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The	Strange	Case	of	Sir	Noël	Coward:	Playwright,	Song	Writer,	

Actor,	Director,	Celebrity	and	Spy	

	

	 “Among	[recently	released	SIS]	files	are	those	of	a	surprising	number	of	well-

known	writers.	The	secret	services	have	always	attracted	novelists	and	playwrights,	

starting	with	Christopher	Marlowe	and	Daniel	Defoe,	and	SIS	prides	itself	on	

cultivating	people	with	academic,	literary	or	antiquarian	accomplishments.		The	list	

of	writers	associated	with	the	secret	services	this	century	is	a	familiar	one:	Somerset	

Maugham,	Compton	Mackenzie,	A.E.W.	Mason,	Geoffrey	Household,	John	Dickson	

Carr,	Dennis	Wheatley,	Graham	Greene,	Malcolm	Muggeridge,	Iris	Murdoch,	Ian	

Fleming,	John	le	Carre.”	i		A	more	surprising	name	on	this	list	is	the	theatrical	figure,	

Noël	Coward.		Coward	was	one	of	the	least	likely	spies	imaginable;	his	likeable	

sophistication,	sharp	sense	of	humor,	theatrical	and	flamboyant	persona	would	

seem	to	call	so	much	attention	to	him	as	to	render	him	exceptionally	visible	and	not	

at	all	able	to	sustain	a	low	profile.		However,	it	was	exactly	that	persona	that	offered	

him	the	ultimate	cover	and	the	ultimate	disguise.	

In	1899	Noël	Coward	was	born	into	poverty	but	with	an	unstoppable	urge	for	

success	and	fame	in	the	world.		In	1918,	18	year-old	Noël	Coward	was	summoned	to	

two	army	medical	examinations	to	serve	in	World	War	I.		The	first	exam	found	him	

unfit	to	serve	due	to	a	youthful	bout	with	tuberculosis.		But	the	army	was	in	need	of	

soldiers,	and	so	when	he	was	called	to	a	second	medical	examination,	he	was	

astounded	to	find	himself	passed	and	drafted	into	the	Labour	Corps	of	the	British	
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Army	–	conscripted	into	the	armed	service	during	World	War	I.		The	18-year-old	

Coward	placed	personal	goals	ahead	of	country	and	even	years	later	wrote	in	his	

first	autobiography	that	it	was,	“a	matter	of	pressing	urgency	…	that	I	should	

become	rich	and	successful	as	soon	as	possible.”ii			Coward	recounts	the	ordeal:	

At	the	end	of	several	hours	of	beastliness	during	which	I	stood	about	naked	on	

cold	floors	and	was	pinched	and	prodded	by	brusque	doctors,	I	was	told	to	dress	

myself,	given	an	identification	card,	and	ordered	to	line	up	with	a	group	of	

about	fifty	men	in	various	stages	of	physical	and	mental	decay.	[…]	[They	were	

taken	to	Whitehall	for	paperwork.]	This	over,	the	sergeant	again	took	us	in	

charge	and	we	marched	along	Whitehall,	along	the	Strand	and	over	Waterloo	

Bridge	to	Waterloo	Station.	I	kept	my	head	averted	in	case	any	of	my	friends	

should	see	me	on	their	way	out	from	their	matinées	at	the	Adelphi	and	the	

Vaudeville.	We	entrained	at	Waterloo	and	finally	arrived	at	Hounslow	where	

we	marched	to	the	barracks	and	were	put	into	one	hut,	all	fifty	of	us,	and	dealt	

out	slices	of	bread	and	margarine,	cups	of	greasy	cocoa	and	three	blankets	for	

the	night.”iii	

The	next	morning	Coward	bribed	a	petty	officer	with	a	ten-shilling	note,	to	

let	him	return	home	to	straighten	out	his	affairs.		After	conferring	with	his	mother,	

he	taxied	to	the	War	Office,	seeking	any	senior	officer	who	could	help	him.		Failing	to	

enlist	any	senior	officers,	Coward	set	his	eyes	on	a	lowly	Lieutenant	Boughey.		A	

brief	flirtation	with	Boughey	over	drinks	led	to	Coward’s	reassignment	to	Company	

C	of	the	Artist’s	Light	Rifles	Officer	Training	Corps;	but	even	this	light	duty	proved	to	

much	for	the	young	Coward	who,	suffered	constant	headaches,	leading	to	an	
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accidental	fall	which	caused	a	concussion,	and	a	nervous	breakdown,	necessitating	a	

six-week	convalescence	in	London	at	the	First	London	General	Hospital	in	

Camberwell.		From	this	location	he	rejoined	the	social	scene	of	London’s	literati,	

including	the	soirees	of	Ivor	Novello	and	performances	at	the	Vaudeville	and	other	

London	theatres.		A	series	of	reviews	before	medical	boards	finally	released	Coward	

back	into	civilian	life.		Writing	about	the	taxi	ride	back	home	Coward	wrote:	“I	

almost	wept	with	sentimental	love	for	it	all;	it	seemed	like	æons	has	passed	since	I	

had	been	part	of	it.	I	reflected	then,	without	a	shadow	of	embarrassment,	upon	my	

unworthy	performance	as	a	soldier.	There	was	no	room	in	my	heart	for	anything	but	

thankfulness	that	I	was	free	again	to	shape	my	life	as	I	wanted.”iv	

Coward’s	response	to	the	end	of	World	War	I,	less	than	eight	months	after	his	

induction	was	tremendous	relief	that	he	was	“free	again	‘to	shape	my	life	as	I	

wanted.’”v			His	less	than	stellar	army	career	resulted	in	an	official	World	War	I	

record,	which	reads	in	part,	“Cannot	stand	any	noise	and	complains	of	constant	

headaches.		Tremors	of	both	hands	plus	superficial	reflexes.		Emotional	and	

unstable.		Family	history	bad.”vi		As	relieved	as	he	was	to	have	inveigled	his	way	out	

of	his	military	service,	Coward	would	also	be	haunted	with	a	sense	of	shame	and	

guilt	for	20	years,	until	the	next	opportunity	arose	for	him	to	serve	his	country.			

In	the	ensuing	20	years,	Coward	did	become	rich	and	successful	as	soon	as	

possible,	rising	in	a	meteoric	manner	as	a	playwright,	composer,	director,	actor,	

singer,	and	international	celebrity.		Coward	became,	in	fact,	the	toast	of	the	English	

speaking	cultural	and	theatrical	worlds,	one	of	the	most	famous	British	theatrical	

figures	of	the	1920s	and	1930s	–	equally	famous	and	successful	on	both	sides	of	the	



Noël	Coward:	Spy	 	4	

pond.		Some	of	Cowards	great	successes	during	this	period	include:		I'll	Leave	It	To	

You	produced	in	England	in	1919,	and	in	America	in	1923;	The	Young	Idea	produced	

in	London	in	1923,	in	America	in	1932;	A	Withered	Nosegay	published	in	1923,	

wrote	songs	and	sketches	and	appears	with	Gertrude	Lawrence	in	London	Calling!	in	

1923;	wrote	and	starred	in	The	Vortex,	which	catapulted	him	to	stardom	in	the	role	

of	a	cocaine	addict,	in	London	and	New	York,	both	in	1924;	he	also	wrote	and	

starred	in	Fallen	Angel	in	London	and	New	York	both	in	1924;	and	Hay	Fever	in	

1925,	Private	Lives	in	1930	in	London	and	1931	in	New	York,	and	on	and	on.		During	

the	peak	of	his	career,	he	wrote	and	starred	in	four	to	six	stage	or	screen	

productions	each	year	including	This	Year	of	Grace	(1928),	Bittersweet	(1929),	

Design	For	Living	(1933)	and	Tonight	at	8:30	(1935).	

As	Coward’s	career	ascended	meteorically,	things	in	Europe	heated	up.		

Hitler,	named	the	Führer	of	Germany,	violates	the	treaty	of	Versailles	by	militarizing	

the	Rhineland	in	1936	and	by	1938	the	“Anschluss”	makes	Austria	the	first	country	

annexes	by	Germany;	despite	Neville	Chamberlain’s	attempt	to	appease	Hitler	by	

offering	Germany	Czechoslovakia’s	Sudetenland	borders	in	the	Munich	Agreement,	

ultimately	leading	to	Chamberlain’s	replacement	with	Winston	Churchill.		It	was	

becoming	clear	to	almost	everyone	that	a	second	World	War	was	coming.		For	

several	years	leading	up	to	1938	Coward	travelled,	partied	and	performed	

throughout	Europe,	the	Americas,	and	the	Middle	East.	It	was	only	months	before	

Coward’s	death	that	Coward	publicly	admitted	in	an	interview	that	he	had	spent	

World	War	II	years	as	a	spy,	working	for	the	British	Secret	Intelligence	Service	(SIS).	
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“Shortly	before	the	second	world	war,	[Coward]	seems	to	have	been	

associated	with	the	'Z'	organization,	a	semi-private	agency	run	by	the	deplorable,	

brutal	but	effective	Col.	Claude	Dansey,	who	had	been	seduced	at	school	by	[Robbie	

Ross,	who	would	become]	Oscar	Wilde's	first	lover.”vii	Dansey,	assistant	chief	of	the	

SIS	found	the	weaknesses	of	MI6	under	retired	Admiral	Hugh	Sinclair	unacceptable	

in	the	period	leading	up	to	the	second	World	War,	and	joined	forces	with	Sir	Robert	

Vansittart,	undersecretary	at	the	Foreign	Office	in	working	for	an	intelligence	

service	which	became	known	as	the	“Z”	Organization,	a	parallel	service,	working	in	

competition/compliment	to	Churchill’s	own	intelligence	service.			“Under	the	

pretense	that	he	had	been	sacked	from	SIS	for	fiddling	his	expenses,	Dansey	set	up	

and,	financed	by	the	wealthy	South	African	brothers,	Solly	and	Jack	Joel,	and	helped	

by	people	like	Sir	Alexander	Korda,	set	about	gathering	information	on	German”viii	

activity	and	on	the	goings	on	throughout	Europe,	using	a	network	of	more	than	200	

businessmen,	industrialists,	and	freelance	writers	and	academics.		"In	1936	he	

(Hugh	Sinclair)	had	set	up	Z	Section,	a	UK-based	agent	running	organization	under	

Claude	Dansey	with	the	aim	of	gathering	intelligence	from	Germany	and	Italy	on	

political	and	military	matters.	Z	was	kept	quite	separate	from	Headquarters,	

operating	out	of	Bush	House	in	London	under	cover	of	the	export	department	of	

Geoffrey	Duveen	and	Company.	Dansey	ran	his	own	small	staff,	including	Jewish	

émigrés	and	other	exiles,	and	supposedly	communicated	with	SIS	only	through	

Sinclair,	although	the	evidence	suggests	that	Desmond	Morton	too	received	

information	directly	from	Dansey."ix	
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“In	the	late	1930s	it	looks	as	though	Coward	went	to	Paris	for	possibly	to	

make	contact	with	an	agent.		When	war	came,	Coward	decided,	as	he	wrote	self-

mockingly	in	the	notes	to	his	collected	lyrics	in	1965,	to	renounce	all	creative	

impulse	for	the	duration	and	devote	myself	hook,	line	and	sinker	to	the	service	of	

my	country.	This	gesture,	admirable	as	it	appeared	to	me	at	the	time,	turned	out	on	

more	mature	consideration	to	be	a	rather	silly	one.	Like	many	others	involved	in	

secret	work,	he	avoids	any	mention	of	SIS	in	his	memoirs.	Still,	it	is	clear	that	he	was	

invited	to	Bletchley	Park,	where	SIS	had	been	evacuated	and	where	the	work	on	

breaking	the	Enigma	code	was	going	on.	After	a	terse	meeting	with	Admiral	Sir	Hugh	

Sinclair,	SIS's	boss	and	the	owner	of	Bletchley,	Coward	was	put	into	'D'	section;	Guy	

Burgess	was	already	there,	and	Kim	Philby	was	soon	to	join.	`D'	was	the	dirty	tricks	

department,	and	its	results	were	distinctly	mixed;	at	one	point	it	planned	to	destroy	

the	Siegfried,	Line's	communications	with	the	help	of	two	Germans,	one	partly	blind	

and	the	other	entirely	deaf.		It	wasn't	Coward's	cup	of	tea,	and	he	moved	to	the	

Political	Warfare	Executive	to	work	on	black	propaganda.”x	It	was	ultimately	

decided	mutually	that	Coward	‘s	greatest	use	to	his	country	was	the	fact	that	he	

“possessed	contacts	with	certain	sections	of	opinion	which	are	very	difficult	to	reach	

through	ordinary	sources,”	according	to	Harold	Nicholson,	official	censor	for	

Churchill’s	Ministry	of	Information.		Coward’s	international	celebrity	gave	him	the	

ability	to	travel	around	the	world,	and	his	personal	wit	and	often	flamboyant	

behavior	created	a	persona	for	him,	a	disguise,	which	would	keep	anyone	from	

suspecting	that	his	true	motivations	were	surreptitiously	collecting	information	–	

spying.	
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While	little	paperwork	survives	documenting	Coward’s	work	directly,	there	

are	some	reports	and	references	in	Coward’s	letters	and	other	extant	documents.		In	

a	dispatch	to	Vansittart	on	November	5,	1938,	Coward	wrote:	

“My	dearest	Bob,		

I	am	terribly	sorry	to	have	missed	you,	however	I	had	not	very	much	to	tell	

you.		I	had	a	brief	but	reasonably	interesting	time	in	Switzerland.		I	snooped	around	

a	good	deal	and	flapped	my	ears	and	I	don’t	think	I	discovered	much	more	than	you	

know	already	which	is	A:	that	the	Swiss,	although	pretty	scared,	behaved	and	are	

behaving	pretty	well	and	very	calmly.		B,	that	the	Nazi	propaganda,	particularly	in	

Zurich	and	Basle,	is	very	strong	but	falling	on	the	stoniest	of	ground.		C,	in	various	

conversations	I	had	and	listened	to	it	was	apparent	that	English	prestige	had	

dropped	considerably	[due	to	Chamberlain’s	having	signed	the	Munich	Agreement,	

agreeing	to	non-aggression	along	with	Hitler,	Mussolini	and	Daladier],	but	there	was	

no	violence	about	this,	just	a	rather	depressed	acceptance	of	the	inevitable.		There	

was,	of	course,	relief	that	way	had	been	averted	but	also	a	certain	surprised	

resignation	that	it	should	have	been	averted	at	such	a	price.”xi	

In	June	1939,	in	addition	to	holding	a	post	in	the	Enemy	Propaganda	Office	in	

Paris	during	the	occupation,	Coward	undertook	a	tour	ostensibly	as	an	entertainer,	

to	Warsaw,	Danzig,	Moscow,	Leningrad,	Helsinki,	Stockholm,	Oslo	and	Copenhagen.		

In	truth,	the	tour	had	been	arranged	and	put	together	by	Vasittart	so	that	Coward	

could	a	clear	sense	of	the	tone	of	those	central	cities	and	report	back.		What	remains	

extant	of	his	reports	back	to	the	home	office	appears	ultimately	to	be	more	
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entertaining	than	enlightening.		Coward’s	dispatches	to	Vasittart	include	the	

following	observations:	

“The	Poles	are	very	sweet	and	gay	and	everyone	drinks	for	too	much	vodka.		

Fortunately	I	have	a	very	strong	head!	[...	Russia]	was	filthy	and	smelly.		Exactly	like	

a	whole	world	composed	of	the	Whitechapel	Road	on	August	Bank	Holiday.		In	

addition	to	that	I	was	spied	upon	and	followed	everywhere	because	it	was	known	

that	I	had	something	to	do	with	the	British	Embassy.		[…	In	Helsinki,]	the	relief	after	

Russia	is	indescribable.		This	town	is	clean	and	pleasant	and	everyone	is	amiable..	[…	

Danzig	is]	a	lovely	city	and	seemed	calm	enough	although	there	were	a	lot	of	Nazis	

parading	about.		[…]		I’m	leaving	[Oslo]	for	Copenhagen	which	is	my	last	port	of	call	

as	far	as	doing	my	stuff	goes.		I’m	not	altogether	sorry.		It	becomes	a	little	wearing	

constantly	having	to	be	polite	and	guarded.		But	still	I	think	I’ve	done	it	alright.”xii	

Following	this	tour	in	August	1939,	Coward	received	a	“mysterious	out-of-

the-blue	phone	call	from	Sir	Campbell	Stuart	demanding	a	midnight	meeting”xiii	at	

Coward’s	home.		Stuart	was	a	Canadian	newspaper	magnate	who	ran	British	

propaganda	operations	for	both	World	Wars.		Coward	reports	in	his	second	

autobiography	Future	Indefinite,	“I	arrived	home	on	the	fairly	fateful	evening	just	

before	midnight,	and	at	twelve	o’clock	precisely,	Sir	Campbell	Stuart	appeared.		The	

ensuing	interview	lasted	for	about	three	hours	and	was	highly	enjoyable.		The	

keynote	of	it	was	professional	charm.		We	both	worked	hard	and	succeeded	in	

charming	each	other	to	a	standstill.		Oddly	enough,	although	it	was	such	a	set	piece,	

that	mutual	charm	session	formed	a	very	pleasant	basis,	which	has	remained	firm	
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through	the	many	vicissitudes.		Sir	Campbell’s	appearance	surprised	me	

considerably	because,	having	been	told	by	Bob	Boothly	that	he	was	a	Canadian,	I	

expected	him	to	be	broad-shouldered,	breezy	and	rather	tough.		Instead,	however,	I	

was	confronted	by	a	tall,	very	thin	gentleman	with	a	ragged	moustache,	slightly	

projecting	teeth	and	kindly	grey	eyes.	[…		After	much	flattery	and	‘softening	up,’	Sir	

Campbell]	suddenly	became	practical	and	outlined	clearly	and	articulately	what	he	

wanted	me	to	do.		This	was	to	go	to	Paris	immediately	on	the	declaration	of	war	and	

set	up,	in	his	name,	a	Bureau	of	Propaganda	in	friendly	cooperation	with	the	French	

Commissariat	d’Information.		The	propaganda	was	to	be	directed	exclusively	into	

Germany	and	Sir	Campbell,	from	his	secret	headquarters	in	the	English	country,	

would	supply	me	with	directives	and	ideas,	which	I,	in	turn,	would	be	required	to	

discuss	with	the	French.		He	informed	me	that	as	far	as	the	English	side	of	the	

business	was	concerned	the	whole	organization	was	complete	and	ready	to	operate	

immediately.		He	also	told	me	that	I	he	would	give	me	a	Chief	of	Staff	and	whatever	

secretaries	I	needed,	and	that	the	Chief	of	Staff	in	question	would	be	David	

Strathallan,	the	son	of	Lord	Perth.xiv	

The	following	weeks	consisted	of	Coward	rehearsing	two	plays,	The	Happy	

Breed	and	Present	Laughter,	simultaneously	from	morning	to	evening;	they	were	

scheduled	to	play	in	repertoire	at	the	Phoenix	Theatre.		After	full	days	of	work	

Coward	received	nightly	visits	from	Campbell	Stuart	or	his	second	in	command,	

Colonel	Dallas	Brooks	at	11:00	or	midnight,	briefing	him	on	“the	details	of	what	was	

expected	of	me	and	explain[ing]	the	intricacies	of	the	organization	in	England,	all	of	

which,	I	hardly	need	say,	were	of	the	utmost	secrecy.”xv	
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Although	the	August	30and	31	dress	rehearsals	of	both	plays	went	smoothly	

and	suggested	successful	productions	with	long	runs,	on	Friday	September	1st,	the	

Germans	invaded	Poland	and	it	became	clear	to	all	that	war	was	imminent.		Both	

productions	cancelled,	David	Strathallan	picked	Coward	up	at	his	studio	on	Sunday	

to	attend	a	final	briefing	at	a	top-secret	location	in	the	English	countryside.		On	the	

drive	to	the	meeting	Coward	and	Strathallan	listened	to	Chamberlain’s	

announcement	of	the	declaration	of	war	on	the	radio.		Coward	describes	flying	off	to	

Paris	the	following	Thursday,	“There	was	only	room	in	the	plane	for	the	pilot,	the	

observer	(a	non-pilot	armed	reconnaissance	serviceman),	and	myself.		I	wore	a	dark	

suit	and	a	bowler	hat	and	carried	a	gas	mask	in	addition	to	various	contrivances	that	

had	been	hooked	on	to	me;	a	parachute	and	a	sort	of	inflatable	belt	for	keeping	me	

afloat	in	the	Channel.		I	also	carried	a	briefcase	containing,	‘The	Papers,’	most	of	

which	were	marked	‘Secret’	and	all	of	which	were	dull.		The	sky	was	a	light,	sharp	

blue	with	exactly	the	right	amount	of	woolly	clouds,	and	the	whole	idea	of	war,	and	

the	fact	that	my	life	was	so	violently	altering	its	course,	seemed	quite	

inconceivable.”xvi	

Coward	checked	in	at	the	Ritz	in	Paris,	which	had	remained	half	open,	the	

half	on	the	side	of	the	Place	Vendôme,	and	dined	that	evening	at	Maxim’s	with	naval	

attaché,	Captain	“Hookie”	Holland	and	Strathallan.		They	“ate	caviar	and	filet	Mignon	

and	drank	pink	champagne	just	as	though	life	in	Paris	was	as	gay	and	care-free	as	it	

had	so	often	had	been.		Albert,	the	maître	d’hôtel,	hovered	and	smiled	and	bowed	as	

he	had	hovered	and	smiled	and	bowed	fro	many	years.		Had	we	but	known	it,	he	was	
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destined	to	continue	doing	so	throughout	the	Occupation,	for	Air	Marshal	Goering	

later	adopted	Maxim’s	as	his	favorite	restaurant.”xvii			

Cowards	attempts	to	follow	on	his	orders	met	with	resistance,	as	the	French	

Minister	of	Propaganda,	French	playwright,	Jean	Giraudoux,	although	a	brilliant	

playwright	and	artist,	was	a	neophyte	administrator	an	fearful	of	being	unduly	

swayed.		Coward’s	routine	settled	into	regular	hours	at	his	office,	despite	a	lifetime	

of	detesting	schedules	of	regularity,	and	monthly	visits	to	London	to	brief	his	

superiors	and	visit	with	his	mother	and	friends.		Coward’s	most	important	success	

in	France	was	shutting	down	a	commercial	radio	station	in	Fécamp,	which	

continued	to	broadcast	despite	an	order	to	shut	down.		Radio	Fécamp	posed	a	

threat,	as	it	might	provide	cross-bearings	for	enemy	aircraft	seeking	to	target	

Portsmouth,	Southampton	and	other	towns	on	the	south	coast	of	England.	

On	January	29,	1939,	Coward	responded	to	a	letter	from	his	American	

friends,	speaking	to	his	life	and	work	in	Paris,	he	wrote:	

My	dear	Jack,	

I	have	just	had	a	letter	from	you	that	I	feel	I	must	answer	immediately.		You	

said	in	it	that	there	was	a	certain	movement	among	my	friends	in	New	York	to	induce	

you	to	induce	me	to	give	up	the	job	I	am	doing	now	and	return	to	the	Theatre.		I	do	so	

very	much	want	you	to	explain	to	them	that	what	I	am	doing	now	is,	to	me,	even	more	

important	than	a	successful	play	however	well	written,	well	directed	and	well	played.		

You	will	have	difficulty	over	this.		The	quality	that	I	love	most	in	my	friends	of	the	
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Theatre	is	their	hundred	percent	concentrations.		They	live	far	away	from	what	is	

happening	now	and	what	has	been	happening	during	the	last	years.		Do	tell	them	also,	

with	my	love	and	with	a	great	deal	of	nostalgia,	that	I	miss	them	very	much	and	that	

there	are	many	moments	when	I	long	to	be	with	them.	

Unfortunately,	however,	we	are	at	war.	We	are	at	war	in	defense	of	all	that	

makes	their	performances	possible.	

I	am	sure	that	art	and	the	Theatre	signify	a	great	deal	in	life	(if	they	don’t	I	

have	been	bloody	well	wasting	my	times	for	thirty	years)	but	at	the	moment	I	can’t	feel	

that	they	matter	quite	so	much	as	they	did.		I	admit	that	up	to	date	there	hasn’t	been	

overmuch	bloodshed	and	that	consequently	the	headlines	in	the	press	haven’t	been	

vastly	entertaining,	but	in	the	meantime	the	war	is	being	waged	in	more	subtle	terms.		

It	is	a	very	dreadful	war	because	it	is	doing	bad	things	to	people’s	minds.		It	would	be	

quite	impossible	for	me	to	act	in	New	York	while	my	friends	were	fighting	in	Europe.		I	

am	using	my	intelligence	and	my	brains	for	my	country	until	the	war	is	over.		Some	of	

my	work	is	interesting	and	a	lot	of	it	is	dull,	but	at	least	I	know	I	am	doing	the	only	

thing	possible	for	me.		Perhaps	when	it	is	al	over	I	might	emerge	from	it	a	better	writer	

and	a	better	actor	in	which	case	there	will	be	that	much	gained.	[…]		I	fully	realize	that	

several	thousand	miles	of	ocean	between	America	and	Europe	make	it	difficult	for	

people	over	there	to	understand	what	we	are	feeling	over	here.		I	am	sure	they	

occasionally	read	the	press	notices	of	this	particular	production,	but	we	all	know	how	

unreliable	critics	can	be.		This	play	hasn’t	been	very	well	directed	so	far	and	the	first	

act,	according	to	many,	is	too	long	and	rather	dull.		I	am	afraid	however,	that	I	cannot	
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walk	out	on	it.		Please	give	them	my	love;	show	them	this	letter;	thank	them	for	

thinking	so	well	of	my	talent	and	reproach	them,	affectionately,	for	thinking	so	poorly	

of	my	character.xviii	

As	early	as	December	of	1939	stories	had	begun	to	appear	in	the	London	

papers	asking	what	Coward	was	doing	in	Paris,	speculating,	conjecturing	and,	more	

often	than	not,	propagating	conflated	rumors,	which	ultimately,	by	spring	1940,	

made	his	work	in	Paris	impossible.	On	Thursday	April	18,	Coward	took	a	train	from	

Paris	to	Genoa,	Italy,	where	he	boarded	the	S.S.	Washington,	a	ship	bound	for	the	

United	States,	not	yet	realizing	that	he	had	been	placed	on	the	Nazi	blacklist	of	

people	who,	if	captured,	were	to	be	immediately	liquidated.	

Coward	spent	time	in	both	New	York	and	Washington,	D.C.,	meeting	with	

people	at	all	levels	and	reporting	back	to	the	home	office.		He	had	arrived	at	a	time	

when	much	of	the	U.S.	was	caught	up	in	a	feeling	that	the	war	should	be	left	for	the	

Europeans	to	sort	out.		He	met	with	members	of	the	theatre	and	arts	communities	

and	political	figures	up	to	the	President.		He	spent	the	rest	of	1940	travelling	around	

the	United	States	and	the	following	year	in	South	Africa	and	Australia,	returning	to	

London	in	the	late	spring	of	1941.			

“Finally	it	was	decided	that	he	was	too	well	known	to	work	on	secret	

projects,	and	he	left	for	more	suitable	war-work:	making	In	Which	We	Serve,	and	

entertaining	the	troops	everywhere	from	Burma	to	Africa	and	the	Middle	East.	He	

would	sing	them	`Mad	Dogs	and	Englishmen'	and	The	Stately	Homes	of	England';	
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but	what	his	audiences	enjoyed	most	were	his	variations	on	`Let's	Do	It',	which	

became	raunchier	and	raunchier.”xix	

The	rest	of	the	war	saw	Coward	travelling	for	the	SIS,	meeting	with	world	

figures	and	sending	in	reports	from	around	the	world	and	creating	pieces	like	the	

song	“Don’t	Let’s	Be	Beastly	to	the	Germans”	and	the	film	In	Which	We	Serve,	telling	

the	story	of	Mountbattan,	and	produced,	in	part,	by	the	Ministry	of	Information.		It	

was	only	in	the	last	several	months	of	his	life,	in	the	early	1970s	when	Coward	

revealed	his	participation	in	the	war	effort.		Reconciling	his	war	efforts	with	his	

theatrical	persona	was	shocking.		In	reviewing	his	final	autobiography,	The	Sunday	

Telegraph	wrote,	“Coward	repeatedly	demonstrates	the	piquant	contrast	between	

the	public	persona	and	the	real	man.”	
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