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In the midst of World War II, on a seemingly ordinary morning in April 1943, a Spanish 
fisherman named José Antonio Rey María made a discovery that would alter the course 
of the war. Floating off the coast of Huelva, Spain, was the body of a British Royal Marine 
officer, a briefcase chained to his wrist. This man, identified as Major William Martin, was 
not a real person but a carefully constructed fiction at the heart of Operation Mincemeat, 
one of history’s most audacious counterintelligence operations. The documents in his 
briefcase, detailing Allied plans to invade Greece, were meticulously forged. When they 
inevitably made their way to the German High Command, they were believed. The 
deception was so successful that when the Allies stormed the beaches of Sicily in July 
1943, they met a vastly reduced German force, whose attention had been masterfully 
diverted to the wrong side of the Mediterranean. 

This operation underscored a timeless military principle: controlling the information space 
is as crucial as controlling physical terrain. Shaping an enemy's perception and influencing 
their decisions through deception has long been a vital component of warfare. World War 
II was rife with such examples, from General Omar Bradley’s fictitious First United States 
Army Group, created to convince Germany that the D-Day landings would occur at 
Calais, to the "Ghost Army," which used inflatable tanks and sound deception to simulate 
entire divisions. These efforts demonstrated that a well-told lie could save thousands of 
lives and turn the tide of battle. 

The art of deception continued to evolve with the changing nature of conflict. During the 
Korean War, when General Douglas MacArthur learned that fragments of his plans for an 
amphibious assault had been compromised, he did not abandon them. Instead, he 
transformed the intelligence leak into an advantage. U.S. forces staged a series of 
elaborate feints, including false radio traffic and naval demonstrations, to convince North 
Korean and Chinese forces that the landing would occur at Kunsan. This reinforced the 
enemy's assumption that the treacherous tides at Incheon made it an impossible target. 
The actual assault on Incheon on September 15, 1950, achieved complete strategic 
surprise, proving that even a compromised plan could become a powerful tool of 
misdirection. 

By the Vietnam War, these techniques were routine. Controlled leaks, deceptive radio 
broadcasts, and intentionally "lost" documents were regularly used to manipulate Viet 
Cong intelligence. The conflict also introduced a new dimension to information control: 
television. As the war was broadcast into American living rooms, managing public 
perception became a parallel battlefield. The need to balance operational security with 
public reporting fundamentally transformed how the military handled information, 
highlighting the struggle to control the narrative both at home and abroad. 

Today, the information space is more complex and contested than ever. In modern 
conflicts, such as the war in Ukraine, intelligence gathering and counterintelligence 
efforts unfold in real-time on social media and through open-source analysis. The 
battlefield is flooded with inflated casualty numbers, manipulated imagery, and 
exaggerated reports, creating a dense fog of information. The rise of artificial intelligence 
adds another layer of danger, with deepfakes and fabricated news stories making it 
increasingly difficult to distinguish truth from fiction. The fundamental principle of 
counterintelligence, shaping minds by exploiting assumptions and biases, remains the 
same, but the speed and scale of information have dramatically increased the stakes. 

This evolution brings the lesson of Major Martin into the modern day. In an 
interconnected world where personal information is readily available online, every 
individual can become an unwitting source for those who wish to weaponize data. The 
story of Glyndwr Michael, the homeless man who was given the identity of Major Martin 
after his death, is a tragic but powerful reminder of how information can be shaped for a 
greater purpose. His posthumous role in a brilliant deception helped win a critical battle, 
and his story serves as a cautionary tale for the digital age, reminding us that in the 
ongoing struggle for control of the information space, every detail matters. 
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BAD INFORMATION OR BAD SPAGHETTI? 

With the discussion of how information can be weaponized regardless of its au-
thenticity and quality, it’s important to remember that this is not exclusive to a 
combat environment.  There are many examples of instances such as social en-
gineering, phishing, and so many other cyber threats to steal information from 
individuals for an array of different intentions.  But not every example of bad in-
formation is necessarily, well…bad. 

There are some cases such as the story of the caves under Rock Island Arsenal 
– a subject which we’ve touched on before in this publication – were drafted for 
a sense of wonder and intrigue while boosting the status of individuals who tell 
those stories.  There are two versions of this story.  The first tells of a supposed 
trove of gold and riches lie beneath the island that was published in the local 
newspaper.  The second was published in the local newspaper much later and 
was inspired by hearsay from local teens who claimed they sneaked onto the 
island via underground (and under river, for that matter) caves. 

Then, there are others that are much more…peculiar.  Surely, none of you would 
believe that spaghetti grew on trees, right?  Well, in the 1950s the BBC aired a 
news segment highlighting a “record-breaking spaghetti harvest” in Switzerland.  
What captivated the audience were depictions of trees growing bountiful locks 
of spaghetti noodles.  It managed to fool a few people, with the BBC receiving at 
least a few phone calls asking where people could source their own spaghetti 
tree.  I guess the fact that the date of the news airing was 1 APR slipped their 
mind.   

Trust…but verify.  Usually. 

1. What was the first American-fought war where counterintelligence or 
deception tactics were used? 

How many men were (actually) in Bradley’s Phantom Army? 

Should you run after someone who stole your cell phone while you were out 
at a café? 

2. 

3. 

1. 
What holiday staple often appeared in Army mess halls at Christmas? 

Turkey 

2. 
What was the most common item sent to U.S. Soldiers in the Christmas 
packages? 

Tobacco or Cigarettes 

3. 
What music became more popular in the U.S. following World War I? 

Jazz 
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