
entailed in preparing it for circulation. Most of the changes are trivial and narrative in character and alters [sic] 
the whole tenor of the book so little that we do not think the whole warrants classification as a ‘Second Edition’ 
at all . . . The historical value of the work is in no way enhanced and some of the additions would have to be 
rejected out of hand.111

As such, Salt put forward the ‘very firm recommendation’ that ‘we should at this stage simply put the 
text as it is into indefinite cold storage in our archives to be brought up annually for reconsideration’. 
After some closer examination of Salt’s views, Trend was advised that he would ‘be justified in 
acquiescing in her proposal not to publish’, but on the condition that Salt ‘will ensure that HMSO do 
not let the present edition go out of print’.112 Salt confirmed that HMSO would ‘let us know well in 
advance should they look like having to re-run the reprint’, and informed Foot of the decision.113 An 
unhappy Foot wrote to Trend, noting that ‘I know you will understand that I shall do anything that 
I fairly can to reverse the decision’.114 Trend alerted Dame Barbara, informing her that he had 
received ‘the sort of vigorous protest which you can imagine’.115

Foot proceeded to ask for his revised work to be reviewed by a professional historian, a request 
Salt considered ‘a nuisance but fair: an Englishman has after all a right to be judged by his peers’.116 

She arranged for the manuscript to be read by Bill Deakin, who felt that it ‘adds so little of worth to 
the old one that HMG would have to have some very potent special reason for publication to make it 
worth while going ahead with the project’.117 On 5 November, Salt notified Foot of the anonymous 
historian’s view.118 Here matters stood for some time, as official attention turned to the development 
of the wider official history of intelligence during the Second World War.119 In September 1974, 
HMSO raised the question of either a further reprint or a new edition. With some 435 copies left in 
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stock, HMSO estimated that it had enough ‘to last for about 2 ½ years at the present rate of issue’.120 

In line with previous discussions, Child now raised the question of whether pursuing a reprint, rather 
than a new edition, was still considered the best way forward.121 Officials agreed that it was.122

A third impression of the first edition was duly published in paperback in late 1976. On 
5 January 1977 a surprised, and annoyed, Foot wrote directly to the Foreign Secretary, Anthony 
Crossland, to complain that he had not been informed of the decision to publish a further impression 
(‘I discovered this by chance . . . the usual courtesies of some notice, or even a copy, to the author 
having been omitted’), without consideration of the revised second edition (‘It’s hard to see what 
useful purpose is served by reprinting the book in this obsolete version. Can anything now be done 
to get the second edition out?’).123 While apologising for failing to inform Foot about the reprint, 
Crossland’s reply scotched any hopes of the appearance of a new edition (‘I do not think in the 
circumstances that we would at present be justified in producing a second edition’).124 The lack of 
interest in pursuing a new edition suggests that the failure to inform Foot of the reprint was not 
entirely an oversight, as the Cabinet Office claimed.125 An official admitted that the failure to contact 
Foot ‘was probably deliberate insofar as it would be less difficult to proceed as we and the FCO 
wished . . . by reprinting from the second impression and presenting Professor Foot with a fait 
accompli; rather than attempt to persuade him that we should not take this opportunity to publish 
his second edition’.126 In response to Crossland’s apology, Foot warned that ‘If ever the proposal to 
reprint the current printed text yet again should come up, and be accepted, I would be compelled to 
protest – this time in public – that the reprint was made without my authority or agreement’.127 The 
warning appears to have been received lightly; officials noted that ‘Should the question of a further 
reprint come up we shall need . . . to look hard at its merits before choosing again to ignore 
the second edition’.128

V

By the time the legal cases were settled and the revised first impression published, officials felt that 
enough time had been spent on SOE in France, and were keen to lay this particular experience of 
official history to rest. What impact did the ‘painful aftermath’ that followed publication have on 
official histories of intelligence and security affairs? In some respects, surprisingly little: Trend 
confided in Boxshall that ‘in spite of the libel actions he did not regret the decision to publish 
“SOE in France”’,129 and discussions over which area of SOE operations should be focused on next 
continued. Yet while this area of official history had a future, there would be changes to the way it 
would be approached, which is where the impact of the experience of SOE in France can be seen.

In July 1969, the Foreign Office completed a study which considered the prospect of future 
histories of SOE.130 The report contained a short section dedicated to the ‘lessons to be learned’ from 
SOE in France, which focused on the: 

. . . fact that it went beyond what some critics regard as the proper role of a historian in giving the true names of 
individuals without their consent and often passing personal judgements on them, to say nothing of the asperity 
of tone in which these were sometimes couched. Many people . . . think it wrong to disclose true names at all 
without the expressed consent of every named person; and if they have died they should never be named at all 
except under a pseudonym.131

In focussing its criticism on the ‘proper role’ of the historian, the report failed to acknowledge the fact 
that the decision to name SOE officers and agents had been taken by the committee of officials who 
prepared Foot’s manuscript for publication (nor did it mention the dismissive attitude displayed 
towards these individuals during the discussions, where they were referred to collectively as ‘the 
“small fry”’132), but the point was made; any further studies of SOE would do well to avoid too great 
a focus upon the details of operations and the specific personnel involved. The report suggested that 
there should be ‘one, or if essential two, further volumes covering the whole scope of SOE activity in 
a broad survey’.133 Such an approach ‘clearly could not enter into anything like the operational detail 
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given in Professor Foot’s book’, which ‘should simplify problems both of security and of individual 
susceptibilities’, and perhaps most significantly ‘would go some way towards lessening the real 
problem concerning the disclosure of names of agents . . . and also the danger of libel actions’.134 

While in the event future official histories did not appear until the 1980s, the next two volumes, on 
the Far East and Scandinavia, adhered to the broader approach that had been recommended. In the 
meantime, it can also be suggested that the multi-volume British Intelligence in the Second World War, 
by Sir Harry Hinsley and others, which occupied a considerable degree of official attention during the 
1970s, also heeded the warnings provided by the experience of SOE in France by largely steering 
clear of naming individuals, a review by former Chief of SIS Sir Maurice Oldfield describing it as ‘a 
book written by a committee, about committees, for committees’, suggesting that perhaps the 
pendulum had swung too far in the opposite direction.135 While SOE in France can be considered the 
first in a long line of official secret history prepared for publication, in its approach to its subject it 
remains unique.
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