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(From The Tree of Liberty)

 


By her inspired the new born race

Soon grew the
Avenging Steel,
man;

The hirelings ran — her foes gied chase

And banged the despot weel, man.

 


Robert Burns (1759 – 1796)

 


Cover Photo:
Original photograph of ‘Silent Killing’ training
in Camp X, Canada.

 



 


Also by Ian Hall, related to Avenging
Steel…

 


Churchill’s Secret Armies

War without Rules: Ministry of Ungentlemanly
Warfare

A short history of the secret departments
and Special Forces put together by Winston Churchill in World War
2.

 


 


WW2 Spy School:

The Complete 1943 S. O. E. Counter Espionage
Manual

The complete SOE manual used in World War 2
to train Allied spies and counter-espionage agents.

Over 400 pages of authentic WW2
documentation.

 


 


The Ridiculously Comprehensive Dictionary of
British Slang

A huge dictionary of British slang, regional
slang and Cockney Rhyming Slang. Thousands of definitions, hundreds
of pages.

With a slightly comic twist.

 


 



[image: ]

 


Foreword

An Introduction to the Characters…

Chapter 1 A Day of
Firsts

Chapter 2 Canada; Land of the
Free

Chapter 3 Special Training Camp
103

Chapter 4 Jumping Out of a Perfectly
Good Plane

Chapter 5 Pearl Harbor

Chapter 6 The New York Passport
Bureau

Chapter 7 Operation Ascalon; Capturing
a General

Chapter 8 Getting In, Getting Out
Alive

Chapter 9 The Banks of the
Nile

Chapter 10 I Would Walk Five Hundred
Miles

Chapter 11 Bairds; Face to
Face

Chapter 12 On the Bus, Back Off
Again

Chapter 13 Does Anyone Actually Like
Submarines?

Chapter 14 Rabat

Chapter 15 My Last Days in
Africa

 


 



 [image: ]

 


On 10th
May, 1940, Germany attacked British and French troops in
France and Belgium.

At that time, the British Army had more than
half a million men in Continental Europe.

By 4th
June 1940, Britain had rescued 330,000 men (British and
French) from the defensive bubble around Dunkirk.

Between
15th and
25th June 1940, they rescued
another 190,000 through Operation Ariel from French coasts and
ports.

In the short Battle of France, Britain had left behind 70,000
men, 450 tanks, 2500 artillery pieces, 85,000 vehicles, and 600,000
tons of ammunition, fuel and stores.

The figures show Britain had 500,000 men for
its defense… but with little arms, armor and ammunition to fight…
Britain was ripe for invasion, and everyone knew it.

Churchill spoke…

… we shall fight on the
beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in
the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; We
shall never surrender…

 


On 16 July 1940 Hitler issued Führer
Directive No. 16, setting in motion preparations for a landing in
Britain. He prefaced the order by stating…

"As England,
in spite of her hopeless military situation, still shows no signs
of willingness to come to terms, I have decided to prepare, and if
necessary to carry out, a landing operation against her. The aim of
this operation is to eliminate the English Motherland as a base
from which the war against Germany can be continued, and, if
necessary, to occupy the country
completely."

 


On the
16th August the first waves of
German paratroopers descended on rural England. The next day, under
the cover of the Luftwaffe, tanks and armored vehicles drove ashore
in numerous locations.

Within a month Germany had captured London,
Birmingham and Manchester.

Four weeks later, Churchill’s much
vaunted Battle of Britain was
over.

Churchill spoke to the British people from a
fleeting headquarters in Ireland…

… let us not consider this
a retreat, not a farewell to our homeland, but as a gathering for a
new offensive. And let me make this promise to Herr Hitler; we will
return…

 


Thus begins a brand-new Alternative History
series… Avenging Steel

 An Introduction to the Characters…

 


James Baird…

James is our main character, our
story’s hero and the book’s narrator. He is a 20-year old
philosophy student at Edinburgh University, and has been recruited
by the S.O.E. as an agent. His code-name is Biggles, and is used by
the S.O.E. as a liaison between cells in Edinburgh. He also works
at The Scotsman newspaper as
a writer and copy-editor. His father, in the Scots Greys Regiment,
is stationed in Palestine.

 


Alice Baird (Howes)…

Alice is James’s partner in spy-crime,
wife, and the head of the S.O.E. cell inside The Scotsman newspaper. She is from the border
town of Selkirk, and speaks fluent German; her father having been a
POW from the Great War who stayed in Scotland in 1918. She seems to
take her orders from Lilith, but her actual bosses are unknown to
James. Alice also works at The
Scotsman newspaper as a copy-editor.

 


Captain Möller…

Gerhardt Möller is the German officer in
charge of German bias/slanting for the Scotsman newspaper’s
stories. James has to report their stories to Möller each day by
one o’clock for his inspection. James suspects Möller has opened
the hand of friendship to him, but cannot be certain. Lilith’s
organization has compromising photos of him.

 


Ivanhoe (Mr. Irvine)…

Ivanhoe is James’ contact within the S.O.E.
in Edinburgh, and the man who recruited him. James only glimpses
the level at which Ivanhoe works, but does harbor the suspicion
that Ivanhoe might be the top S.O.E. man in Scotland.

 


Lilith…

Named after the character by George
MacDonald, Lilith is a beautiful enigmatic S.O.E. contact, possibly
working in conjunction with Ivanhoe, but definitely also operating
outside his purview. Lilith introduced Alice to James, and is
Alice’s main contact. Although James seems to be in love with
Alice, Lilith’s face comes to him at the oddest times.

 


The Baird Family in Edinburgh…

Veronica Baird is James’ mother. She lives
for her family and rules with a slightly flexible iron rod. Frances
is James’ fifteen-year-old younger sister. They live in a first
floor apartment in Bruntsfield, on the edge of the Links and
Meadows.
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A Day of Firsts

 


On Monday morning,
15th September, 1941, I stood
on Platform 2 of Waverley Station.

Despite my protests, or maybe even because of
them, both mum and Frances stood beside my wife. I hugged them all
in turn, then hugged Alice again. “I’ll be back in eight weeks.” I
said, tears not far from falling.

“I know.” Alice buried her face in my
neck, knowing that I was on a mission, but no idea what or where.
I’d struggled with our ‘no secrets’ agreement, and she’d poked me
mercilessly over the last week, but I had to stay schtum on this
one, and had told her so on many occasions. No word of my
destination could leak out when I was gone, not even in
jest.

I climbed aboard, my heart thumping loudly in
my chest; I’d never before done something as important as this, and
the presence of mum and sister only added to my growing
nervousness. I found a seat in a quiet compartment, and stuck my
head out of the open window.

The conductor whistled, and began to walk up
the train towards me, closing the doors, the ‘bangs’ echoing under
the high glass roof.

Alice reached up and grabbed me tightly.
“Don’t you dare bloody die on me, James Baird!”

Oh, God; that was the straw that broke the
camel’s back. My tears burst, and I held on to her for dear life.
If there was a time I almost backed-out of the mission, that was
it.

We broke our embrace at the first jolt of the
train’s motion, and I watched the shrinking, waving images of all
three women in my life through my own tear-covered eyes.

I sat back on the worn fabric of the
compartment seat, almost in disbelief of the events that were going
to occur.

I was going to Canada.

The train ambled awkwardly through the
sidings of the station, jolting and tipping slightly, then rode out
into daylight. We trundled over bridges I’d walked under just a
week earlier; the bridge on Calton Hill, where I’d walked to try
and rescue Balfour, the bridge at Restalrig, where I’d ran away
from his shredded body. Past Easter Road, its stadium stands rising
above the surrounding houses. I hardly believed my briefing; ‘the
train will slow down to a snail’s pace at the Seafield railyards,
you will get off, no luggage’.

Seafield loomed, and I still doubted
Ivanhoe’s words, then with a short jerk, the train slowed. I rose
at my cue, exited the carriage, leaving my single suitcase behind
me, and walked to the door. The window was already ajar, so I
floored it, stuck my hand outside and turned the worn brass handle,
opening the door wide. The train was still moving, but I was at
least six feet off the ground. I could break a leg here, or even
land awkwardly, and fall back under the moving train.

“Go backwards, two steps down, sir.” I
turned in surprise to see the conductor. He smiled warmly, as if it
were an everyday occurrence to let a secret agent off a moving
train. I grinned back weakly, found the handholds, stepped back
into oblivion, then jumped.

My feet crunched into pebbles, and I steadied
myself easily. To my surprise, the conductor leaned out the
doorway, saluted me, then pulled the door closed.

I saluted back, perhaps the first I’d ever
done with any feeling, as the train disappeared down the line.

I heard footsteps close by.

“Not a bad dismount for a
novice.”

“Aye, I’ve had a bit of practice
lately,” I turned to Ivanhoe, walking along a row of stationary
cattle cars. “I seem to recall jumping out the back of a butcher’s
van.” Yet another reference to the botched attempt to rescue
Balfour.

Ivanhoe’s face fell. “I remember.”

Yes, he would. But I would also remember his
face as he lobbed the grenades into Balfour’s interrogation
chamber; I’d never seen a man in as much mental anguish.

“But let’s get you out of the country,
shall we?” Ivanhoe recovered well, reminding me of my mission into
the unknown.

I looked back at the distant train. “Someone
will get my suitcase, won’t they?”

Ivanhoe nodded. “You’ll get it back, don’t
worry.” I suppose when the larger task is getting an agent through
German lines to Canada, the easy part was collecting one item of
luggage.

The first stage was simple; a walk across
train lines, out onto the road, to the main tram line, and a tram
back into town.

The supposed job I was taking in
the Times in London was now a
distant memory, replaced by the wonders of exactly how the
‘organization’ were going to sneak me out of the country and away
to Canada. To be honest, I’d spent so much time wondering of the
details of my journey, I hadn’t even given much thought to what I
would be doing there. I had some blurry vision of meetings, and
maybe seeing Churchill, and perhaps being given a medal for
thinking up the underground newspaper; The
Tree of Liberty, copies of which were now circulating
widely in Edinburgh.

A medal from Churchill? Some chance.

The tram took us to the top of London Road,
and a second one took us along Princes Street, probably just a few
yards from Mum and Frances if they were going straight back home;
needless to say I was extremely nervous along that stretch. Once
past Haymarket, I started to relax as far as meeting a family
member was concerned.

We got off at Edinburgh Zoo, where a car was
waiting. Here Ivanhoe shook my hand, then held it out. “Wedding
ring.”

I frowned. “Why… ?”

“Don’t ask. It’ll be better if I keep
it for you.”

As I dropped it into his hand, he wished me
good luck for the journey, and walked across the road.

It felt somehow strange to be headed for such
a distant shore with no luggage, but orders were orders, and all I
had were a few green pound notes and my German-issued ID.

The driver introduced himself as Archie
Hanlon, and I shook his hand on getting inside, giving him a false
name almost as a matter of course.

“Just in case we get stopped, you’re
heading for Oban.” Archie said, “You’ve to stand on the far quay
with a copy of the Glasgow Herald under your arm. Six
o’clock.”

“Okay,” I digested the simple facts,
knowing he’d have been given the basics, and no more.

He soon drove out of Edinburgh, past the
village of Kirkliston, and headed for Falkirk and Stirling, we’d be
spending a lot of time in the tourist parts of lower Scotland, the
names passed me in a semi-daze; Callander, Balquidder, Tyndrum,
Dalmally. Although Archie started the trip in full blether-mode, he
soon slowed down the chat when he realized that my answers were
single words. Loose talk, no matter on any level, sunk ships, and
since I was headed for one, I didn’t give him any inkling to
myself, my personality, or my purpose.

I spent my time looking out the passenger
window, watching the delights of rural Scotland pass me by.

Five hours later, having just driven a
hundred miles or so, we ran down the brae into Oban.

The large bay was empty, just a few boats
tied to the quay, and those mostly small fishing vessels. Colors
hit me from all angles; the change of autumnal color in the leaves,
the blue of the bay, the white painted railings of the quay, and
the gaudy shop fronts. Just for a snap-shot, it seemed
inconceivable that such a quaint town could be under foreign
rule.

But we soon saw the enemy’s presence; an
armored car parked at the docks, a few German guards, rifles
casually slung over shoulders, swastikas on government
buildings.

I thanked Archie for his transport, and
walked onto the pavement that ran to the main quay. I looked at my
watch, just after three in the afternoon; even the pubs would be
closed.

I spotted a newsagents and headed towards it.
“Herald, please,” I passed sixpence to the lady behind the counter.
“Is there anywhere in town I can while away an hour or two?”

She pointed back away from the main harbor.
“The Columba hotel might stay open, there’s a few fishermen gets
locked in.”

I gave thanks, and walked over to the hotel
which dominated the small northern part of the bay, a large
red-stone building with two circular observation towers on the
seaward side.

The girl on the desk was as quaint as could
be, very country, very rural. “Yes sir, what can ah do for ye,
sir?”

“Is the bar open?”

“No sir, it’s shut, it’ll no’ open
until five.”

I slipped my ID into my hand, held my
thumb over the main stuff, but left the German stamp very visible.
“So if I barge down that door…” I pointed to the closed door,
marked ‘saloon bar’,
“There’ll be no one inside?”

Her shoulders slumped, and she walked away,
rounding the counter, and crossed to the door. Three sharp knocks,
then two more. The door opened.

“Gentleman wants a drink.”

The man inside poked his head out. “An’ does
he know he’ll be payin’?”

I pushed past the girl. “I dinna mind payin’
extra,” I crossed into the Glasgow idiom easily.

“Aye, come on in then.” he
smiled.

Considering it might be my last for a few
days, I sat in the corner, reading my rival newspaper, and enjoying
four pints of reasonable beer; Belhaven too, from my neck of the
woods, well, Dunbar.

At five thirty I walked south along the
harbor wall, Glasgow herald tucked under my arm. At a line of low
warehouses I was met by a burly man emerging from the first boat.
“You’re bloody late!” he bellowed, advancing on me.

I could hardly believe he could be so direct,
with a German soldier paying particular attention just a few yards
away.

I looked at my watch. “It’s only twenty to
six!” I protested.

“Dinna gi’es yer pish!” he retorted,
taking a swing at me. Instinctively ducking, he missed. “Get bloody
well onboard.”

I slunk past the smirking guard, the amused
German holding a hand over his mouth.

The sailor tried to kick me twice as I
hastily ran aboard the nearest boat, The
Flycatcher, Oban.

“Get below ya wee rascal!”

Finding only one door into the small
superstructure, I slipped inside, the burly man following
immediately afterwards. He shut the door behind him, and turned,
smiling. “Sorry about that, mate. I’d primed Fritz out there with
the story you were my friend’s son, and making us late. That way
there’d be no papers checked.” We shook hands. “Scanlon, Henry
Scanlon.”

The ruse made sense. “He looked taken in,
Henry.” I refrained from giving my name.

The man nodded, grinning widely. “Oh, hook,
line and sinker! Let’s get under way; we’ve got a few miles to get
under the bows before we hand you over.”

Before he hands me over. “Where am I going
next?”

“H.M.S.
Tribune.”

“A ship?”

Henry shook his head. “Submarine.”

A day of firsts, then; I’d deceived my family
about my destination and my itinerary for the next eight weeks, I’d
got on a boat, and now hours later, I was to be transferred to a
submarine. Two crewmen untied the lines to the wharf and with the
engines thrumming below my feet, we eased out into the harbour.

Once out on the water, the scenery couldn’t
have been more beautiful if I’d been in heaven and picked it
myself. The low sun to our bows made dark shadows of Mull as we
passed, and the most picturesque castle by the shore that I’d ever
seen.

“Duart Castle,” Henry pointed as we
passed its short peninsular. Unusually, it flew a British flag.
“We’re too far out here for Fritz to check that stuff.” Henry
laughed. We waved to small figures on land, who returned the
friendly gesture.

The sight of its austere ramparts made me
misty-eyed to leave, but as we broke into choppier, open water, the
sentiment soon disappeared and I gripped my handhold tighter.

As dusk settled, we stopped between Mull and
the smaller island of Coll, the small boat bobbing in the water.
The two men of the crew busied themselves with nets, ready to go
fishing after dropping me off.

Suddenly there was a bubbling to one side,
and Henry roared ‘Brace yoursel’s!’ to everyone. The boat rocked as
the submarine surfaced, just feet away. A long black line in the
water, large curved bows, low conning tower.

Sailors emerged from the sub,
and The Flycatcher threw
lines which soon drew us together.

Oh, boy, I’ll never forget that first
transfer. The ships bobbed together, but there was a dark void
between the two that seemed to call to me.

Shaking in fear, I stepped down a short
rope-ladder towards the black maw. I felt hands grab me, my
clothes, then arms, legs pulling me off the fishing boat’s side. It
seemed to take ages, but moments later I stood on board a
submarine. I’d never breathed a heavier sigh of relief.

I was pushed/guided up the conning tower
steps. “Come on, old chap.” I guessed the commander’s voice from
above. “We’re like a worm on a pavement up here.”

Once in the conning tower, I was wrestled
down the hatch and into its belly.

When the Commander gave the order, “Dive, all
speed ahead!” I just swallowed hard.

A day of firsts, indeed.
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Canada, Land of the Free

 


Once inside, with the floor sloping sharply,
the Commander introduced himself as ‘Hinchcliffe’, and I was shown
forward to a small room. Four bunks, three rather dejected men in
civilian dress sat or lay inside. The room was so cramped I swear
if we all stood up, we’d be intimate; the closet back home was
bigger.

Mark, Clive and Roger all had English
accents, and announced they had been on board the Tribune for a day
or so. We were all going to Canada.

The only thing I really remember about the
submarine was the lack of space. The ceilings were high enough to
stand up, but every doorway was a step-over and duck effort, every
meal was eaten in shifts because of the size of the galley. Apart
from our time in the ‘head’, the four of us were together every
second of every day, and we soon became pretty well acquainted.
However, despite the novelty of the ride, I detested every second.
Although I was only aboard the submarine for two days, the smell
inside the vessel by the end of the second day was so overpowering,
I gasped the clean sea air once the hatches were opened.

The rendezvous with the large merchant ship
happened out of the blue, and I’m kind of glad they never told us
anything about it until it took place. I’m not sure I could have
taken the pressure inside the submarine with the added expectation
of transfer. The long climb up the ship’s side scared the living
bejesus out of me.

The freighter had three large ‘flying boat’
aeroplanes fastened to her decks, and a large crane to lift them
down onto the water. The down-side was we had to wait three days
for the sea to calm down enough to allow the aircraft to take off.
So, not wasting time, we cruised westward, getting nearer our new
continent, while the four of us got to know each other, and
probably started to stink pretty badly.

Trust me; taking turns washing naked on deck
in an improvised cold salt water shower in was no picnic. No matter
how hard we tried, we couldn’t raise any suds from the thick red
bar of soap.

When we got winched off the side the next
morning onto the small boat that took us to the Catalina airplane,
I was overjoyed.

That is, until the propellers started, and we
began the half-mile long trek to flying speed. We got buffeted on
our seats so badly I felt new bruises form on the new lumps on my
backside. Thank God for seatbelts.

As the aircraft rose above the waves, I
experienced the smooth ride for the first time in five days. Okay
the noise was deafening, but it was smooth. The deck under our feet
didn’t move, didn’t pitch with the waves, or slope up and down when
we dived and surfaced. I guess I didn’t like being on the sea; it’s
my only real bad memory of my journey to Canada.

That and we were travelling at hundreds of
miles per hour rather than just ten.

Ten hours of flying brought us to a small
coastal ‘place’ called Cartwright, where we re-fueled. I hesitate
to call it a town, as I only saw three or four buildings. I’d never
been in an airplane before, and although the ride was better than
any boat, I sure coddled every minute my feet were back on the
ground; stomping my feet, trying to get some warmth into my now
frail body.

The pilot also brought us four greatcoats,
which we gratefully received, thanking him like a doctor that had
just saved our lives. When we set off again, we were far warmer
than before; four more hours of flying over terrain so barren, we
didn’t see a man-made anything for hours.

When darkness fell, we trusted the pilot knew
what he was doing and where he was headed. Looking out the windows
to utter darkness, we were back to the submarine days, seeing
nothing.

I tried to sleep, but with the noise from the
engines, I got little shut-eye.

As the plane slowed down and began to drop to
the ground, I sensed the end of our journey was in sight.

Well, not ground, water.

“We’re on Lake Ontario,” The co-pilot
announced on a rare walk from the flight deck. “This is the end of
the line boys.”

The plane taxied for a while, then abruptly,
it ran aground.

We suddenly understood what the co-pilot had
said. We were at our destination.

The side door opened from the outside, and I
looked down onto two feet of black water. “Come on, look lively,”
an English voice. I jumped past him, and was shocked by the
temperature of the water, splashing up chilling me, soaking my
trousers. I saw a torch on the shore, sweeping back and forth, and
headed towards it.

Once on the beach we were led up a narrow
path, then across a rough field, then onto a gravel walkway. The
torches our ‘welcomers’ wielded gave me fleeting glimpses of their
attire; khaki green, proper British issue. I guessed we had landed
at an army base of some kind. My eyes soon adjusted to the low
light and found cream colored shapes, low rectangular buildings,
lots of them. It came as no surprise when we were led inside
one.

The corridor was spotless, the building
obviously newly made. “Follow me, chaps,” the accent was English,
but the man wore no rank or badges on his tunic. Leading each of us
to their own door, he showed me inside a small bedroom.

My new digs were maybe ten foot square, but
at least I didn’t need to share. There was little more than enough
space to house the furniture; a single bunk, a dresser, a desk and
wooden chair. It was all fine, but of course, at this stage I had
nothing to put in the drawers.

“This is your new issue, sonny; one
overall, you will wear it until tomorrow when you will receive your
kit. All other clothing, cards, personal items go here.” He pointed
to a hessian sack on the floor.

I nodded. “Yes, sir,”

“No ‘sir’s’ here sonny, nowhere on the
camp. Just me and you.” And off he went to the next room, where
Mark would be billeted.

“How about a wedding ring?” I heard
Mark ask, I knew he immediately regretted it.

“Didn’t you listen?” The man’s tone
changed in a heartbeat; from welcoming smile to sergeant-major
growl. “No items to be left on your person, wedding rings, nothing.
There’s a shower, last door on the left, use it, there’s no dirty
scroats allowed here, then change into your overalls.”

“Overalls?”

“They’re on the bloody bed, sunshine!
MOVE!” As he left the building, he bawled for all to hear. “Get
some shut-eye, reveille is at seven o’clock, breakfast is in the
center hut. Get there quick, you don’t get a second
chance.”

I decided there and then to follow
instructions. I stripped, put everything I owned into the hessian
bag, even my watch, gave thanks to Ivanhoe for his confiscation of
my wedding ring, and walked gingerly out into the corridor, naked
as I’d been born.

Thankfully the man had left, and I saw
Roger’s similarly stripped form at his door. “We just walk naked to
the shower?” he asked.

I shrugged, I mean, we’d seen each other
naked before on the freighter’s deck. “No point in putting the
overalls on for a ten yard walk, is there?”

I have to say, having hot water to shower
under is wonderful, one of the headiest treats of my life. But
having soap that rose to suds was even better. I washed myself from
head to toe, and then back again. I may have lingered in that
precious place for an hour.

Four khaki green towels lay on a bench in the
shower room, I took one, wrapped it round my middle and walked back
to my room.

Once in my overalls I felt like a million
dollars.

A welcome sheet now lay on my desk. I sat on
my bed, lay back, and began reading.

The pamphlet was Spartan, but if you read
between the lines, it gave information.

Camp Arrangements

It appeared we would be issued with
battle-dress, and expected to wear it at all times. The phrase
“it is considered advisable for the
military appearance of the camp to be consistently
maintained.” I had no idea what that meant. Slowly the
idea of me meeting Churchill, and being knighted for my work on The
Tree of Liberty, slid from my mind.

Ah, there was a bar, and we had three opening
times. I allowed myself a grin, reading that part with some
distrust, considering the shortage of spirits back in Britain. It
also seemed we’d be given four meals per day, not bad, although we
were warned about tardiness for meals; seems that would not be
tolerated.

There were details of leave, and a P.O. Box
to which our incoming mail should be addressed to.

I read the pamphlet many times, then settled
back onto my pillow.

I think I fell asleep in seconds.

Reveille hit me like my head had just touched
the pillow. “Damn,” I swung my legs off the bed and looked outside
into the misty daylight. All I could see were more huts of the
same, and a few uniformed men. We had no need to gather, the four
of us met up in the hallway, overalls and bare feet. “Fancy
breakfast?”

Other men in overalls joined us in the
corridor, and I nodded to them. “Just in?” one asked.

“Aye, late last night. You?”

“Yesterday afternoon.” I thought I
caught a hint of Welsh in his accent.

We followed the direction of the throng
outside to the mess hut. It was set up like a huge café, and
already hundreds of men sat inside, a huge wave of conversation hit
me, and not all in English; I recognized French and German, and
there were other languages too. Since we were the only ones not in
proper uniform, we stuck out like sore thumbs, garnering a fair bit
of attention from the diners, yet mostly being ignored. We joined
the queue and shuffled forward quickly.

I took a plate, and walked along the line of
men dishing food. Not once did I refuse an item, I found a table
where three other overalled men had gathered, almost like outcasts.
I joined them and tucked in like I’d not seen food in months.

Sausage, bacon, fried egg, bread, baked
beans, fried mushroom, fried tomato, black pudding.

Each table sat ten men, and there were nine
of us in overalls.

“Looks like there’s no rationing over
here,” Roger exclaimed through a full mouth. I couldn’t answer, my
senses reeling from the variety and quantity of food so long
forgotten in Britain. I finished my pate, and cleaned the bean
juice and fat with my bread. I don’t think I’d had so much to eat
in ages.

Looking up, I recognized the angry man from
last night as he approached. “Watch out.”

“My name’s Digby.” He stopped at our
table. “Once you’re all finished, report to the Quartermaster; it’s
signposted.” And off he went, no rancor, hardly an attitude at all,
maybe even the inkling of a smile.

The Quartermaster, who again wore no badges
of rank and introduced himself as ‘Bushy’, gave us a kitbag, and
two of everything else; underwear, shirts, trousers, jacket, and
greatcoat. The clothing was all freshly laundered, and it was
difficult to tell if it were new or used. He gave us one pair of
second hand boots, and sent us back to our rooms to change into our
‘new kit’.

On the way I could see groups of men, some
being instructed in one thing or another, some just standing
around. Others, out in the surrounding fields were walking very
strangely, no pattern to their stride, almost no direction either;
they looked drunk. Looking around, there must have been fifteen
huts, maybe more.

Once dressed, Digby walked the nine of
us to the central hut, I imagined administration, and I wasn’t
wrong. Most of the group came to attention when led into what could
only be described as the commanding officer, but he waved them
down. “At ease, chaps, there’s no standing to attention here. Not
now, not ever” He had a bunch of folders open on his desk, I
assumed they described us. “No salutes either.” He smiled. He wore
a Scottish diced glengarry, kilt, the whole nine yards, a dark
green jumper covered a khaki shirt and tie. “I’m the Camp
Commander, Arthur’s the name,” I recognized his name from the
welcome pamphlet. It was signed Arthur T. Roper-Caldbeck, Lieut-Colonel, Officer
Commanding.

I’d just met him… a Lieutenant Colonel, and
he wanted me to call him Arthur. I wondered what the heck I’d been
thrown into.

“Welcome to Camp STS103. The locals
call us Camp X. You chaps are about to be pushed through the most
difficult and grueling training regime in the world. You’ll have
six weeks to learn everything we can teach you. You’ll study in
class, you’ll learn by rote, and when you leave you’ll be the best
there is.”

He paused as if he’d shone light on our new
position, where, to me, he’d just clouded the waters.

I could hold back no longer. “Excuse me…
Arthur… I may speak for the others, but what are we going to be
trained to do?”

“Ah, you’re the fellow Scot, then?” he
smiled, shuffling the folders until he found one, probably mine.
“Lads, it’s kind of simple; we’re going to teach you a million
different ways to kill Jerry.”
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Special Training Camp 103

 


One thing I hadn’t been prepared for was a 6
week course in killing.

I walked away, slightly disturbed by
the notion that I’d placed so much emphasis on the
Tree of Liberty part, that I’d
missed all other possibilities of the reason of my trip to
Canada.

Then the classes started, and I had no time
to think, never mind let my mind wander on now inconsequential
matter.

I got a name on a piece of paper pinned on my
tunic; Eric.

“This will be your name for the next
six weeks, you will get used to hearing it, you will answer to it
without delay.”

Eric.

There were ten desks in the room, two rows of
five, and with nine of us in the classroom I couldn’t help but
wonder if one of us hadn’t made it through. We’d just got seated,
and been introduced to our orientation teacher, Charles, when the
door opened, and two men burst in, both waving pistols. Shots were
fired in our direction; I ducked below the desk, wondering how
these men could have broken through the base security.

Then the room went quiet, the smell of
cordite heavy in the air. My ears still rang with the din. I didn’t
see the men run away, but they’d gone as quickly as they’d
arrived.

“You will now take this written test…”
Charles’ voice remained the same tone as before as he placed a
single sheet on our desks. I got up rather sheepishly, I mean, I’d
ducked right? Charles’ face was impassive.

1. How many men burst into the room?

2. Describe the first man, height, weight,
dress, characteristics? Left or right handed?

3. What kind of pistol did he have?

Oh man, I’d hit the floor so quickly. I
looked to either side to see just the same expressions of panic
that I felt.

For a moment, I couldn’t think of anything to
write, each question illuminating my shortcomings, my lack of
observation. Then I closed my eyes and went through the whole thing
in my head.

The first man, he’d been the smaller of the
two. And the gun had been a Mauser, a 32 maybe. He’d worn brown
boots, I could still remember looking under the desk at them, and
they were dirty.

Some questions were out of the blue.

7. What flags fly at the Camp Commander’s
Hut?

12. How many cooks were dishing out
food?

17. Name the men in your group?

When Charles gathered in the papers, he
spoke in flawless German. “Wie viele von
Ihnen sprechen Deutsch?”

How many of us spoke German? I looked to
either side, and started to raise my hand.

“Hände in die Luft!
Schnell!”

Our hands shot into the air like rockets.

“You’ll answer quickly here!” Charles
snapped, keeping the German going. “We’ve got no time to waste
on narren!” He looked around
the room with an expression that brooked no tolerance at all. “Do
you all understand?”

“Yes, sir!” I said with
force.

“Answer in German!” Charles strode back
and forth, the German words coming out of his mouth looked strange
considering his British uniform. “Always in German. Repeat after
me. ALWAYS IN GERMAN!”

“Immer Deutch!” We shouted, again, and
again.

“In conversation, in private, in the
bar, in the mess hall.” Charles continued his pacing. “To the
commanding officer, to me, to every instructor, and every visitor
you meet.”

He turned to face us, his face distorted in
the force of his presentation.

“Understand?” he bawled.
“VERSTANDEN?”

“Yes.” A chorus of jawohl’s.

“If you hear English, you’ll look at
the man in wonder, you will not understand English.
Clear?”

“Yes!”

And so began six weeks of training all in
German. Every minute we got new words, new phrases.

Oh, and shaving… that daily task so hated by
all men, was optional. Men with moustaches and beards were regarded
as non-military, so therefore less likely to be stopped and
searched in a civilian situation. Many of our missions, we were
told, might be in countries where beards were downright obligatory.
So, we didn’t shave.

And sheets to memorize. Sheets about the new
me; Eric. My home town, my nation.

My name was Eric Volland.

I came from Stuttgart, in Baden-Württemberg,
coat of arms black horse on yellow. I got used to being tested on
my basic Stuttgart knowledge. I supported the ‘reds’, the premier
team in the city, and detested the Stuttgart Kickers, a far more
lowly football organization. I transferred the idea from Hibs and
Hearts in Edinburgh, milking my love of the game.

In the evenings we tested each other, not
giving away information like a list, but learning to divulge small
pieces in conversation, casually, naturally, sometimes in anecdotal
form.

Each day we watched films of Hitler’s
speeches, from his close entourage, his followers-on.

And we shunned English like it were the
plague.

If I’d considered my training in Fife to be
thorough, I soon disabused myself of such thoughts. Ten single hour
classes filled my day, punctuated with meals of high quality. The
days soon took on a structure which we molded our minds to.

Breakfast, then four hours of classes.

One hour break for lunch and a trip to the
bar if we had time.

Three hours of classes.

One hour break for dinner, and bar.

Three hours of classes.

Supper, bar, then deep, restful sleep.

And all in German. “Immer
Deutch!”

And the lectures were never light-hearted;
always hard, probing, making us work for every morsel of
information we gained.

In one class I learned to talk about nothing
for five minutes.

“A whole five minutes without giving
away anything about yourself.” The instructor said. It was far
harder than it first seemed.

In time the meals changed to German staples,
bratwurst, cabbage recipes, and my favorite; Stollen, slices of
thick fruity cake or bread, covered in yellow custard. Pure bloody
luxury.

Some lectures duplicated the training we’d
received elsewhere, then always went further.

Stripping a Luger pistol blindfolded. Hand to
hand combat taught by men old enough to be my grandfather, yet able
to throw me on my back like I were a little boy.

We learned shooting techniques I’d never even
considered, shooting from the hip. Shooting while falling down.
Shooting while being held from behind. Shooting while rolling,
tumbling, eating, pissing.

Underneath two of the huts were dark firing
ranges, but not your shoot at a target kind of thing; these were
mazes of fallen masonry, rooms with dummy soldiers, instructors who
would run at us, knocking us over, and all done with live
ammunition; not a blank round issued, never.

I got taught how to walk over a grass field
without leaving a visible trail behind me, my footfalls impossible
to follow.

We got shown how to take down a motorcycle
rider with a wire, a rope, a 4 x 2. How to stop a moving car, board
a moving truck, a moving train. And of course, how to jump off one
again.

I sat through lectures on German uniforms,
badges, insignia.

Then came my first taste of
interrogation.

Tied up and beaten, water poured over my face
and down my throat.

And all that came in the first three
days!

Near the end of the initial week I stood
outside the hut in the rain as a truck dumped a pile of clothes
onto the grass.

“Okay,” an instructor called Wilfred
said, the German commands a little strange on his lips. “Get back
to your room, strip to the buff, then get back here and dress
German!” I ran with the rest, and wasn’t first back at the pile of
clothes, but certainly not last. “Get stuff that fits!” Wilfred
barked as he walked amongst our naked bodies. “Get authentic stuff!
You’re looking for clothing that wouldn’t give you away. You’re
German, remember?”

I found trousers right away, the label inside
said ‘Berlin’, then struggled to find underpants. I found a shirt,
a white one, then a vest, an old stringy type that made me wrinkle
up my nose when I put it on.

Soon I stood, shoes tied, watching the
tail-enders, Mikel, Frantz, Wilhelm. I no longer thought of their
English names, these were now my German friends, Mikel from just
outside Munich, Wilhelm an orphan from Austria, Frantz a
bad-tempered cuss from the Sudetenland.

One by one, Wilfred made us strip
again, examining the clothes we’d picked, pointing out our faults,
our mistakes. Conrad had found an English pair of underpants; Marks
& Spencer’s of all things. Wilfred held up the
St. Michael’s label for us all to
see. “This little fault will get you shot!” he said, his eyes
boring into my skull as he passed. I tried to remember my own
choices; I was certain I’d checked every label. Tomas, the man next
to me, hadn’t checked the pockets of his jacket; a crushed pack of
American cigarettes lay inside. Again, it would get him
shot.

Once we’d got our authentic kit, and Wilfred
had announced it free of ‘spoilers’, we got to keep it in our chest
of drawers. I didn’t know it then, but it was the beginning of my
‘ops kit’; my authentic behind-enemy-lines garb.

I also got my watch back, my precious Omega;
presumably because of its links to Germany, making me appear more
authentic.

Slowly as the weeks would progress, I
would add little ‘markers’ to my ‘ops kit’ to make it more
convincing; German cigarettes, a full document make-over, stubs
from football tickets, a photograph of a middle-aged lady standing
in front of Stiftskirche, the
college church in Stuttgart. She was instantly adopted as my German
mother.

One day the instructor placed a cardboard box
on Berti’s desk. Inside were fifty wallets, all taken from captured
German soldiers. I carefully rummaged, collecting money, football
cards, and receipts; anything that a hoarder would collect. Then I
chose a nice wallet to put them in. It had the German staff
insignia embossed on the front; a true gem.

As the days passed, I could feel the training
ramping up. I mean, it had already started at such pace, I thought
there was nowhere higher to go, but as we progressed towards week
3, we began to be given far more complex tasks.

We’d be pushed into a totally dark room, and
told to build a weapon from the parts on the floor. An easy enough
task normally, but when they’d littered the floor with other parts,
from other weapons, it was unbelievably difficult.

Some evenings when we thought we were going
to bed, we were told to get into ‘ops kit’ and we’d walk to the
nearby railway lines, planting dummy explosives on lines, cattle
trucks, engines, basically anything we could get our hands on. And
we’d have to do it under the watchful eyes of the Canadian Army
guards who patrolled the railways regularly. If caught, we’d be
fined a few days wages, banned from the pub for a day, and
ridiculed by the rest of the group.

Each week we’d be assessed, each week we’d be
graded, and if we slipped towards the bottom, there would be
warnings of being dropped, discarded back to our old positions,
never to be used by any organization again.

After one such warning, I soon pulled my
boots up, pushing myself to new heights, renewed my efforts in
class and outside.

At the main gate of the camp stood a tall
wooden scaffolding, perhaps sixty feet high, our parachute
trainer.

After the first week was over, we did five
drops per day, every day, tied to elastics and a mechanism,
simulating being dropped by parachute. On one such jump, Manny, a
coal-miner from Karlsruhe twisted his ankle on landing, breaking it
severely. I heard the snap from twenty yards away. Our group was
down to eight, and the threat of expulsion shifted one man
closer.

The next day we were driven into Oshawa,
dropped off outside the town, and told to steal an item of value.
The winner would have free beer in the bar that night, paid by
everyone else.

I set off through the streets with a
purpose.

I soon found out that actually stealing
anything would be a difficult task; the camp antics had made the
townspeople wary of strangers to a huge degree. After being chased
from three shops without as much as a by-your-leave, I soon changed
my tactics.

Entering the only bar in town, the
surprisingly named Murphy’s
Drop, I made straight for the barman who stood
cleaning glasses with an extremely white towel. “I’m from the camp
down the road, you probably guessed already.”

“I did. No mistaking you
bunch.”

“What gives us away?”

He laughed. “Listen, mate. Anyone strange in
town is from Camp X. You guys have tried this thievery thing twenty
times already. I’ve heard every con-trick known to man, and you’re
going to be no different.”

“So is there a way to beat the system?”
I asked.

The barman smiled, stopped his cleaning.
“You’re a strange one. What’s it worth to me?”

I thought quickly. “Who supplies the bar on
the camp? You?”

He shook his head. “That probably comes from
Toronto, or maybe direct from the Army.”

“So what’s it worth if I can get some
of your beer onto the camp and into the mess?”

He looked at me suspiciously. “How do you
intend to do that?”

“Our commanding officer probably likes
Scotch Whisky. A good bottle, not your blended pish.” I pulled
myself over the bar slightly. “If I can give him a bribe, maybe I
can get your beer into the camp.”

I’ve never quite been scrutinized like I was
at that moment. “Okay,” the barman shook his head. “I know this is
probably a scam, but I’m going to go along with it. I’m a gambling
man, so I’m taking a chance. Wait here.”

He disappeared for a moment, then returned
carrying a bottle, wrapped up in a brown paper bag.

“What is it?”

“Glenfarclas.”

“Speyside, huh?” I nodded. “That might
be enough to do it.”

We shook hands, but when I tried to
disengage, he held on. I resisted the instinctive parts of new
training, the urge to pull his body over the bar, the need to chop
the throat. “I’m putting twenty bucks of trust in you…”

“Eric,” The name was past my lips
before I knew it.

“Eric,”

I pulled my hand from his weakening grip,
slipped the bottle in my inside jacket pocket, and left the
bar.

The camp lay three miles away; less than an
hour’s walk.

 



 [image: ]

 


Jumping Out of a Perfectly Good Plane

 


The seats in the back of the truck hit my
backside with every bump in the road. Taken just after breakfast, I
nursed the need for a bathroom trip, my nervousness not helping the
situation.

Mikel had overheard the driver say ‘airfield’
as we’d gathered nearby. I felt sure I was headed to my first ever
parachute jump.

Frantz and Siggy were at the rear, the only
places we could see outside the lashed tarpaulins. They described
the scenery we’d passed; fields, farms… “Military fence,” Siggy
said, his expression as concerned as mine.

The truck stopped, and as the engine died I
heard voices behind me.

The driver. “… nine forty.”

“Where are you from?” The
sentry?

“Bakersfield,”

Then I heard an airplane take off, clear as
day, maybe half a mile away, perhaps less. The voices outside were
lost in the noise. “Hear that?” I asked. Everyone nodded.
“Transport plane.”

We drove off, travelled half a mile or so.
When the tarp was untied from behind the truck, we were in a small
aircraft hangar, no windows. One by one we were taken into a small
room. We knew what was coming, the questions, the slaps, the
beatings.

When my turn came, I passed a tight-lipped
Frantz, but his eyes held no warning for me. No beating then. We’d
grown into a team, a band of brothers held together by trust, and
proximity against the one enemy. We hardly needed to talk anymore,
we communicated by grunts and facial nuances; the smallest
expressions we’d been taught to look for. The stuff that most
people knew nothing of, the stuff that gave people away.

Small room, coat rack, three jackets, all Air
Force blue.

“Where are you?” Wilfred asked. The
German language didn’t quite sit well on this man from Norfolk, our
group had discussed it often.

“Canada,” I replied dryly.

“Be more specific.”

“On an airfield, twenty-miles or so
east-ish from the camp.”

“How did I get here?” he
asked.

“Probably in a staff car, you didn’t
travel in the truck.”

“How do you know that?” he expressed a
genuine interest; he really wanted to know the answer. I felt quite
amazed that he’d made his curiosity so obvious.

“I only heard one door open and close
on the truck.”

“I could have been quiet.”

I shook my head. “Not on that truck, the
passenger side is stiff; you’d never have managed it without me
hearing.”

Wilfred nodded. “Okay, get outside, send in
the next man.”

I remained impassive. Frantz had been
escorted from the room, back to our truck. I was being allowed to
go on my own. Something wasn’t right, and I knew it. I rose slowly,
opened the door, and caught a movement in the space near the
hinges. I swung it outwards hard, and heard a comforting thud, an
expression of pain, an English curse. I walked out into the hangar
ready to inflict more damage, but my job had been done, the man was
crouched, looking away from me, his hands covering his face.

I think I’d maybe broken his nose.

The group were watching, and they all
contained their laughter reasonably well.

Once we’d all been questioned, we were issued
with parachutes, finding the same rigging and pull-cord we’d used
so often on the harness in the camp.

Standing in line with our chutes on, however,
did necessitate a few of us making trips to the restrooms. Seems I
wasn’t alone in my nervousness.

Led outside in single file, we boarded a
Halifax, a converted Canadian Air Force bomber. The open door
halfway along the fuselage had been crudely cut, maybe four feet
across.

“When you land… you make for the yellow
smoke.” Wilfred shouted against the noise of the four idling
engines. “Is that clear?” he looked along the line, we were all
nodding. “Yellow smoke!”

Inside we found we didn’t even have anything
to sit on.

Cross-legged, with an open door just six feet
away, we taxied, then began to take off.

The noise was quite incredible.

I must have taken a good twenty minutes to
reach the required altitude, the Halifax circling slowly.

A red light came on near the doorway, and a
member of the aircrew appeared, carefully walking along the rough
floor. He made a motion to stand, there was no way we’d have heard
him anyway. Then he pulled at Siggy’s rip cord, waved it in the
air, and clipped it theatrically onto a tight wire just over head
height.

We all followed suit. That action gave us our
jumping order; I would be fourth out of the plane. Through the open
door I could see small square fields, clouds, little else.

A moment later, the red light went out, and a
green one next to it lit up.

There was no moment of indecision. I
surprised myself, shuffled quickly to the door, and followed
Mikel’s falling figure out into space.

The first instant was a headlong dive, then a
flapping of cords and silk above me. It almost came as a shock when
the harness caught, seemingly jerking me upwards, catching my body
under my arms and my crotch. Ow! I’d adjust that area of the
harness more carefully in future.

Silence.

A distant squeal of pure adrenaline.

I caught onto the two groups of webbing above
my shoulders, looked down.

I garnered the idea that I’d savor the whole
experience, but in actual fact there was little time to do so.
Before I knew it, there was red smoke in a field to my right, and
the ground was coming to meet me damned fast.

My last thought was of a dart heading to a
dartboard, and I swore I’d be more careful next time playing the
game in the pub.

Then my feet hit the ground, my knees
crumbled, and my body rolled just like the exercises had trained it
to. In seconds I was on my feet, gathering the swirling mess of
cord and silk to my body.

Red smoke.

I crouched, aware that at least one other
figure was down close by me. He waved, and began to run over.

Berti. Of all the men in our group, I felt I
knew him the least.

“You okay?” he asked,
puffing.

I nodded, looking at the rising smoke, maybe
a quarter of a mile away.

“Come on, let’s go.” He
grinned.

“Red smoke.” I said, keeping
crouched.

A frown crossed his face and he sank to the
ground. “Maybe they just got the color wrong.”

I shook my head. “Or maybe it’s another
test.” I looked around, noticed a small walled enclosure, the
obvious place to hide. To our left lay a row of trees, perhaps
following a stream. “I’m being cautious.”

“Then I’m with you.” Berti said, and we
sloped off towards the trees, watching the smoke as we
ran.

I found a dip in the ground as we neared the
trees, and stopped, ridding myself of the parachute. “I’m not
carrying this all day.”

The smoke canister died away, and we slid
along the ground, getting closer to its position. A jeep sat
nearby, a driver sitting inside, and Wilfred standing by the
bonnet. Three men sat on the ground. “Are their hands tied?” I
asked.

Berti shook his head. “I can’t see.”

Wilfred took another canister from the back
of the jeep, pulled the tab, tossed it on the ground. Fresh new
clouds of red smoke foamed upwards.

“Red smoke.” I hunkered down. “It’s a
bloody trap.” Then I saw Mikel walk past us, no more than fifty
yards away from our position. Berti rose to call, but I jumped on
him, slamming his face to the ground. “No.” I hissed. “Wilfred
would see. We’d give away our position.”

Then Wilfred got in the jeep, and drove up
and down. “Come on, for pity’s sake!” he roared. “Come out come
out, wherever you are; the game’s a bogey!”

Yes, the age old hide-and-seek ending was
delivered with consummate clarity… but it was also said in English.
I lay back, happy in my decision that it was indeed another
test.

Wilfred waited for over an hour, then a truck
arrived, six men got on the back, and both vehicles drove away.

“What now?” Berti asked, seemingly a
little frustrated at my stoicism.

“We walk.”

Thankfully, we were in uniform, and it took
less than five minutes walking along the road before we were
offered a lift. Two hours later, or thereabouts, we presented
ourselves at the camp gate.

“You two are to go straight to the
Quartermaster.”

We walked to the stores, where Bushy waited
behind his flip top counter. We’d learned that Arthur ‘Bushy’
Bushnell was a captain, but never let on to anyone. He liked to be
called bushy to distinguish himself from the other Arthur on camp,
the commander. Bushy looked at his watch. “Not bad, you’re just an
hour and a half late.” For a split-second I doubted myself. Then he
broke into a huge grin. “Well done! You drink for free tonight!” he
lifted the counter-top and embraced us. “We expected everyone to
fall for it, but to get back to the camp just ninety minutes after
the failures? Quite splendid.”

The relief I felt was overwhelming, and we
congratulated ourselves many times.

“Don’t overdo the drink though…” he
watched our faces. “there’s an exercise tonight, just after
eleven.”

“What happened to the rest?” I
asked.

“Oh, they’re doing laps.” Bushy
laughed, then looked at his watch again. “If you got yourselves to
the mess hall, smartish, you’ll probably still be in time for the
last sitting of lunch. Re-join your classes when you want
to.”

I ate my mince and potatoes in smug
satisfaction, and asked for a large helping of sauerkraut, just to
wallow in my German-ness. I’d saved a morning of running laps
around the camp, but I’d also rescued another from the same. After
we’d leisurely finished our food, we sat in the deserted mess hall
for over thirty minutes, reading the latest copies of German
newspapers sent over Lake Ontario from the USA.

We were interrupted from our reverie by the
camp speakers, and I looked outside in consternation. I could make
out an American voice, a newsreader, and immediately thought of it
as another test. I walked to the main door, then outside. The
sounds faded before we got out, but I still heard a crackle through
the speakers. Then it started again. I listened to it four times
before the import of it fully hit me.

 


“Hello NBC, Hello NBC. This
is KGU in Honolulu, Hawaii. I am speaking from the roof of the
Advertiser Publishing Company building. We have witnessed this
morning from a distance, a view of a brief full battle of Pearl
Harbor and a severe bombing of Pearl Harbor by enemy planes,
undoubtedly Japanese. The city of Honolulu has also been attacked
and considerable damage done. This battle has been going on for
nearly three hours. One of the bombs dropped within fifty feet of
KGU tower. It is no joke, it is a real war.

The public of Honolulu has been advised to
keep in their homes and await results from the Army and Navy. There
has been fierce fighting going on in the air and on the sea. The
heavy shooting seems to be… 1,2,3,4 just a moment, we’ll interrupt
here.

We cannot estimate yet how
much damage has been done, but it has been a very severe attack.
The Navy and Army appear now to have the air and the sea under
control.”

 


Berti and I looked at each other. We’d been
sworn to not think in English, and that we should look surprised
when we heard the language, but the mood in the camp grew more
anxious by the minute.

The guards on the gates were doubled.

Reveille was called at three in the
afternoon.

Our class were issued with side-arms and told
to be ready for anything.

Even a classroom studying German uniforms was
suddenly switched to talk of America’s plight.

I’m quite sure in that moment in history, the
whole world talked of nothing else.
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Pearl Harbor

 


Over the next couple of days we got the
full story. In the breakfast hours of Sunday
5th October, as Berti and I
had cadged a lift back to base from our first parachute jump, the
Japanese fleet had attacked Pearl Harbor with devastating
effect.

They’d also hit Manilla, and three other
pacific islands; far less was said about that. Pearl harbor was the
worst hit; four battleships lost, one aircraft carrier, two
cruisers, and maybe 4000 men. Newspapers disputed the number of
casualties.

We still paid attention in class… we
memorized the fifteen softest places to slide a knife into a person
for best effect. We did another parachute jump, this time with no
shenanigans at the landing site. We practiced our ‘drunk walk’
across the grass, our observation techniques, shaping C4 into fancy
charges to blow holes in locomotive boilers, toppling trees,
opening doors.

But each break, lunch, dinner, supper, was a
mad dash for the newspapers to learn more.

The next day, Japan hit Malaya, Singapore and
Hong Kong.

The Old man, Churchill, didn’t take his
proposal anywhere, he just declared war. I sat in a little bit of
smugness at the ease in which our country’s leaders took to the
idea; matter of fact.

America, it seemed, even under the onslaught
poured on Pearl Harbor, took more convincing.

On the day that Britain declared war on
Japan, President Roosevelt took a superb speech to congress, and
they debated for some three hours. The result was that America
declared war with Japan the next day, but then the German papers
took over the next part of the story. The Japanese Ambassador to
the Third Reich, pushed Ribbentrop to join the fray; under the
basis of the Tri-party Agreement, Germany technically had to
declare war to keep up the alliance.

Under such pressure, Hitler declared war on
the USA two days later.

We now had a setting for the main scene of
the play; every nation in the world that mattered was at war with
someone… the world had chosen the side they were fighting on.

It was the heavyweight fight of the century,
USA, Britain, and Russia, versus Germany, Italy and Japan.

However, as the week headed for the weekend,
and we were told we were getting a day pass, the news of the war
slid to the back-burner. All we seemed to speak of was what we were
going to do with our single day off.

“I’m going to sleep for the whole day,”
Berti announced.

Siggy improved on the idea. “I’m going to get
drunk, then sleep!”

Frantz, of course, couldn’t leave the thought
of getting some female company, even if he had to pay for it. “I’ve
got no time for niceties, no time to dilly dally; I’ve got to go
for the kill, then get drunk, then sleep. Maybe on top of her!”

We all laughed.

I had no idea what to do, and told them
all.

In the end, I got on the truck at eight in
the morning, and let myself be driven into Toronto. We found a bar
down by the dock that was open early, and hit it hard. I think we
were drunk by ten o’clock.

Leaving the group, I drifted into a park, and
sat feeding ducks with some bread shared with a young girl and her
mother.

“You’re not from round these parts, are
you soldier?” the mother asked. I gave her a wan smile, knowing my
speech wasn’t up to her conversational level, and we fed the ducks
some more. We had a cup of tea in a café, where the little girl
read a comic from end to end.

The tea lifted my spirits, and I told her my
story.

It wasn’t until I’d said goodbye, waving to
them both, that I realized I’d been speaking in German the whole
time.

I found a cinema, Sergeant York, starring Gary Cooper.

By the time I’d hit the streets again, I felt
sober.

As I passed a bar, I heard music from inside,
and found myself in a wonderful place. I ignored the couples
dancing, and fell in love with the girl on the microphone. It
seemed her voice never ran out of songs to sing.

I was woken up by two MP’s, red hats, red
arm-bands. “You okay, feller?”

I found my bearings quickly and nodded. “I’m
fine. I’m on a furlough.” I looked in my pocket, found my day pass.
It had the camp number stamped clearly.

“Come on,” They lifted me up, but I
shook them off. I had no reason to leave.

“It’s not time to go yet.” I said with
n rancor, but they were drawing batons, and suddenly didn’t look
too friendly towards me. “Hey, come on guys” I asked again, this
time tapping my wrist. “It’s not time for me to go.”

Our transport was due to pick us up at the
train station at ten, and I told them so. I was met with blank
stares and gathering storms.

Crap. In German.

I switched to English instantly. “Sorry,
training. Truck picks us up at ten,”

The men relaxed instantly. “That’s better,
kiddo.”

“Sorry, one day off…” I almost
mentioned my training, and stopped myself in time. “Are we close to
the train station?”

“Up the road and round the corner,”
They stuck their batons in their belts. “You going to be
okay?”

I nodded, and asked the passing waitress for
tea, lots of it.

I’d body-swerved the MP’s quite nicely.

Not everyone did.

Berti and Frantz were not at the train
station at ten. Or half past.

They joined us Sunday morning, not looking
the best for their night in jail.

Our camp tormentors gave them no respite. We
did laps, we did canoe work on the calm lake, we jumped from the
scaffolding, we memorized more German insignia; secret police,
regional police, town police.

I didn’t think the training could get much
more crammed, but I was wrong.

We did night raids every second night,
‘blowing up’ railway lines, stealing innocuous stuff from garden
sheds, then breaking into the folk’s houses, leaving their spades
on their beds as they slept.

We grabbed guards, gagged them, tied them up,
left them lying outside their guard-huts.

We planted timed explosions on the edge of
the lake, many men woke at eight the next morning to the distant
‘whump’ vibrating up the hill.

On Monday morning of week five, we were told
to change into our ‘ops kit’ and taken to Toronto in the back of
the obligatory truck.

Expecting another parachute drop, we were
surprised when we were booked into the Champagne Hotel. This was a
fancy piece of architecture; not quite to the standard of the Ritz,
but very plush; bell-boys, doormen, the works.

We were shown into one suite.

It held six beds, not bad for eight of us. As
we explored the suite, the first instructions arrived. A bellboy,
holding a box.

We disabused him of his cargo, dismissed him,
and went through the box’s contents.

Eight street maps of Toronto, eight letters,
each addressed to a Toronto home.

One note of instruction.

 


Get the letter to the address.

If you are caught, you will be returned to
the hotel and must start again.

Three fails, and you stay in the room,
self-imposed house arrest.

You have 24 hours.

 


I hate to say, my first try was a complete
disaster.

I didn’t get two streets away.

Two burly MP’s descended on me, and drove me
back to the hotel. I recognized Wilfred, but the other was unknown
to me.

“You made your exit far too obvious,”
Wilfred said, his voice loud against the roar of the open-topped
jeep. “You all left within five minutes of each other, your
appearance hadn’t changed, you looked like a man on a mission.
Relax, Eric, this is not a speed test, take your time, plan it
better. The hotel’s being watched. We, the enemy, know you’re
inside.”

I lay on the bed for an hour. Then I set off
exploring the hotel. I soon found a Bell boy willing to talk.

“What time do the shifts change around
here? You guys, the doormen?”

“Four.”

I knew that gave me over an hour to arrange
something. The inkling of a plan was forming. Suspecting that some
of the staff could be colluding with the camp, I knew I couldn’t
rely on their good will to allow me to borrow them. Stealing a
razor and cream from an adjoining room, I shaved, the first time
for many weeks. At three fifty, I dallied around reception, watched
the seamless change of personnel, and followed the doorman into the
hotel’s back rooms. The screwdriver handle I thrust into his back
left him with no doubt of my intentions.

“Walk to suite 201.” I instructed. “Or
your family is one less tonight.”

We soon stood in the room, where Conrad and
Tomas studied their maps, obviously back for a second try.

“What’s your name?” I pressed the
screwdriver harder.

“Bill.” He said through gritted
teeth.

“Well, Bill, strip down to your
underwear, I need your uniform.”

I explained my idea to the team in German,
adding a new level of tension into Bill’s reticence. “Where do you
go now, Bill?” I asked. “What’s your routine? Home? A beer?”

“I go straight home… well, I do a bit
of shopping first.”

And for the next five minutes, as I donned
his clothes, he went through the route, where he bought his evening
newspaper and bottle of fresh milk, his final address.

Siggy entered the room, disheartened.

“Immer Deutch.” I said, nodding to
Bill.

“Yawohl.” He even gave me a Hitler
salute, cheeky pup.

I tied Bill up, leaving him no doubt if he
tried to escape, we’d kill him, if he behaved, he’d be
released.

I pulled on the hat, Bill’s glasses, and
folded the overcoat over my arm; just like Bill said he did. Then I
sauntered from the back door like I’d done it every day for five
years… like Bill.

Except inside the maroon overcoat were my own
trousers and jacket.

My exit was picked up right away, by a
man opposite, reading a newspaper, leaning on a lamppost of all
things. “I’m leaning on a lamp… you may
think that I’m a tramp…” I sung under my breath, the
high voice of George Formby making me smile. I felt smug about my
relaxed state; people on missions rarely smile.

As I turned the next corner, I found he
hadn’t continued to follow me.

So, as I walked towards his bus stop, I
searched in vain for the second man, for surely there should be
one.

Bill lived just fifteen minutes from the
hotel, a short bus ride away. I saw no followers on foot, no cars,
nothing.

The bus arrived and I got on.

It took three minutes to change trousers, and
stow the coat under my seat. I got off immediately.

An hour later, I pushed the letter into the
Toronto letterbox.

Job done.

Now all I had to do was organize a complete
breakout of everyone, most of us acting as decoys to let the others
deliver their letters.

In all we got five out of eight delivered in
our allotted 24 hours.

And so our training continued, more of the
same, then a bolt out of the blue; we had a new assignment in town,
in a different hotel. This time we were following another class, we
were staking out our own suspects. This time we had the jeep and
the MP’s uniforms.

As soon as that operation was over, I started
letting the beard grow again.

I can honestly say my time in STS 103 was
thrilling, interesting, and hectic all at the same time, but it
never was boring.

When the last day of the six weeks arrived, I
was both happy to be leaving and sad to say goodbye to the men I
now knew better than anyone else in the world.

I never saw Mikel, Tomas, Wilhelm and Conrad
again. We embraced fiercely, tears streaming unchecked down our
faces.

Frantz, Siggy, Berti and I got on the same
train bound for Niagara Falls, where we acted as tourists for an
hour. We bought postcards, drank beer while watching the falls,
then surreptitiously crossed the border, changed the ID’s in our
wallets, and each caught a separate bus. I travelled first to
Cleveland, then down to New York, where I bought some more
postcards.

We had an ultimate objective, provided by the
camp’s commander, but first we had a mission to perform.

When we met in Central Park, it seemed Frantz
hadn’t made it.

When we arrived at the second rendezvous, a
day later, he still wasn’t there.

We each sent a postcard to the camp,
addressed simply to ‘Arthur’.

We’d proven the camp had been infiltrated;
we’d done our first task.
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The New York Passport Bureau

 


William Samuel Stephenson was an unimposing
man, and the information I’d been given; Great War flying ace,
medals won, escaping from a German POW camp, didn’t fit his
diminutive frame. Yet, even from a distance, he did exude a certain
something, a grace under fire, a calmness. I looked over the
secretary’s head, through the spotless glass behind.

“No, Mr. Stephenson doesn’t have an
appointment booked.”

“Thanks love,” I set forth my practiced
New York drawl, and she never flinched. “My mistake,”

But by standing in front of her, leaning over
to supposedly look at the appointment book, both Siggy and Berti
had gotten inside the first door.

I stood on the
36th floor of the Rockefeller
Building in New York, and even Stephenson didn’t know we were here.
I walked to the elevator, rode it down just one flight, then sent
it to the ground floor.

The 35th
floor was the proper British Passport Office, and I knew
there was a duffle bag in the gent’s toilet, thanks to Siggy. Once
I’d changed into a telephone engineer’s overall, I slipped back up
the stairs.

I looked at my watch, counted down the
seconds to the five minute mark. Click, the door opened and I
slipped inside. I soon located the telephone exchange, introduced
myself to the main lady, Charlotte, and sat making friends for ten
minutes.

I looked at my watch again. Two-fifty. Coffee
break.

Charlotte organized the switchboard ladies
like clockwork. She sent two to get their staple doughnuts and
coffee, the others filled in their places, sitting between
positions, doubling up.

Then I heard the name I was interested
in.

A girl took the call, quickly inserting her
phone jack in the socket. “Ken Howard’s office, how can I direct
your call?”

I stepped forward, placed my hand on the
microphone slung around her neck. “I’ll take this one. Put him
through.”

The girl looked nervously at Charlotte, who
nodded consent.

I took the headset from her and listened in,
holding the small speaker to my ear. The call bored me in seconds,
but their technical jargon of paperwork lasted a minute, no more.
“Averice,” the caller said, switching to German.

“When?” Howard’s English
reply.

“Two days ago.”

“The cream got a little
thicker.”

“So it could be a
turkey-shoot?”

“I’m afraid so.”

I dropped the headset and walked to the door.
The twenty feet along the corridor took me a second, then out into
an open office floor, lots of heads bobbing, taking calls of their
own. I recognized Ken Howard from the photographs we’d been given,
standing over one, replacing it in the cradle. He turned to the
woman next to him. “I’m not feeling that well, Sylvia, I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

I could see Berti approaching from his rear.
Poor Ken never saw the piece of rubber descend towards his head. I
looked around… not one person except poor Sylvia had seen the
exchange.

Satisfied that Berti had Ken under control, I
slipped back to the coffee room. Just one telephone lady. “Where’s
Katie?”

“The restroom,”

I cursed myself for being complacent, checked
the nearest ladies which caused a bunch of squeals, and caught
‘Katie’ grabbing her coat from the cloakroom next door. I disabused
her of her small 32 pistol, and frog-marched her to Stephenson’s
office.

Inside Ken lay sprawled on the floor, Berti
standing over him.

Stephenson looked at us all with his ‘grace
under pressure’ expression. “So you have evidence?”

I shook my head. “My word, Charlotte’s,
nothing more.”

“We could have waited
longer.”

I shook my head. “Not with the political side
shifting as quickly as it is. We needed to hit it quickly, break up
the contacts.”

He nodded, obviously considering my words.
“And what will we do with this miscreant?” Stephenson didn’t even
rise from his desk, just lit a cigarette, which he held with some
disdain.

“I’m sure you’ll think of
something.”

Considering I’d just told him to organize a
murder, Stephenson just nodded. “Are you chaps sure there’s only
two involved?”

I nodded. “We’ve been here in various guises
over the last few days. We’ve got a man on the door just in case.
We think maybe Sylvia, but again, our man on the door will catch
her if she tries anything.”

And we’d done our job for the camp too; we’d
traced our leak to Stephenson’s office, from one division of the
SOE to another.

I wasn’t absolutely sure what Stephenson was
up to with his Passport Office below and his army of telephone
callers on this floor; it sure as heck didn’t have much to do with
actual British passports.

“So you chaps are finished?”

We both nodded.

Stevenson pulled a drawer open. “I have an
envelope for you.”

I sighed. We’d done our training, and done
our job afterwards; it was time to go home to Edinburgh and put it
all into practice. I opened the envelope to see a telegram type
message, the small tickertape stuck to the page.

Dover US Air Force base. NJ. Ask for Major
Donald Phelps.

I gave a grin. Any air force base was a good
start.

We shook hands, collected my clothes from the
trashcan inside the gents, Siggy from the door, and left the
building.

We were used to turning up without paperwork,
but without ID’s made even me a little nervous. I had the clothes
on my back, two pair of clean underpants in my pockets, nothing
more. I was stripped to the basics for a long trip across the
ocean, and little that the boys could say shook my resolve.

“We’re here to see Major Phelps.” Siggy
said to the guard at the gate. They’d watched us approach, and
looked pretty nervous. I noticed the man behind had his hand on his
hip, clutching his automatic. “Major Donald
Phelps.”

The guard relaxed visibly. The one I the
booth picked up the phone. “Major Phelps? We’ve got three guys out
here want to see you.” He poked his head out of the window.
“Names?”

“Siggy, Berti, and Eric.”

He looked at us askance, and repeated the
names into the phone. “Yes, sir.”

To our complete surprise, he raced outside
the guardhouse and saluted, prompting the two others to do the
same. “Des, take these, eh gennelmen, to the officer’s mess.”

I don’t know what Major Phelps had said, but
the guards sure changed their opinion bloody quickly.

It was the start of a
‘off the bus… on the bus’
trip that I would rather have forgotten.

First, we were bumped to an air force base I
never even got the name of, then onto Florida. At Camp X we’d
learned to catch as much sleep where we could, but by the time we
got on the flying boat, I was still exhausted. I never saw one iota
of the flight to Puerto Rico.

We stayed there a whole day, sweltering in
the heat, drinking some sweet drink that we couldn’t pronounce in a
bar on the airfield. Thank goodness we didn’t have to pay the
bill.

A flight in almost total darkness followed.
When we landed, we were told we were in Guyana. I had no idea where
that even was, and I only found out later it wasn’t one of the
islands.

Our final stop on the west side of the
Atlantic was a wonderful place I’d have stayed the whole war if
they’d brought my family to me.

Fortaleza was a coastal town in Brazil, where
we were treated as conquering heroes.

Red cliffs ran down to wide sandy beaches,
luscious palm trees covering every piece of land not built on. It
was the closest to a true paradise I’d ever seen.

Flights across the Atlantic’s shortest route
to Sierra Leone in Africa were not every day, so we had to wait
until we had enough ‘cargo’ to warrant a flight. Not that I
considered my time in Fortaleza to be just ‘waiting’. I enjoyed
every minute of it, the thoughts of my next voyage forgotten in
days of relaxing sunshine.

So we crossed the Atlantic Ocean sat on top
of cargo for fourteen hours in a flying boat. What a come-down from
paradise.

When we flew on to Lagos, Nigeria, then east
to the Sudan, I should have twigged that something wasn’t right,
that we were flying away from Britain again. But my travel-battered
brain was finding sleep difficult, so thinking and reasoning took
second place.

It was only when we landed in Egypt, and got
driven off the air base that we started to suspect things were
amiss. Half an hour later we were back in an Army base, dressed in
civvies, feeling like three lemons on an apple stall.

“You three took your time.” We stood in
front of an army captain, dusty, his badges almost worn thin on his
desert tunic.

Having just woken up from a seven day hike
across a quarter of the planet; we weren’t up to any crap. “What
the hell are you talking about?” I asked, looking around for
somewhere to sit.

“Stand at attention when you address an
officer.” He barked.

Siggy and Berti looked at each other
wondering what to do; they were both ex-military, and even six
weeks ignoring army red-tape can be cut in seconds. However, we now
all had fully-grown beards, and had no outward appearance of any
military affiliation. I gave the captain a dirty look and moved to
sit on the corner of his desk. “Listen mate, I don’t know what you
think you have here,” I motioned to my friends, “But we’re not
playing your game.”

I thought he’d burst a blood vessel, he fumed
so red. I even considered knocking him out just for fun, when the
door opened; a major this time. He looked inside, summed up the
situation in micro-seconds. “Dismissed, Reeves.”

The man left even redder than before.

Once the captain had gone, the major rounded
the desk, and sat down in his place. “My name is Bagnold. I’ve been
told I can borrow you chaps for a couple of days. Is that
alright?”

“And who told you that?” It seemed in
the presence of military types I had been elected the cocky
don’t-care spokesman.

To my surprise, he smiled. “Ah, so you’re not
in the mob, ah well.” He rummaged in his pocket and produced a
folded piece of paper, well used.

It was a personal note from General
Auchinleck instructing anyone to accede to the demands of the
bearer of the note; instantly and without
question.

“What do you think?” I asked the
others, switching to German.

“It looks legitimate.” Siggy agreed.
Berti nodded.

“And let me guess,” I said, my voice
heavy with sarcasm. “We have to do this favor for you before we get
home?” I asked in English.

“I can furnish transport back to
Blighty,” Bagnold waved the document. “Or I can find things very
difficult to organize…”

The ultimatum was crystal clear. “Okay,” I
sighed. “What do we have to do?”

It seemed we were late, expected three days
before, and the ‘task force’ was waiting on our arrival to discuss
the important matter in hand.

Major Bagnold drove his own jeep, a real
converted Chevrolet; and he was proud of it. He said he’d done the
alterations himself, and after a few minutes in his company, I
believed him. By now, in mid-morning, the heat was quite
oppressive, and the first thing he said he’d ‘have’ to do, was kit
us out. I mean, the gear we’d worn from New York, wasn’t fit for
the either the job or climate.

We soon learned Major Bagnold didn’t exactly
do things by the book.

He drove us into an army base, and asked for
directions to the laundry. Inside he held the protesters back while
we raided the bags of ‘outgoing’ uniforms.

“Pick officers uniforms,” I said
immediately. “We need to have some rank, or no-one will pay us any
attention.”

So, in the middle of the desert, just
outside Cairo, James Baird, Scotsman
Reporter became Captain James Baird,
2nd New Zealand Division.

“You’ll pass muster in our mob.”
Bagnold said as he looked us up and down. “Most of the chaps are
colonists. Seems Aussies and Kiwis are pretty good with engines,
and that kind of experience can’t be taught quickly.”

It was then we had another shock; meeting
General Auchinleck himself.

“They hardly look much.” He said,
walking round us.

“They’re straight out of training,”
Bagnold smiled. “But they come highly recommended.”

“And are you certain they can do the
job?”

“How about it, chaps? Are you up to
it?”

“Up to what, sir?” I asked. Both Siggy
and Berti had chosen lieutenant’s uniforms; weanies.

Auchinleck grinned. “They don’t know?”

Bagnold joined the joke. “No, sir.”

The general picked a folder from a drawer in
his desk, flipped it open on the desktop.

A picture of a German senior officer, I
couldn’t see rank, but assumed it extreme because of the pose, the
Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross with Oak Leaves, round his
neck.

“This is General Ludwig Crüwell. He’s
Rommel’s number two in Libya.” He flipped the picture over, showed
another of the general, this time next to Rommel himself.
“Operation Ascalon is the assassination or capture of this
man.”

My instincts drove to the front. This was a
big mission, and I mean huge big. “And just how are we going to do
that, General?”

“We know he’s doing a morale tour along
the front.” Auchinleck grinned. “It’s your job to drive into the
German camp, capture him, and bring him back to us. How you do it
is your job, not mine.”

“And if we can’t take him
alive?”

“Then send him to his maker, entourage
and all; he’ll have some pretty powerful men with him.”
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Operation Ascalon; Capturing a General

 


I’m not understating when I say the whole
‘capturing a general’ thing came as a bit of a surprise. What I
didn’t estimate was the time and work that went on behind the
scenes to get such an undertaking off the ground. This wasn’t a
‘fly by the seat of your pants’ job; this was a fully-fledged
military operation.

We would be taken behind enemy lines by a
unit called the ‘Long Range Desert Group’; they had the General’s
route, but no way to get close. We, that is me, Siggy and Berti
would be the means to get face-to-face with the man himself, and
somehow spirit him away from his entourage.

For that we needed to be as German as Apple
Strudel.

And to be convincing, we needed uniforms.

That appeared to be no problem to Major
Bagnold. His solution? A German prisoner of war camp. His bribe to
get a modicum of cooperation? A truck full of Red-Cross parcels; it
sat tantalizingly outside the tall barbed-wire fence.

Siggy took the lead, walking round the camp.
We soon found what we needed, sitting together like a bunch of
flowers in a garden; four German Panzer officers, none too high in
rank, and all looking around our size. We soon had them in the
admin hut.

At first they weren’t too happy about telling
their story, kept mentioning some rag called the Geneva Convention.
That took exactly three minutes to cure.

We’d learned a trick at the camp called the
choke-hold. Arms under a man’s neck cut off air to his lungs,
thirty seconds you were groggy, after no more than a minute, you
were unconscious. If your mate aimed a gun at the unconscious man’s
head, and he was allowed to fall, it looked all the world like an
execution. Especially if viewed from behind.

Siggy took the main German to the door, the
rest watching from inside. I stood with the gun, ‘questioning the
subject’ as he slipped into a light coma. Getting no reaction from
my subject, I feigned anger, aimed and fired. Siggy let the man
fall to the ground. Siggy even made to wipe imaginary specks of
blood from his face; bloody marvelous. Needless to say, it worked a
treat.

Inside, his friends were irate, citing all
kinds of retribution.

However, looking out onto the inanimate body
in the sand, they all told their stories. Their regiment, officer’s
names, where they got taken, who captured them, their unit name
designation. Geneva Convention be damned; they sang like sponsored
canaries.

Then we took their uniforms, army-issued
underwear and all.

With some captured kit from a storeroom; sand
goggles, belts, water bottles and other desert paraphernalia, we
soon looked every bit like regular Afrika Corps. After we’d
strapped Lugers to our hips, and tossed a bit of sand at our faces,
Major Bagnold looked on very convinced.

I must say, the beard growth on my face
suited my new look. “We don’t look weathered enough.” Berti said as
he looked in the mirror of a nearby truck.

Bagnold grinned. “Oh, you’ll get that soon
around here. A week in the desert will have you burning to a nice
crisp.”

Getting behind the enemy lines was as
difficult as driving in a half circle. Well, a kind of weirds,
angular half circle. The war in North Africa was fought mainly in
the hundred miles or so of land near the Mediterranean Sea. The
desert itself made travel further inland almost impossible, so at
any time, the flanks of both armies were easily skirted; that’s
where the Long Range Desert Group came in. Experts in desert
travel, they could drive to places the German’s didn’t even know
existed.

Bagnold told us the Italians had
nicknamed them the ghost
patrol.

The only real threat was the Luftwaffe, and
hopefully the RAF and a few well-placed infiltration teams would be
keeping them busy. That’s where the whole Army Operation planning
thing came into its own; teamwork.

So, in order to get myself back to Edinburgh,
and see my wife and family again, I’d have to go behind enemy
lines, capture a German general, and get back in one piece. Bloody
marvelous.

On the evening of
18th November, we set off in
four Chevrolet 1 ½ ton trucks. Bagnold and a full LRDG crew took
the lead, followed by three jeeps of mixed troops. Mine carried an
LRDG driver and front gunner sitting behind the huge barrel of the
Lewis machine gun with its circular top-mounted magazine. In the
back sat me and a little man called Herbie, crammed either side of
the mounted Vickers Maxim machine gun.

The trucks seemed like they had pieces of
equipment tied everywhere, camouflage sheets, petrol cans, water
bottles; fifteen years of driving in the desert made Bagnold the
world’s expert on such travel. Operation Ascalon was in good
hands.

Herbie was an Aussie from the ‘outback’,
whatever that was. As we’d made final adjustments to the truck’s
contents, he’d looked at my German uniform with some disgust, then
asked me to say something convincing.

I grinned. “Ich traue dir nicht, ich mag dich nicht , du riechst
scheisse.”

Herbie laughed. “I caught the last bit.”
Seems curse words are common knowledge.

Before we set off, my driver, Mike, looked me
over, wiped some slimy oil over my face, then positioned my goggles
correctly. The last addition was an oversize paisley pattern
handkerchief, halved then swept over my lower face, cowboy style.
Herbie told me to tie it behind my head. “It’ll keep insects out of
your mouth, and sand, of course. There’s a reason old Baggy likes
to drive in pole position. It gets pretty bloody dusty back here
sometimes.” He tucked the lower end of the kerchief past my Adam’s
apple, under my tunic collar. “If you’re thirsty, drink through it.
The fine mesh is a good filter.”

“Thanks for the help,” I nodded, “I
appreciate it.”

“Bugger off, and don’t be such a
poof.”

That’s Australians for you.

For the first hundred miles or so, we seemed
to be following a road of some sorts, but before darkness fell
completely, I couldn’t see one part of it left. Soon we were
climbing sand dunes and dropping out of sight repeatedly. I had no
idea how the drivers kept our little convoy together. When we
stopped to get our bearings, I found the stars gave more light than
I’d ever seen before.

“The sand seems to shine,” I said,
looking around.

“It’s a phosphorescent glow,” Bagnold
informed me as he found certain stars, and took readings from a
sextant of some kind. With a map spread over the bonnet of his
truck, and the aid of a dim torch, he made a few notes, we ate a
sandwich, and we were back on our way.

Morning seemed to take a week to arrive, and
we drove onwards until just after ten o’clock. Then, in a dip in
the sand, we set up what the men called ‘camp’. Basically they
staked out small sheets tied to the trucks to shade from the sun,
and promptly fell asleep.

I couldn’t. I winced as one ridiculously
horrendous insect after another found me, most with pincers the
size of my hand, and spent most of the morning either shooing them
away, killing them, or being bitten by them.

I’d been in the desert for less than a day,
and I already hated it.

And we travelled this way for the next five
days, heading for a place called Al-Faraj.

We drove with one eye on the road ahead, and
one in the sky, looking for our greatest danger, the Luftwaffe.
When we spotted a plane, we halted, and sat still until it
disappeared over the horizon; a standing target offering less
chance of discovery. Those long minutes as the LRDG readied
themselves behind their nasty-looking machine guns were the longest
of my life.

We got buzzed just once on the way west. I
ran like blazes away from the trucks, and threw myself to the
ground as bullets burst into the sand all around. The Messerschmitt
ME-109 came back twice more, but when I returned to the convoy, he
hadn’t been that accurate with his fire; two bullet holes to mark
his passage. We drove on minutes later, the incident long
forgotten, replaced by the more urgent problems of an aching
backside and a parched throat.

When we arrived at Al-Faraj, I must admit to
being a whole bundle underwhelmed; if I’d expected something, it
was buildings of some kind, perhaps what I called civilization.

What we’d travelled to was no more than a
collection of palm trees circling a small dirty pond, three dark
tents, and a bunch of suspicious bearded men who carried long
antique rifles.

To my surprise, Bagnold virtually jumped off
his jeep to greet them. When they recognized him, their faces split
into huge toothy grins. He then disappeared into one of their
tents. ‘To have a smoke’, Mike said but didn’t explain further.

I jumped to the sand to stretch my legs and
try to rustle up some feeling in my backside, now virtually numb
from the punishing buffeting.

While Mike parked our jeep under the palm
trees, I got closer to these bearded toothy men. The looks they
gave me were quite feral, and I gathered they had no great love for
their German conquerors.

When Bagnold returned, he announced that the
lines to the north had moved in our week of travel, another German
push, and we were now firmly behind enemy lines.

The terrain had changed too; rock ridges and
ravines replaced the ever-present sand dunes, and we now made
better time, Bagnold obviously knowing the route well.

Our first sign of the war was a burnt out
Chevrolet jeep. It looked like it had been there for thirty years,
but Herbie convinced me it was more like three months.

A day later, we slowed our progress, now
concealing ourselves much more carefully during the day, camouflage
netting above the jeeps, patrols out in all directions.

It was on one of these that we spotted our
first German.

From a ridge, looking into the next valley,
the halftrack was driving slowly east.

“Three men inside,” Herbie said, his
eyes never leaving his binocular lenses. “Two up front.” He looked
back over their route. “They’ll have cover of some kind, you don’t
travel alone in the desert.”

I’d seen the kind of vehicle in Edinburgh,
their uncaring tracks tearing up the city’s asphalt, but to see it
in the desert was way different.

“Is it our way in?” I asked. I had no
idea if we could even get into the next valley, never mind stage an
ambush.

“Maybe.” He shuffled down the ridge,
lying on his back. “Depends if they take the next right or
left.”

They turned left, away from us.

Half an hour later, we stood around Bagnold’s
truck, looking at a map on the bonnet and listening to his
plan.

“It might mean they’re either heading
to Jaifa-Wadi or they’re looking for something… probably us.” He
pointed to the road north. “Either way, they’ll stop at Jaifa; they
have to, it’s the last water for a hundred miles. That’s where we
hit them.”

That night, we followed the tracks, and
parked two miles short of the watering hole. An hour later we found
both the halftrack and a small radio armored car, sitting at the
line of palm trees. A lone guard stood, leaning back on the
halftrack’s rear, smoking a cigarette.

Bagnold had broken the scouting group into
two. I stood with Berti, Herbie, and two LRDG’s. “We let Baggie
make the first move.” One said. I had neither the inclination or
need to object.

From our position I saw Berti walking slowly
forward. For a while it seemed like he’d walk right into the German
sentry, then at last he was challenged. I saw them exchange words,
and the guard’s rifle lowered. A second German advanced on the pair
from the radio car; an officer. They were so enmeshed in Berti’s
conversation, they didn’t see Bagnold’s group approach. The Germans
spoke for a minute or so before two dark figures engulfed them. I
heard two almost inaudible clicks, and they fell to the ground.

We were waved forward.

By the time we got to the wadi, the Germans
were all lying in a line, all dead, all accounted for.

Even in the low light from the stars, Bagnold
looked rather pleased with himself. “Take whatever equipment you
need from the bodies, it looks like we have your transport in.”
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Getting In, Getting Out Alive

 


The German ‘base’ near Tazirbu was at the
most southerly extent of German influence in Libya, although it
could not be called a ‘base’ by any standards I could see. There
did not seem to be much of an organized defensive perimeter, and on
the whole it was hardly a mass of activity. Anyone not on direct
duty were inside tents. Berti drove our halftrack into the
scattered camp unchallenged, virtually unnoticed.

When I asked a passing Lieutenant the
position of the command center, he waved in a northerly direction,
and walked away, unheeding of my superior rank. I ignored the
slight, and we drove further into the ‘base’.

Only when we made further enquiries did we
find the absence of any higher echelons of command. In general, we
found the men were either battle-tired or lethargic, neither of
which we expected.

We set up our tents where we liked, and
waited on nightfall.

Only when the sun had set did we witness any
life in the camp.

The officer’s mess was little different from
the main body in attitude. With Siggy in tow, I made conversation
with many of the Germans, but found them having little liking for
either their position or their placement in the theater. Their
hatred of the Italians surprised me, and I found myself agreeing
with everything they said. Their supposed allies were indolent,
stupid, and didn’t fight well.

The German High Command were held in some
esteem, but being three hundred miles into the desert, most of the
men had no idea what strategic value they added to the war to the
north.

On our second day, we received the
information we needed. In two days’ time, General Ludwig Crüwell
would be arriving. We’d reached our goal just in time.

Considering there would be a German High
Command dignitary arriving soon, we saw little preparation made;
the defenses were not improved, there was no last minute
inspection. We sat in our tent, expecting at every minute to be
roused, questioned, but we were overlooked, like most of the rest
of the base.

The two days, however, had given us the
reason for the camp’s detached atmosphere. The men in Tazirbu were
the remnants of the German 10th Army, beaten in the Ukraine by a
Russian counter-attack, then beaten again in the desert near
Tobruk; they were the survivors of three months of fighting, sent
down to the fringe of the line to recoup, relax.

We laid low until the general arrived,
although the event was hardly a bustle of excitement. A transport
landed in a stretch of cleared ground to the north, and with no
fanfare or parade, he simply stepped off the plane.

Looking every one of his fifty years, the
thin man even reminded me of photographs of Rommel. He wore a
simple Afrika Korps cap, and seemed very much at ease with the
muted welcome.

When he was driven to a new tent set-up, on
the south-western edge of the camp, I couldn’t have been happier. I
knew that soon men from the LRDG would be in position, observing
both the general and ourselves.

The approach was a simple one, we had
information for the general’s ears only, we needed a private
audience. I had crude maps, drawn by Bagnold himself, giving false
positions of British units on their southern flank. I had
photographs of tank divisions, although their position had been way
different from our tale to the general.

We waited for the end of the official dinner,
and presented ourselves at the general’s tent, our evidence in a
slim brown briefcase.

“Captain Philps, Intelligence.” I said
to the guard. “We need to see the General. It is of the utmost
importance.”

 

We waited until our request was taken
inside.

“The General will give you two
minutes.”

As simple as that.

Once inside, it was simple to mention the
secrecy of the information, and the inside aide was asked to leave.
Berti, as an NCO, followed him out.

I heard a soft cry as Siggy enveloped the
general in his large arms. “We have a mission for you, sir.” I said
in case anyone was listening from outside. And I blethered for a
good minute on the ‘General’s Mission’ while the general’s body
succumbed to the pressure on his windpipe.

Slitting the back of the tent with a sharp
knife, we carried his inert body to our waiting halftrack, and
packed him inside.

Astonished at our good luck, I looked around
for any signs we’d been discovered. We’d chatted about various
schemes if our mission had gone tits up; anything from a knife in
the ribs to poison slipped into his food. We’d needed nothing of
it.

We didn’t even get inspected as we left the
camp.

We hadn’t gotten a mile before two figures
rose from the sand, hands up, halting our progress.

Two jeeps raced towards us, and once we’d
transferred the unconscious General Ludwig Crüwell, we all jumped
aboard. I could hardly believe it was all over so easily.

Suddenly the night sky behind us was ripped
apart. Our LRDG diversion had arrived; huge explosions of oil and
fuel, sending large red flamed clouds high into the sky. I grinned
as my backside was buffeted; our escape was well and truly on.

With the alarms going off all over camp,
General Crüwell would be discovered missing, the guard unconscious.
I expected a full-on chase.

What I got was our two jeeps joining the
other two, then travelling over rocky terrain for a good hour or
so, hopefully leaving no tracks.

Then, as the sun rose to our left, we set off
at high speed along a line of dunes putting as much distance
between us and our likely pursuers as possible.

Past ten o’clock, our usual doss-down time,
we continued at breakneck speed. It was only at noon when we
noticed the small spotter plane.

“A Storch,” I shouted, eyes buffeted
from my binocular lenses. “Reconnaissance.”

Howie nodded. “They’ll be radioing our
position. If it turns back before the cavalry arrive, we should try
and hide.”

True to his prediction, the minute the
spotter plane turned tail, Bagnold turned off the road, heading for
a rocky ridge to the south.

To my amazement, we made it.

Once the jeeps had stopped, we broke into a
frenzy of pulling camouflage nets from their tied-down positions on
the trucks, and staking them down, lessening the angular shapes and
trying to hide any shadows, the biggest give-away to anyone looking
down from above.

Bagnold inspected every jeep, adjusting, his
eyes never long from looking up into the deep blue sky.

“What I would give for a Scottish sky
full of clouds.” I said as he closed on our jeep.

“That would be a luxury…” then he
stopped. “Everybody keep still!” He roared.

I turned my head to see what he was looking
at. A tiny black dot, high in the sky. We watched it for five
minutes, then it seemed to stop.

“He’s coming down for a look.” Bagnold
said running off under the nets, spreading the word. “All Jerry
uniforms get outside the netting, get yourselves
noticed!”

“Won’t he be able to tell we’re British
from our jeeps?”

Herbie shook his head, climbing into the back
of ours, cocking the large Vickers Maxim. “The nets break the
shapes, he won’t have a clue what’s down here.”

The airplane took ages to reach us, then he
buzzed so low, I could see the dirty oil leaking from his yellow
painted engine manifold. I waved, hopefully convincingly, but he
buzzed us two more times. I waited each approach for the flash of
his machine guns, but he never fired.

“That means either he’s satisfied we’re
German, or we’ve been rumbled.” I said to myself, knowing the pilot
had deliberately held his fire for fear of hitting the general. I
didn’t have much time to wonder what happened next.

As the plane came down for another run,
Bagnold ordered our men to fire. All eight large caliber guns
opened up, making the pilot dodge up early.

Bagnold began to rouse us. “Anyone not on
guns, get the camo nets stowed away!”

We were suddenly on the run, and God knows
what was after us.

As we tied the protesting General to the
second jeep’s seats, I caught a drift of Bagnold’s reasoning. “…out
on our own. They’ll follow, but they won’t catch up. They’ll drop
troops ahead of us, so we’ll have to do some creative driving to
get past them.”

“How do we get through, sir?” the
nearest man asked. His hands were on the Vickers, his eyes never
left the trailing plane.

“We outflank them,” Bagnold said with
determination. “I don’t care if we have to drive to the jungle to
do it.”

When it became obvious the fighter wasn’t
going to return, we drove off. All day we watched the skies. Every
single second of that day we had company; one, sometimes two
airplanes keeping tabs on us.

“This doesn’t bode well.” Herbie
disclosed as we neared dusk.

“How?”

“Jerry knows where we are.” His grim
expression made me nervous. “But when night falls, we can drive two
hundred miles, maybe three. That’s a lot of distance to catch
up.”

“So we keep ahead of Jerry each night.”
I thought my reasoning was flawless. “Cat and mouse.”

Herbie made a wry smile look like a painful
grimace. “Except Jerry right now is probably dropping paratroopers
ahead of us.”

I nodded. That would make the whole mouse-run
thing more treacherous.

“He’s going to split us up.” Herbie
announced.

“Who is?”

“Baggie.”

And I had no answer. Splitting up the force
gave the Germans more tails to chase, but it also made us less of
an attacking force if we did get caught.

Sure enough, true to Herbie’s prediction,
Bagnold split the force at dusk, sending two trucks on the obvious
route, back to Al-Faraj. I watched them depart, wondering if they
were on a suicide mission, a diversion to allow us to get back to
the British lines. I could only imagine the fuss we’d caused in the
German High Command; we’d taken one of their own from right under
their noses. We had to pay for our crime.

Watching the dim red lights from Bagnold’s
truck, we drove roughly south.

We’d re-arranged the personal before dividing
the jeeps. Berti now sat in the back with me, Herbie up front,
co-driver. Bagnold, Siggy, two LRDG’s, and General Crüwell sat in
the lead jeep.

On the next day, we were exhausted from our
36 hour flight from the German camp, and we parked for the day,
sleeping in four hour staggers. That evening, we got buzzed by a
Messerschmitt 109.

Damn.

The next day was more of the same. We raced,
we zig-zagged through the rocky passes, but by evening we got
discovered once more.

Bagnold gathered us all together again, a map
spread on his truck’s bonnet.

“I’m splitting us up again.”

I could hardly believe it. “Why?”

“Because Jerry knows exactly where we
are, and we have to divert him a bit.”

“Who’ll take the General?” I
asked.

“You will. I’ll take number one jeep
and head east, I’ll leave you with Mike. We’ll leave a nice ruse
for Jerry to see, and most of the fuel and water.” He pointed to
the map, located Al-Faraj, and then pointed to a point, a good few
hundred miles to the south. “This is El-Yima and is the last
watering hole before entering the white-pages.”

“White-pages?”

Mike laughed. “We call it that because
there’s nothing on the map except white.”

Bagnold joined the laugh, although he looked
nervous. “The borderlands between Libya, Egypt and Sudan are
featureless. After El-Yima, you make for the Nile, they can’t
follow you that far, their planes don’t have the range.”

I could see the logic, but I couldn’t see us
driving half-way across North Africa. “And what will you do?”

Bagnold smiled. “Oh, we’ll have some fun with
Jerry.”

I could believe it.
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The Banks of the Nile

 


First we had to leave Jerry with a convincing
dead end.

At daybreak we drove twenty miles east, then
stopped between a dune and a ridge of rock.

We took the general’s jacket and cap and gave
it to one of Bagnold’s men.

Then, with three of us holding the jeep by
ropes to stop it turning over totally, Bagnold’s jeep pulled ours
onto its side. We scattered a few petrol tanks beside it, and hid
behind some rocks a hundred yards away.

With Siggy holding on to
General Crüwell, we waited until we were well and truly
spotted by our eyes in the sky again, and then Bagnold made a huge
deal of driving off, the new ‘general’ very evident in the back.
The airplane buzzed Bagnold’s jeep twice, and came back for a
closer look at our ‘crashed’ one. I held my breath as we crouched
in hiding, and I almost cheered when the plane started to follow
Bagnold’s truck, circling above it.

We had to wait in the rocks all day.

As dusk fell, we righted our jeep, stowed
everything away, and took off, heading south-east for El-Yima.

It took us three days, stopping every night,
and taking tremendous precautions each morning to camouflage the
jeep.

On the third evening, we stopped short of our
target by a few miles and Mike and Siggy scouted forwards. They
came back disappointed, somewhere along the way we’d miscalculated,
and the wadi was nowhere in sight. We sat for two hours, re-working
our figures and realized we were a good thirty miles too far south.
This extra day stretched our precious water resources to their
limit. As Mike and I repeated the scout-forward, I had a
half-filled bottle. That was all.

The sight that presented itself was hell
personified.

Two German halftracks sat near the obligatory
palm trees, one to the north, one to the west, and that meant at
least a dozen men lay between us and our next water rations.

“Would they fall for the German uniform
ruse again?” Siggy asked once we’d gotten back to our
jeep.

I shook my head. “If they’ve been briefed by
the camp, they may be ready for it. We’d be stupid to fall into
that trap.”

“So suggestions?” Mike asked. Looking
round.

“Three against twelve is bad odds.”
Berti said.

I glanced at General Crüwell’s blank stare.
“They could be shortened.”

“How?”

“Three to one…” I hooked my thumb at
Crüwell. “… if we tied him up well enough. I mean, even if he
escapes, where’s he going to go? He’s got no water.”

Once we’d trussed him tight, I’d never seen a
man with as many strands of rope round him. An hour later we set
off, armed to the teeth, it was three in the morning. We had just
four hours to get the job done.

We split into two pairs, crawling in from two
directions, and had an attack time set for four minutes past four.
Siggy and I made the trees with little difficulty, and proceeded to
weave our way round to the northern halftrack.

“Two sentries,” I whispered, looking at
the dim hands of my watch; 4.01. “You take the left, I’ll do the
right.”

“Gotcha,”

The men sat by the fire, their attention on
the dying red embers. Their eyes were tired, bored; by the time
we’d circled behind them, they were already as good as dead.

My left arm slid under his chinstrap, jamming
his jaws together. Just like training.

I pulled sharply to the left, exposing his
neck, his carotid artery. Just like training.

With a diagonal thrust, my knife sliced
silently to the hilt, burying itself in the soft tissue below. A
rummage of the blade and the man fell back into my arms.

I looked up to see Siggy had the same
result.

My watch said 4.03. I lifted a grenade from
my pocket, pulled the pin. “Thirty seconds.”

I counted down, and as I got to three, I
heard shooting from my left. I tossed the grenade into the
halftrack, then rounded it to see a German soldier rousing himself,
grabbing for a rifle. I let him have a burst from my Tommy gun, and
looked around for more, spraying a few rounds over the tall door
into the driver’s seat.

When the burst had died, I heard a few more
shots, then silence.

Another volley sounded into the night, a
higher pitch; a Schmeisser.

“Come on Siggy!” I shouted, and ran for
the second halftrack.

I could hardly believe it, two men crouched
behind the back door, its inside lights showing their faces. Siggy
and I opened up together, hitting the unsuspecting men with a hail
of bullets.

As they died so did the firefight.

“All clear?” I called into the night
air.

“All clear here!” I heard Berti’s voice
from the other side.

As we rounded the halftrack, I saw a figure
crouching over another. From his jagged pose, there was no doubt
Mike was dead. “He got it in the first shooting,” Berti said.

I was slightly shell-shocked. Having no LRDG
to guide us put us firmly in hot water.

“We have no time for this.” Siggy
reminded us, bringing my eyes from our fallen comrade.

We had maybe two hours before daybreak.
Maybe three before airplanes would be overhead. We had to work and
work fast. We first doused the fire in one of the
halftracks, and pulled fuel tanks from its hot shell; the last
thing we wanted was to arouse any suspicious air
traffic.

We filled our water bottles from a German
can, slipped in a water purifying tablet just in case, and all
trudged back to the truck. We couldn’t afford being split up
again.

Crüwell was where we’d left him, looking
particularly peeved he hadn’t managed to get out of his bonds.

Then we drove back to the wadi.

It took us three trips to take eleven German
bodies to a sand dune, maybe a mile away, then we drove the vehicle
deep into the shade of the palm trees just as a hint of sunshine
rose over the dunes to our east. We spent maybe an hour getting the
jeep camouflaged, then got to work burying Mike properly.

I did feel a little uncomfortable in just
leaving the eleven Germans to rot under the sun, but I’m not sure
the three of us could have dug eleven graves that day anyway. We
were not in good shape physically.

When we’d said some bible words over Mike,
and covered his body in a pathetic two feet of sand, we went over
the Jerry halftracks with a fine toothcomb, taking any rations and
water we could find. I even got some hard crumbly chocolate. We
finished our salvage with some Jerry fuel, smelling it as petrol,
and hoping it was compatible with our jeep. I stuffed all the
German money I could find into one of the jeep’s compartments, and
covered it in papers we’d found; their orders, notes on locals,
code books.

Once all the obvious tasks had been carried
out, we settled ourselves down to rest, the first real shut-eye for
days.

“How far is it?” Siggy asked as we
studied the maps that evening.

“I’m not sure,” I replied, noting that
Berti was staring into space. “Maybe four hundred miles, more.” I
shrugged my shoulders. Only after Bagnold’s leaving, and Mike’s
catching a bullet did I realize how much we had relied on the
LRDG’s control of the mission, the day-to day stuff; I felt totally
out of my league.

But we had to try.

We each took turns at driving, and soon found
Berti had the best eyes for the dark phosphorescent sands. The
speed was slow, way less than twenty mph, and we had to turn back
many times, running into blocked canyons and impassable ridges.

In that first night, I don’t think we
covered fifty ‘crow-flies’ miles from El-Yima, and the
Nile looked a million miles away.

We took great care in camouflaging the jeep,
but saw nothing in the skies except blue.

With our rations bolstered by the Jerry food,
and our numbers cut to four, we slowly built up our reserve of
energy. By the end of the second night we had gone an estimated
hundred miles, and I felt far more optimistic about our success in
getting to the Nile.

The journey became a battle of wills; ours
against the elements. We slept most of the day, we drove at night,
we put up with Crüwell’s ill temper, his continual talk of failure
and surrender, and we repeated the routine.

On the fourth night, the land levelled out a
good deal, and we even took the black tape from the headlights,
confident we were now far beyond the reach of any German unit. We
discarded our jackets, stripped epaulettes from our shirts,
anything that made us look German; the last thing we wanted was to
get mistaken for Jerry and shot by mistake.

On the morning of the sixth day out of
El-Yima, Berti braked, seemingly for no reason. I realized I’d been
asleep in the passenger seat, my neck hurting like blazes. “What’s
going on?” I looked around, but in the first light of dawn could
see nothing but sand.

“Look,” Berti pointed past my head, and
I turned in my seat. Running from under the truck, and going south
as far as I could see ran a dirt road. I could still see tyre marks
on it.

“Road,” I said, dumbfounded. I looked
north. Yup, more road.

“Which way?” Berti asked.

“That’s a bloody good question,” I
croaked, lifting my water bottle to my scarf, and pouring a
mouthful through. I’d gotten so used to sandy water, I no longer
noticed it. I didn’t even get out of the jeep, just spread the map
in my lap. “North would be the obvious choice.”

Siggy had roused himself and was looking over
my shoulder. “Where are we?”

“Sedan,” I said, as matter-of-factly as
if it had been Dalkeith, or Livingston. I pointed to the nearest
dot on the map that could be construed as civilization. “Semna to
be precise.”

Siggy laughed. “Yeah, we’re being ‘precise’
now are we Eric, old chap?”

It was a dilemma. North meant driving along a
road, heading to Egypt, Cairo and the British lines. South lay the
distant city of Khartoum. And to the east, dear old east, lay the
river Nile, maybe only a day’s drive. Over sand, sand, and yet more
sand.

We voted.

Two hands in the air for north carried the
day. “Along a road that must lead somewhere.” Berti said, getting
into the back with the general, and immediately falling asleep. I
took the wheel, Siggy sitting beside me.

In a moment I had the speed up to a whopping
forty miles an hour, and it felt like a hundred. The breeze of the
jeep’s speed cooled us, and I never saw the caravan until I was
almost crashing into it.

Five rifles aimed at us. We raised our hands,
even though I had a Thomson just a foot away.

Chewing camels looked on, children hid behind
clothes-wrapped mothers muttering prayers or curses under their
breath.

The oldest man said something
unintelligible.

“Sorry,” I said. “I don’t
understand.”

The rifles tensed, shaking at us, motioning
us to get out of the jeep. I kept my hands in the air and go out,
my legs shaking at the effort.

“Eric.” Siggy said, trying to get my
attention. “Eric! Talk English!”

I suddenly made the connection. We’d probably
been speaking in German for days, prompted by our training and the
general’s mutterings.

“Scottish!” I said, remembering to
smile this time. “British.”

“English, actually,” Siggy
added.

Thankfully the gun barrels lowered, and the
men crowded round. One pressed a date into my mouth, and I chewed
it like the sweetest toffee.

We’d made it.
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I Would Walk Five Hundred Miles

 


“A thousand miles, old chap.” Major
Kettle enthused.

I sat on a verandah, the river Nile in front
of me, and a scotch and water slowly evaporating in a glass on a
table.

I could hardly believe it myself. “Yes, sir,”
I picked up the glass, and let its contents slip slowly down my
throat.

We’d drove into the Army camp the day before
and thrown ourselves at the British sentries at the camp gate.

“Semna?” I had croaked.

“No, mate, Abu bloody Simbel.” A
cockney accent. We got pushed to one side of the road and held at
gunpoint until their officer arrived, where we told some of our
story. Of course, when we’d made contact with the camp’s top brass,
we were treated like film stars. We’d captured a real German
general, we’d driven across a thousand miles of desert from Tazirbu
with little to no knowledge of navigation, and we’d only been fifty
miles out at the end.

Okay. We’d actually arrived in Egypt rather
than Sudan, but I made the distinction that we’d driven north on
the road for almost a hundred miles, so perhaps we’d been more
accurate than was being made out.

However, we slept well that night.

I’d had a shower, albeit in dirty unfiltered
Nile water, pulled new kit from the Quartermaster’s Store. I’d
eaten my first properly cooked meal in weeks, drank beers, and
crashed on a real bed.

Major Kettle then made us very welcome at the
officer’s mess for the whole of the next day, saying a transport
was flying down later to pick us up. We all had to head to Cairo
for a full de-briefing. Yup, I looked forward to that.

When we got driven to the airfield, and I
noticed two spitfires standing next to the small bomber, I felt far
safer.

“They’ll be your escort, old chap.” I
didn’t know Royal Air Force ranks quite as well as I should have.
Siggy told me later he’d been a Squadron Leader. Yes, we were
getting the first class, celebrity treatment.

However, we knew the real reason for the
fighter escort; General Ludwig Crüwell.

To my surprise, he chatted to us immediately
we boarded. “I have to tell you, I am pleased with my
treatment.”

There was little say but admit he hadn’t made
a nuisance of himself, and conducted himself as the model prisoner.
To my surprise, we spoke about the desert journey, and our new
appreciation of the finer things in life.

Cairo was an operation all of its own. Well,
we didn’t actually land in the city, but an airbase outside, loaded
into separate trucks, driven in loops around towns, then out into
the desert. However, unlike Camp X’s strict trucking policies, they
made no effort to keep our heads inside. I luxuriated in the new
greener scenery, and smelled the salt sea on the air.

Then we drove slowly into a Royal Naval
base.

I only knew we were in Port Said by the signs
we seen on buildings.

Huge grey warships lay in the harbour, yet
another sign that Britain’s back may be against the ropes, but we
weren’t on the canvas yet. Not by a long chalk.

As the general was led away, we were taken to
a block of buildings, separated into small cells and there we
waited.

After ten minutes or so, my door opened.
“Captain Baird?”

So, I had somehow reserved my ‘stolen’ New
Zealand rank. “Yes?”

“The panel will see you
now.”

Two whole days I went through it.

Questions for two hours then a break
for lunch. Okay, it was a good lunch, but I ate it in my cell. More
questions followed, they wanted every single detail of every facet
of our raid, from the evening we left to our driving into
Abu bloody Simbel.

I felt quite exhausted when they’d done, but
I did get out. A corporal led me to the officer’s quarters where he
showed me to my room. A crisp new uniform lay on the bed, captain’s
epaulettes, the lot.

Once dressed I made my way to the mess, and
found Siggy already ensconced at the bar. He ordered me a beer.

“What do we use for money?” I asked,
knowing I had none.

“We don’t pay here, old boy.” He said
with a flourish of accent. “The bills get charged to our officer’s
accounts.”

I looked to either side. “But, Sigmund, old
chap, we don’t have any accounts, because we’re not really
officers!”

“Shh!” he teased. “Don’t tell them
that.”

Oh boy.

“Besides, if we ever get into deep
doo-dah, I can always use this.” And he flashed a rather tatty
piece of paper. It looked somehow familiar, but I couldn’t place
it. He opened it for me to see.

By Order of General Auchinleck
(Commanding)

I hereby instruct anyone to accede to the
demands of the bearer of the note; instantly and without question.
Their needs are paramount, their demands unquestionable.

“What the heck?”

Siggy grinned like a schoolboy.

“When did you filch that?”

“A while ago.”

So we drank, and as we did, we were joined by
a rather disconsolate Berti. When he told us of his woes, we fell
to his level rather than him being buoyed to ours. “I want to go
home.” His plea was softly spoken and simple.

We toasted each version of our homeland, and
then after a couple of rums each, we toasted them again. When the
next officer showed face that seemed to have anything to do with
our future, we cornered him.

“Okay, we got your general, now you
have to follow your part of the agreement. We want to go
home.”

“Well, there’s actually one more thing
we need of you chaps.”

And that almost started a fight.

Seems there was another STS camp in
Palestine, and we were needed to do a little pep tour, tell our
story, be a good role model, all that bully-pish.

Siggy and Berti refused point blank, risking
everything they’d earned so far, arguing quite rightly that we’d
been promised, and we’d followed our orders. It was time for the
British Army to send them home.

The whole time, I’d kept quiet, my head round
one inescapable word. Palestine.

As I came out of my funk, I realized I was
actually holding Berti back, seems he was going to kill the
unfortunate man.

“I’ll do it!” I roared, getting
everyone’s attention. It was like I’d stopped a movie. I turned to
the officer. “I’ll do the Palestine thing on one
condition!”

“Yes?”

“That you let the others go home.” I
gave him a real good staring at. “There’s no leeway in this offer.
You either let them go home, or we’ll all break out, and go
haywire. Oh, and I want some spending money too. I’m not running
around like a pauper.”

He looked at me, then the men behind me.
“I’ll take it upstairs.”

“You do that.”

He disappeared quicker than he needed to. I
turned to Siggy. “And I want Auchinleck’s letter.”

“Oh, Eric,” he moaned.

“What the heck are you going to use it
for back in England?”

Siggy hung his head, but grinned and handed
over the piece of paper.

I pocketed it, and ordered another round of
drinks.

An hour later, the news came down from
‘upstairs’. We had an agreement. I would be away from my loved ones
for a while longer, but I did have an ulterior motive.

Oh how the mighty fall. In a day I went from
first class treatment to third class drudge.

The plane from Port Said to Palestine was as
rickety as I thought the RAF had, and yet it landed me safely, and
I crossed the airstrip to a waiting car. A staff car.

And as a visiting Captain, straight from a
German general’s kidnapping, I got the red-carpet treatment again,
a tour of the whole site.

STS 102 was in an outskirt of Haifa, on the
southern side, on the site of an old crusader camp at a place
called Atlit. If it hadn’t been for the blue skies and the mix of
sparse vegetation and scrub sand I could have been in Canada. The
eastern end even ran down to the Mediterranean Sea, just like Camp
X and Lake Ontario. There even was a railway line nearby to
practice their C4 attacks on.

I was asked to give a short talk, then forced
to wear a Lone Ranger type mask while doing so.

“Why?” I asked, looking at the black
leather.

“In case you meet any of them on a
future mission.”

I almost told the poor chap that he had me
wrong, I was going home to work on a newspaper, but the
conversation took another turn.

Turns out the poor folks in the lecture also
wore Lone Ranger masks.

Strange place, STS 102.

That night, staying in a hotel in Haifa
decked out in colored Christmas lights, I asked around the British
officers at the bar; no-one knew where the Scots Greys were
stationed. I would have to travel down the coast to Tel Aviv. Camp
STS 102 offered me a driver, but since I had little to no luggage,
and wanted to separate myself from the SOE handlers, I used my
‘Auchinleck’ letter at the local Army base.

A nice lad called Alfie got the job, and we
set off in a Jeep, a proper one this time, no Chevrolet
conversion.

Getting into Army HQ proved a little bit more
cumbersome than I’d expected, but after an hour I sat in front of a
WRAC who flitted through order books for me. I suppose for a proper
British Officer, the looks of distrust I got would have irked, but
I settled behind my beard, happy to be just a little different.

“Lance Corporal James Baird, C
company.” I reminded her of dad’s name and designation.

She nodded, and looked some more.
“Jerusalem.” She looked up. “They’re in Jerusalem.”

“Okay,” My heart soared. “Can you be
more specific?”

“Ramat Rachel, on the south side.” She
said. “The base is on the hill. I’ve been there; you really can’t
miss it.”

I suppose that’s one of the benefits of
having a ‘carte blanche’, I could get anywhere. Well, that and the
fact that Palestine is a very small country.

I was inside the Ramat Rachel base in an
hour.

“I need to speak to Lance Corporal
Baird.” I stood in front of the acting Adjutant for the Scots Greys
in Palestine, a Major Willis, English, of course.

“I’m his son.”

“Bloody Nora…” he seemed genuinely
shocked. “Well, C Company are in the mess right now, go look for a
Cadet Lieutenant called Andrews; he’s Baird’s platoon
commander.”

The ‘mess’ was a large marquee tent in the
center of the camp, and young Lieutenant Andrews was easy to find,
white epaulettes of cadet still bright and clean on his shoulders.
He was in deep conversation with another Lieutenant as I presented
myself at his side.

“Andrews?”

The two braced themselves to attention, their
bodies stiff as boards.

“Sir!” I could see their eyes looking
at the beard on my face, not quite registering the fact, looking
for any badge for further recognition; of course, it wasn’t
uncommon for the LRDG not to wear any distinguishing service
badges. Mavericks. What they didn’t dispute was my rank. I returned
their salutes with growing confidence.

“I’m looking for a chap called Baird,
under your command.”

“Yes, sir. Corporal Baird.”

“Where is he? I’d like to see him
please.”

“For what reason, sir?”

I had a germ of a plan, growing momentum as I
plotted, but it wasn’t time to be playing my trump card just yet.
“I have some personal news, you know, from back home.”

“Yes, sir! Follow me, sir!”

Oh boy, following the young man from the
tent, I began to get goosebumps. In seconds I was going to be
standing in front of dad. In all my searching, this was the only
time I’d really felt emotional. I breathed heavy, sucked the tears
in, braced myself for the meeting.
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Bairds; Face to Face

 


Lieutenant Andrews stood outside the four man
tent. “Baird? Outside!” I watched as my father donned his cap
slipped through the tent flaps and came to attention before us.

“Sir!”

His eyes never wavered from being straight in
front.

“You have a visitor,” Andrews
said.

I nodded. “That will be all Lieutenant,” I
dismissed the man, leaving dad standing alone. Despite my
goosebumps I almost giggled at the scene.

“State your name for me, soldier.” I
said, watching the brows narrow, the question beginning in his
mind.

“Baird, sir!”

I then walked in front of him, forced my face
in his field of vision. “And where are you from?”

“Edinburgh, Sir.”

We now locked eyes, and I saw him look at me,
then my face, the unusual beard with uniform, then his face
grimaced slightly, not seeing a cap badge. Then I saw it, the
switch from bewilderment, the realization, the dawning. “It’s me,
dad.” I said softly.

“Jamie?”

Despite my years in a family of little
demonstrative affection, I stepped forward and hugged him,
immediately feeling his arms round me, slapping my back.

“James!”

He suddenly held me at arm’s length. “Let me
see you.” His eyes were glassy with tears. “What the bloody hell
are you doing here?”

“That,” I said with some finality, “Is
a story fit for a pub, and a pint or two.”

“I don’t have a pass…”

“That,” I said with a firmness, “I can
fix.”

I flashed Auchinleck’s paper to dad’s
commanding officer, and got a two day pass written in two minutes,
possibly a British Army world record.

We got in my jeep, and I whisked him back to
Tel Aviv; I wanted no distractions, no sidetracking from my major
purpose. I managed some of the story in the Jeep, but as I
dismissed Alfie from his taxi duties, I clammed up, waiting for the
privacy of a bar table.

“So what unit are you in?” Dad asked
once I’d ordered pints and shorts for us both.

“I’m afraid that’s hush hush, old
chap.” I mimicked an English officer’s accent. “I’ve been around
though. I’m just back from Canada.” I considered that fact safe
enough.

“Canada?”

We’d already been through the ‘how’s your
mother and Frances’ stuff, then I remembered poor Alice. “Yes,
Canada, oh, and by-the-way, I’m married.”

And of course, that opened a whole bigger can
of worms that I slid around, saying ‘hush-hush’ far too often, and
lying far more than I should have.

He steadied his gaze. “You’re doing something
cloak and dagger’, aren’t you.”

That was something I could own up to. I took
a deep breath, nodded. “Yes.”

“Aye,” he took my chin in his calloused
hand and ribbed the flimsy attempt at a beard. “There’s desert
types who wear their beards in uniform, and some others
too.”

“I have been known to drive around in
the desert for a while,” I grinned. “But I’m going back home after
seeing you. I’ve been promised.”

“Believe that when you see it, lad. The
Army promises a lot of things.” He said, swigging a large drink
from the pint glass finishing it. “I’ll buy the next
round.”

“Oh, no you bloody won’t.” I snapped
back. “At these prices, it would take the rest of your wages. I got
money, the night’s on me.”

I had never really had dad in a one-to-one
situation before, and definitely not with copious amounts of drink
involved, but it ended fine. I got us into a hotel, and we drank
more, chatting into the wee hours.

As the mid-morning sunshine fired its volley
through the open windows, I felt hungry, famished beyond belief. I
asked at the hotel desk, and found an Officer’s mess nearby, lunch,
followed by a second plate.

Once back in town again, I headed for the
same bar as the night before, finding a quiet table; I had a
statement to make, a question to ask, and I wanted a little
anonymity for dad’s reactions.

“I’m going home.” I
repeated.

“Like I said, son. The Army has
ways…”

I held my hand up. “I’m not Army, remember.
This uniform is just a means of getting what I want.”

He shook his head as if he didn’t quite
believe the power that the uniform, my organization, and my
Auchinleck letter gave me.

“I’m going back to my job at The
Scotsman, my life in the slow-lane…” I paused. “And I want to take
you with me.”

He shook his head like I’d asked him for a
loan of a pound, giving it no real thought.

“Dad!” I tried to shake him from his
little world. “I can get you home. Home to Mum, home to your
family, away from the war!”

“James.” He shook his more vehemently.
“I’m in the Army. You can’t just wave your magic wand and change
that.”

From his face came a condescending look that
crossed a generation. Even with my tales, and my Captain’s pips, I
was just his little boy. But I realized it was partly my fault; I
had actually played my own hand down. Although I wore the uniform
of a British Army captain, I had went too far with my own
denigration, undermined my own standing.

It was time to reverse the trend.

“Come with me, soldier.”

Half an hour later Auchinleck’s letter had
gotten us into the Commander’s Office, Royal Navy Base, Tel Aviv. I
showed my letter to Commodore Stevenson. “Can I use your phone,
sir?”

“You could do that anywhere on base,
Captain,”

“Aye, sir, but this is to the top
brass. Top Secret and all that.”

He lifted the phone on his desk, and gingerly
handed it to me.

“Yes, sir?” A lady’s voice. I guessed
it was the secretary outside.

“General Auchinleck’s office please.” I
said into the black Bakelite phone.

After a moment another woman answered. “Army
HQ.”

“General Auchinleck’s office please.” I
repeated. “Captain James Baird here. If you can mention the word
Crüwell, that would help.” I looked at the Commanding Officer’s
blank stare, dad’s horrified look.

“Auchinleck’s Office.” A man’s
voice.

“Hello? Yes? Who am I speaking
to?”

“Captain Bromley. Who’s
this?”

“Ah, yes, Captain Bromley,” I couldn’t
remember him when Bagnold and I had visited, I cursed myself for
not paying attention, my training for once wavering. “Captain Baird
here, I was with the LRDG bunch that grabbed Crüwell. Can I speak
to the general please?”

“Eh, maybe. Can I ask what it’s
about?”

“Well, it’s a personal matter between
me and the General, sorry Captain. It is rather
important.”

By now even the Base Commander was looking at
me in a new, respectful way.

“I’ll see what I can do…”

“Thank you.”

There was a pause of at least a minute, then
a low voice. “Auchinleck here,”

“General!” I said with far more of a
smile than I needed. The fact that I’d caught him at the office was
fortunate enough to elate me. “Captain Baird here, attached to the
LRDG.”

“Ah, Baird, yes, make it
snappy.”

“Yes, sir. Well, I’ve come to the end
of my tether, I’m afraid. I’ve done your desert mission, I’ve done
your dog and pony show up here in Haifa, and I’m afraid I’d like to
take you up on your agreement to send me home. Back to Blighty, you
know, fight Jerry on the streets of Edinburgh.” I hoped that dad’s
sentiments on the Army not fulfilling their sides of bargains
wouldn’t bite me on the backside.

“I think we can arrange that, Baird. We
all appreciate your efforts. Get your backside down here; Bagnold’s
in town, he’ll arrange it all.”

I actually breathed a sigh of relief; Bagnold
had indeed escaped. “Sir? How many of the others made it back?”

“Oh, we only lost three, including your
driver. All in all it was a good swap. We all were very impressed
by the standard of you SOE chaps. Navigating the last five hundred
miles on your own was quite a feat.”

I could hardly believe it; of the whole unit,
running around the desert, with the whole of the Afrika Korps
hunting them, we’d lost just three men. Utterly amazing.

“Yes, General. They train us well,
sir.”

“Where are you now, Baird?”

“Eh, in Commodore Stevenson’s office,
Tel Aviv.”

“Is he there?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Put him on.”

I handed the phone back to the base
commander, and as their conversation continued, his eyebrows
travelled higher on his forehead. When he’d said his goodbyes and
replaced the receiver, he leaned back in his chair. “You don’t muck
around, Captain, do you?”

“No, sir,” I flashed a look at dad, his
mouth was still agape at what his son had just done; call the Army
commander in the Middle East, and chat like old friends.

“You’re one of the men who captured
Erwin Rommel’s number two.

Crap. The cat was well and truly out of the
bag now. I didn’t even want to look at dad to see his expression.
“Eh, yes, sir. But I’d rather it didn’t get around sir; our mob’s a
bit uppity on loose lips and such.”

“Yes, we ferry you SOE chaps quite a
bit.” He stood, leaned over his desk, and I shook his extended
hand. “Just wanted to shake your hand, you know, just to be able to
say I’d done it.”

I felt very uncomfortable. “Eh, I have
another favor, sir, if you don’t mind.”

“Name it, lad.”

“What’s the quickest way to get to Port
Said?”

“MTB,”

A Motor Torpedo Boat; roughly the same kind
of boat that Möller had shown me the Bismark with. “Can you get us
on one?”

He nodded, “We do a run every day with orders
and such.”

“Excellent. However, I have to spring
this chap from his unit first. Can I borrow a jeep?”

“No problem.”

I saluted him, one of the few actual salutes
I’d done, and we left with directions to the motor pool. The staff
sergeant in charge was exemplary, and brought up an incredibly
valid point. “Beg pardon sir, but if you’re heading out of base,
out of town like, you’d better be arming yourselves.”

“Excellent idea,” And I asked for
directions to the armory.

So, with two new Thomson machine guns stowed
at our sides, and new magazine pouches on our belts, we took off
back to Jerusalem.

However, conversation with dad was stilted. I
put it down to the new information he had learned in the
Commodore’s office. I drove in silence, letting it all sink in.

Getting dad out of the Scots Greys was as
easy as flashing the Auchinleck letter. “He’s being transferred.” I
stated firmly to a captain on the camp, the only officer we could
find in their HQ building. “Auchinleck’s HQ will send the
paperwork. I’ll see him when we’re down in Cairo.”

“This comes from General Auchinleck
himself?”

“Yes,”

The man looked at dad, who despite being at
attention, nodded. “I wouldn’t have believed it either, sir, if I
hadn’t heard it with my own ears. He phoned him personally, just an
hour or so ago.”

“That’s the damndest thing,” the
captain shook his head. “I wish I had your connections, old
bean.”

“Aye,” I said, emphasizing my Edinburgh
brogue against his English accent. “But you’ll not want to face
Jerry the way I do.”

He gave me a long stare, taking in my beard,
my lack of insignia. “No, probably not.”

Dad packed his essentials, leaving all the
extra kit in his tent. I watched as he slowly said his farewells to
his mates, telling them he was being transferred to Army
Headquarters in Cairo.

His face was drawn as he mounted the jeep, me
driving. “What’s wrong?”

He looked back at the tent. “I’ve been with
those men for four years.”

“Aye, and you’ve no’ seen your family
for four years either.” I couldn’t quite understand his reticence
to leave. I was fit to bursting to get back home, and I’d only been
gone for weeks.

I felt that my adventure was coming to a
close. I just had a trip to Britain to organize, and that was
it.

What could go wrong?
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On the Bus, Back Off Again

 


The MTB started its engines, and steadily
rolled out onto the mirror glass bay.

The late-afternoon cloudless skies made the
sea both in the harbor and beyond appear the deepest blue.

I looked to the front, unable to face dad,
unwilling to look at Tel Aviv for what I considered to be the last
time. I grasped the rope rail, and felt the restrained growl of the
engines below me. Slowly the mouth of the harbor opened to us, and
we increased speed until two huge wakes of white foam curved
gracefully from our stern. Behind us and to my left sat a second
boat, guns bristling, white uniforms busy on her deck.

“SOE, huh?” Dad called out, his words
all but lost in the engines roar. It was the first words he’d
addressed to me directly since leaving Jerusalem.

I turned to see his profile, his chin lifted,
enjoying the 40mph breeze in his face, the occasional spit of sea
spray. “Aye,” I shouted.

It took a few moments for dad to say more.
“I’ve heard they can kill a hundred different ways.” His face
showed extreme restraint.

“Aye,” I could think of nothing more
fruitful to say.

His face turned suddenly to me, his eyes
fierce with concern, his eyes wide. “Have you killed, son?”

My eyes now glistened with the same tears he
was growing. I found no words to answer his question. I thought of
poor Charlie, my fingers clutching for a hold on his naked neck,
looking for a hold to break him by. I thought of the German
soldiers at Restalrig Church, guarding poor Balfour. The Germans at
the wadi.

“My God…” My father’s voice, torn
between anger and disappointment.

“Have you, dad?” I roared at him. “Have
you killed?”

He shook his head. Of course, he hadn’t; he’d
been guarding useless sites in Palestine; living in the midst of a
war that happened all around him, but never actually touched him.
“I’ve never had to.” Damned if he didn’t look smug about the
fact.

“Then consider yourself lucky!” I spat
back at him. “Back home, we’re fighting the bloody Huns every day!
They walk our streets, they patrol our buildings, they take what
they want. If it wasn’t for us, the British people would have no
idea that we’re still fighting! Africa’s a bloody long way
away!”

He looked to the front again, now openly
weeping, the tears streaming down his cheeks, past his ear lobes.
“I’m sorry!”

“Aye, me too!”

We got into Port Said around midnight, and
soon found beds in a dorm for migrant forms, basically anyone in
transition.

In the morning, dad seemed back to some
semblance of his normal self.

I however had crossed a Rubicon; dad knew of
my secret work, and I now had to watch my speech closer than
before. With confidences broken, I had to limit the depths of my
divulgence, not only for my own good, but for dad’s too. If he was
going to live in Edinburgh with us, he didn’t need to know more
than he needed to.

Major Bagnold embraced me like a long-lost
brother, and for a few minutes we discussed our flight to the Nile,
and the final parts of Operation Ascalon. When I told him of our
need for transport to Britain, however, he shook his head. “There’s
only two ways of doing it,” And his expression didn’t bode well for
our future. “By ship, and by that I mean mainly by submarine, or by
air to Morocco, then by sub from there. To get such a berth could
take months, I’m afraid.”

I looked at dad, but he gave me no help.
Perhaps too many years in the ranks had doused his ability to talk
freely in front of officers.

“There is a way you could maybe speed
things up,” he rubbed his chin in thought.

“Yes?”

He gave a laugh. “But it means going back up
to Haifa.”

“What?” I could feel the muscles on my
shoulders slouch.

“STS 102.” Bagnold held my gaze.
“They’re the ones doing counter-espionage in these parts; if
they’ve got a mission on, they might be your best bet. Hitch a
ride, so to speak.”

I didn’t fancy the trip back to Palestine,
but STS 102 were hardly likely to talk about anything over the
phone. It would mean another day away from Alice, but hey, at least
we were making progress on the way home. As we shook hands in
parting, a loud ship’s horn sounded across the port. The call was
answered by another, and soon the air was a chorus of off-pitched
sounds, some rising and falling sirens.

I looked at Bagnold. “Air raid?”

“Nope, not this.” We looked out the
office window, but the skies were clear.

We filed outside to see men smiling, grinning
like Cheshire cats. “What’s going on?” I pulled one by the
sleeve.

He just laughed, throwing his cap in the air
like many others.

His friend, however, was more forthcoming.
“We’ve only gone and sunk the Bismark!” he roared, and danced
away.

I could hardly believe it.

And of course, I couldn’t tell if my small
mission to get photographs to the Organization had played any
part.

On board the MTB back to Tel Aviv, we got
more of the story as details came over the radio.

Somehow, probably through an aircraft carrier
launch, some old Fairey Swordfish biplane torpedo bombers had
gotten through to the ship as it performed sea trials off the coast
of Scotland. Three torpedo hits had been scored, and the Bismarck
had sunk with all hands. There was some chance that the Prinz Eugen
had been hit too, but details on that were sketchy to say the
least.

The euphoria had reached Tel Aviv, and as we
entered the harbor, ships sirens welcomed us. Bunting flags flew
from many of the ships and there was almost a carnival atmosphere
in the Royal Naval base.

But we wasted no time. I commandeered the
same jeep from the same motor pool, and drove north to camp STS
102.

With my SOE history, getting back into the
commandant’s presence was as easy as pie.

The news Colonel Terence gave me was actually
quite good. “We’re planning a little operation as we speak, a
reconnaissance to witness the Bismarck sinking. There’s actually
differing reports on her position; some say she’s going to be
salvageable, some say she’s totally under.”

“Where was she attacked?” I
asked.

“In the Firth of Forth.” Terence
replied. “The folks on land got a front-row seat of the whole
thing.”

I smiled. “I got pictures of the Bismarck
when she arrived, Prinz Eugen too. I got taken out on a motorboat
with a newspaper photographer.”

“Well, let’s hope we never see he
again.” Terence rounded his desk and showed us out.

We waited in the camp for three days, given
rooms exactly like the ones in Canada. Dad got first hand evidence
of some of the techniques we’d been trained in. At every juncture,
I think he grew in understanding.

In the mess each evening, we drank, toasted
those back home and watched as Christmas loomed closer. I felt
their mood; Christmas away from home is a lonely time.

On the third day, we got called to Colonel
Terence’s office.

“Tonight.”

I don’t think I’ve ever sighed more
deeply.

Dad, however, took it ill when he got
dismissed to his room. Only I got details of the mission, included
in the last briefing. Considering the 2000 miles of Britain’s
coastline, I was getting dropped off at the front door.

North Berwick.

North Berwick, East Lothian, maybe five miles
from Gullane where I’d taken the family for their beach picnic.

When I told dad of our eventual destination,
he turned away, tears in his eyes again. “I can’t go.”

He walked away, heading into the dying sun of
my last day in the Middle East. It took me seconds to catch up.
“What the hell do you mean?” I grabbed his shoulder, perhaps
spinning him around more brusquely than I intended. “You’re going
home to mum, to Frances. Away from this sham, this phony war you’ve
been in.”

“Phony?”

“Yes, there’s no fighting here in
Palestine; that’s why the SOE have their training camp here. Look,
I’ve risked a lot to get us this chance, and I’m not going to blow
it.”

“But James,” he protested. “How will I
live back there?”

“What?” I could hardly believe the
ambiguity of his question. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m a soldier, I can’t just jump back
into my old life; the Germans would know. The neighbors would
know.”

I almost grinned. “Dad, I hardly recognized
you. You could be Uncle Mike or something, a distant cousin staying
with us. No-one outside the immediate family need know the
truth.”

“It’s not going to work, I tell
you.”

And no matter what I said, he steadfastly
refused to see my point. I was rescuing him from a war situation,
and taking him home to his family. In the end I had only one card
to play. “Dad, you’re coming home with me, and that’s an
order.”

At that moment, Colonel Terence appeared, I
didn’t know how much he’d heard, but he certainly knew something
was up. “Anything I can help with?”

I pointed to dad’s chest. “This idiot thinks
he can stay here in Palestine when I’ve given him a direct order to
accompany me home.” I could hardly believe the words out of my
mouth. My father, the shining light of my boyhood, so recently
reunited with me, had slipped to the level of ‘idiot’.

“Well that simply won’t do, will it?”
Terence’s straightforward stance was a breath of fresh air. “You’ll
do as you’re told, Corporal, or I’ll throw you in the clink myself,
understand?”

To my surprise, dad even railed against the
colonel. “He’s ordered me home, but he’s not a Captain; he’s not
even in the Army, for goodness sake.”

“Stand to attention when you address
me, soldier!” Years of instantaneous command hit dad like a brick
in the face. He crisply snapped to attention, stiff as a freshly
starched board. “Who the hell do you think you are?” Terence
started to pace back and forward in front of dad, I almost
protested. “Do you recognize these, sonny?” He tapped his own
epaulette.

The double pips and crown were worn with wear
in the desert, but dad didn’t even glance at them. “Yes, sir!”

“Are you going to take orders from me,
sonny?” he bawled in dad’s face.

“Yes, sir!”

“You, sir, have the good fortune to
have raised a bloody hero!” Even in the growing darkness, I could
see the spittle rain on dad’s face. “And now you have the
opportunity to go home, see your family, fight Jerry where he
lives!” he continued pacing. “Christ man, you’ve been given the
chance of a lifetime; a chance that every man, jack and boy over
here would jump at!”

“Yes, sir.” At last he looked somewhat
contrite. He glanced in my direction, but even I didn’t fancy
interrupting a Colonel in full-flow.

“You, Corporal Baird, will go home with
your son, the bloody hero, and you will treat him as if he is a
bloody Captain in the Army, because after his exploits in the
desert, he deserves that respect. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” That one came with a little
resistance.

“He captured a full German General
almost single-handed!” At that, his diatribe lessened, his tone
fell. This was the speech of a man well versed in the art. “You,
Corporal Baird, will go home with your son, and you will join the
first resistance organization you are recruited for, and you will
kick Jerry’s backside at every opportunity you can
find.”

“Yes, sir!”

“And you, Corporal Baird will do it,
not for yourself. Not for your country, but you’ll do it for every
man, jack and boy that’s sitting here in this hell-hole that can’t
do it. You’ll do it for every man who’s tied up here in Palestine
and isn’t getting the chance. You’ll do it for every man trapped in
Canada and the Sudan, and South Africa who can’t get home. Is that
clear, Corporal?”

“Yes, sir.” Dad’s expression showed
he’d been cut to the quick. Colonel Terence had made him see what I
hadn’t.

“Corporal Baird. You’re not escaping
out of a war. You’re not being given a free pass. You’re being
recruited in the most valiant fight we’re doing at the moment.
You’ll be fighting Jerry where he lives. Damn it man, you’re not
being rescued from a war… you’re being taken from a back-alley and
thrown in at the deep end!”
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Does Anyone Actually Like Submarines?

 


We boarded HMS Talisman in the dark hours after midnight,
Christmas Day, 1941, celebrations the furthest things from our
minds.

The men from STS102 were a four man team, and
dad and I made six. Trust me, six extra men in a submarine
stretched the already meagre sleeping space to the limit. Sealed in
the dark tube, we set off from our mooring less than an hour later.
We were finally bound for Blighty.

Standing in the narrow corridor, the First
officer, Lieutenant Chapman, told us of the routine. He pointed
into a small room, the whole floor space no larger than a single
bed. “There’s two bunks here; those are yours. You’ll sleep in
shifts. When you’re not sleeping, you can use the head, two rooms
down, starboard side, or you can sit in the doc’s room, two further
down. You can also sit in the mess, one door for’ard, port side.
That’s it. Go anywhere else, you’re in the way. Got it?”

We got it alright. We were prisoners of a
corridor, no longer than our hallway in the apartment. We slipped
through the Mediterranean Sea in a metal tube 85 yards long, just
10 yards wide, and we heard every protest that every bolt and rivet
made to keep it together, the creaking sometimes waking us from
sleep. Many times in one of those bunks I dreamed of home, the
comfort, the welcoming arms of my beloved Alice, the warmth of the
family home.

We began the sea routine with relative ease.
We sailed on the surface each night, all hatches open to get as
much fresh air as possible. During the day we cruised at a depth of
a hundred and twenty feet, doing a meagre 10 miles per hour. We
were going home alright, but we were going at a snail’s pace. Four
weeks in a metal bucket no bigger than one of the corridors at my
old university.

I could have ran quicker.

On our fourth day out, cruising the surface,
we sighted an approaching ship and did an emergency dive, the floor
tilting at an alarming rate. There was no sleep for the rest of
that night. The six of us crowded onto our bunks, sitting trying to
play cards, looking at the walls in silent fear.

Whatever ship went over us, it thankfully
never returned.

I think that was the worst part; the not
knowing anything. In any mission I had taken part in, there were
periods of uncertainty, but never the same as my days on board the
submarines. One of the SOE chaps from STS 102 called us mushrooms;
‘kept in the dark and fed nothing but shite’. He wasn’t far
wrong.

We celebrated New Year by breaking out a
couple of bottles of low quality beer, our celebrations muted and
morose.

I couldn’t get the feeling of dread out of my
head; I just hated traveling by submarine.

On our ninth day out, we first got the idea
that all wasn’t well with our metal tube. Frantic messages,
submariners running past our doorways, saying nothing, their faces
full of concern.

“All hands to surface battle stations,”
came the captain’s voice over the ship’s tannoy.
“Prepare to surface,”

“Isn’t it daylight up there?” I
asked.

I got nods from everyone in the small
room.

We could wait no longer without information.
The next sailor who tried to get past our corridor got dragged to
one side by force. “What’s going on?” we asked.

“Navigation’s on the fritz.” He said,
seemingly not bothered by our coercion. “We have to
surface.”

“Shite,” I said, watching dad’s face
fall.

“We’ll be sitting ducks.”

The First officer ‘dropped by’ half an hour
later. “We’ve had a bit of a hitch, gremlins in the works, I’m
afraid. We’re just a day out of Malta, so we’ll be sailing into
Valetta tonight.”

“Lieutenant?” I asked. “Are we on the
surface right now?”

He nodded. “We were just taking bearings,
we’ll drop to periscope depth once we’re done.”

I didn’t breathe any easier. Like the
previous submarine captain had remarked, sitting on the surface, we
were an earthworm on a pavement. And we all knew what happened to
those.

Valetta, the capital city of Malta; talk
about the frying pan into the fire.

We slipped ashore, equipment and all, the six
of us finding a corner of a warehouse where we fell asleep in
seconds.

I awoke with explosions all around me. Well,
the breaking of glass above me, and the close rumble of explosions.
By the light coming through the taped windows, it was daylight. I
was the second man to the door. Outside, in the stark blue morning
sky, German bombs rained down like pebbles, exploding all around
us, hitting buildings, wharfs, and dropping harmlessly into the bay
beyond.

I crouched behind the door, praying, and I
wasn’t the only one.

I heard machine gun fire through the bomb
blasts, heard men cheering, and peeked outside. I couldn’t believe
my eyes. Right in front of me, like a movie in full Technicolor,
Spitfires flew against Stuka dive bombers. I looked at the fighting
like a kid in a candy store. Then a Spitfire swooped low, and
instead of seeing circled British markings, I saw a star, and a
band of blue round the fuselage near the tail.

“Americans!” I exclaimed, the new
arrivals obviously making their presence felt as a bomber tailed
from the sky above, a streaming plume of black smoke behind
it.

“They arrived last month!” a man ran
for cover into my doorway, then turned, as mesmerized as I was.
“They made a difference right away.”

I spotted one Spitfire, a scantily-clad lady
painted under the engine manifold, and laughed. “Typical Yanks.” I
grinned. Despite the danger, I thrilled to every aspect of the
scene outside.

Then, just as soon as it started, the bombs
stopped. I stood praying they’d leave forever. Coursing adrenaline
aside, I’d lived through my first real bombardment, and I certainly
didn’t relish another one, let alone a prolonged period of it.

As we gathered on the dusty quay, men just
walked around the rubble as if this were the norm; they tended to
the wounded, they dusted themselves down. I wondered just how long
this pattern had been going on, then remembered the date of the
invasion of Britain, and came to the assumption that the poor
occupants of Malta had probably been undergoing such bombings for
over a year.

We later learned that stuck halfway between
the Germans on the Tunisian coast and the Italians in Sicily, Malta
had held firm against every Luftwaffe raid, repulsing the bombers
twice, sometimes three times each day. I simply couldn’t believe
the stoicism these people had exhibited, both taking a pounding and
coming back every single day, defying the Axis threat. I will
always consider their survival one of the key points in the war in
North Africa.

I spent my first day on Malta on the lookout
for any SOE faction, but it was difficult to find. In the end I had
to forget any kind of propriety and ask for ‘Intelligence’. We were
immediately directed to the Royal Malta Golf Course, just a mile or
so from the harbor. I shook my head in disbelief as I entered the
clubhouse, it being one of the premier ‘classy’ hotspots of the
island. In the impending gloom of another Luftwaffe bombing run,
there were even men playing the course.

“James Baird, reporting.” I gave my
name at the main door, and the six of us were directed to the bar,
again I shook my head, finding the whole scene somewhat bizarre. I
drank a beer, wondering what on earth could present itself to be
more garish, more spy-like.

“Who’s from Palestine?” I turned to see
a man in full highland uniform, kilt, glengarry, sporran. In fact
he was the spitting image of ‘Arthur’, the Lieutenant Colonel in
Camp X. He seen six heads rise in unison, and startled in mock
fright. “Bloody Nora. Okay, one at a time, come with
me.”

I’d never had such a heavy de-briefing after
such a nonsense journey, but nevertheless I got one.

Yes, we’d just left from STS102. Yes, I
wasn’t actually on a mission, just going home. And yes, I had
pulled rank to get my dad sent with me.

Oh, and yes, I was in the STS103/Camp X crew
that had captured General Crüwell.

“You chaps are in luck.” He said, with
no trace of Scottish accent; I was betting he came from London,
Essex, somewhere way down south. “There’s a Club Run tonight, we’ll
get you aboard.”

The ‘Club Runs’ he described were supply
dashes between Malta and Gibraltar to bring supplies to the
beleaguered island.

And of course, his version of ‘luck’ meant
that we were going onto another submarine. From one Nazi bomb
target to another.

HMS Porpoise was about the same size as
Talisman, but it sure felt narrower.
Our berth, however had four beds for the six of us; what a
luxury.

We got spotted just two days out of Valetta.
Boy, if I thought I’d suffered in the bombings in Malta, I soon
disabused myself of my foolhardy notion. Being depth-charged was
the single most fearful happening in my life.

We dived deep, I could hear the submarine’s
sides protesting the depth, and I heard the distant detonations as
the Italian destroyer tried to gauge our depth. Even the distant
explosions shook the ship to a huge degree. We levelled off, and I
sat shaking, waiting for the final blow.

The next four charges varied in distance, the
last one exploding nearest us. I felt the ship shake like the devil
himself had gripped us by the tail and shaken us ferociously in the
water. I felt the nose rise as we tried to out-fox the warship far
above.

There would be no Hollywood glory shot here,
no captain twisting to rise and fire torpedoes at our tormentor; we
just dived and rose, twisting, trying to get away.

“Run Silent!” the captain’s voice
sounded distorted and strained. I felt the ship twist suddenly to
the right, to the starboard, then the engines died. I’d never lived
through such an eerie silence in my life, and never wanted to
repeat the act. I heard every creak of the metal plating, giving
our position away as the destroyer listened for us. At ten mile per
hour and slowing, we drifted away.

For over an hour we heard nothing, then a
distant whooshing noise grew louder, then faded.

We’d survived.

Two days later, it happened again. Talk about
tearing my hair out.

We lived through an entire three hours of
bombardment, cat and mouse maneuvering, twists, silences, deep
dives that squeezed the ship’s hull and built pressure in my ears.
But we got out the other side. By the time we eventually came to
the surface, I’m positive there wasn’t much oxygen left inside the
hull for us to breathe. The air was stale with the stench of us
all, leaking oils and fluids, and by the smoke of electrical fires
caused by near misses of the depth-charges dropped on us.

When the air changed, we stood in the
corridor and gulped it down like we’d almost drowned.

The next day, although I lay on my bunk
terrified of another attack, I fell asleep immediately, exhausted
from our ordeal.

On the
16th of January, 1942, I
walked off the deck of HMS Porpoise
determined never to set foot on another submarine ever
again.

I did, however, fall immediately in love with
Gibraltar.

A tiny peninsula, a quarter of the size of
Edinburgh, stuck out southwards towards Africa, just eight miles
away. On one side of its huge angular rock sat the Mediterranean
Sea, on the other, the Atlantic Ocean.

A runway ran right across the thin strip of
land, roughly marking the border with Spain.

If it hadn’t been for the jagged peak of
rock, I could have walked across its widest part in fifteen
minutes, driven its length in just five.

I could not believe that this tiny fragment
of the British Empire had survived so long against an onslaught of
German and Italian forces. Its ships and aircraft controlled the
entrance to the Mediterranean Sea. It was crucial to the war, and
everyone knew it.

Within an hour of setting foot on its shores,
I had a grudging admiration for its defenders, and an overwhelming
urge to stay and help.

It was in this state of wonder that I was
approached by a fat, almost corpulent figure. “Excuse me, old bean,
are you James Baird?”

An enquiry that would change the course of my
life.
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Undercover into Africa

 


“I’m going home.” I told him, sipping a
glass of wine so full of flavor, it almost defied my taste
buds.

Thomas Sewell was a jovial man; with a girth
that defied a tight belt under a huge belly, he had to be. Only in
his thirties, his hair had long since slipped back past his crown,
and he wore small round glasses almost as an afterthought,
constantly looking over their rims. If anything he modeled himself
on a young Churchill, but had the paunch way too early in life.

“I know, but your expertise would be of
immense value to us.”

I shook my head. Sewell had announced himself
as head of the SOE in the Mediterranean, and technically my boss,
although it meant little to me at the time; I was on my way
home.

To Alice, to Mother, to Frances.

I’d supposedly left for eight weeks training
in London… I’d been gone for four months.

Now, I’m pretty certain that either my
immediate Edinburgh boss, Ivanhoe, or Alice’s superior, Lilith,
would have given her some explanation of my lateness in getting
home, but at four months, my patience was wearing pretty thin.

“My expertise?” I held out my glass for
more, which he filled. The wine was the deepest red and seemed to
capture all the richness of the world for me to taste. A dirty
plate lay on the table between us, the last vestiges of my Paella
dinner, another delicacy I was reluctant to leave. “I hardly think
I can be of use; you must have others far more qualified than
me.”

“Ich bin der Meinung man
sich unterschätzen,” Sewell said, his statement
irritated me; I certainly did not underestimate myself.

“Ich bin nur ein
Zuschauer,” I said dryly. It was a few sentences later
I realized I’d slipped into German without knowing it.
“Shite.”

“Yes, Herr Baird,” Sewell grinned
widely at me falling into his clumsy trap. “You’re a natural. It’s
only for a couple of days.”

“I’ll be home in a couple of days.” I
reminded him.

Thomas Sewell settled back on his
armchair. “I don’t think so, old bean. It’ll be a week
before HMS Porpoise can be
re-armed, its bulkheads checked. She’ll be your transport back to
Blighty.”

That put me in a bad mood. Yet another
submarine ride.

And he forced his point home like a
Sykes-Fairbairn knife to my gizzards. “But do this job for us, and
I’ll get you on a corvette; a surface ship.”

I shook my head. “How are you going to manage
that?”

“Hitler’s U-boats might be biting our
asses, but the Royal Navy still rules the seas.” he grinned. “Well,
with the help of the Canadian Navy, the Aussies, Kiwis and the
Americans, we’re winning the war at sea. I can get you to ten miles
offshore. We’ll do the rest with a motor launch.”

“I don’t know.”

But like a prize-fighter who’s got his
opponent on the ropes, he hit me again.

“I agree it’s a difficult choice. Going
home at ten miles per hour in a sub, or sailing home at twenty-five
on a warship covered in guns, the wind in your face.”

“Difficult choice my backside.” I
grinned, supped some more. “And you can organize this?”

From the bar’s terrace veranda we could see
most of the bay. Ships of all shapes and sizes littered the port.
There was no rationing here; they had a glut of everything. What
didn’t arrive across the Atlantic from Canada and the USA, slipped
across the Spanish border, just a mile away.

“And dad?”

“We’ll put him up in style, he’ll keep
his room until you return.”

I could hardly complain there, we were living
in excellent conditions, despite the daily bombings. Gibraltar was,
however, the best equipped RAF base in the world, six squadrons of
fighters sat ready for any mission, two squadrons of light bombers;
I’d seen them. Well, it was difficult not to see them, the place
being so small.

Two more days passed, I got wined, dined, and
more of the mission was disclosed. And of course, the more
information I got, the more questions got asked. Before too long, I
had the whole story.

The Germans had built up a spy network in
French Morocco to undermine the allied cause. Newsletters were
springing up, and surely a spy like myself with newspaper
experience would be perfect to break the spy ring, find the big
players, and bring the information home.

In the end I had to chat it over with dad,
not the details of course, but the change of plans, the possible
surface travel home as opposed to the underwater one.

“I can’t say either way,” he said as we
climbed the famous Rock of Gibraltar. I’d never been up anything so
steep; it dwarfed Arthur’s Seat by quite a margin and the view was
stunning.

“Why not?”

“Hell, James, how can I say ‘yes’, and
send you into danger.”

“I never mentioned danger.” I think I
managed a grin.

“The cloak-and-dagger brigade don’t get
easy missions, son. They go out and do stuff that would make
another man pale in fear.”

I managed a weak ‘Come on, Dad. Don’t be so
dramatic’, but I knew he was right. It didn’t matter that Germany
had no real jurisdiction in Morocco, they’d be there, and if I got
discovered, the operatives would like nothing better than to put me
in a pine box.

I didn’t sleep well that night, my head
turning the whole matter over, the possibilities churning in my
mind. But I did wake with a firm thought; I couldn’t stand another
submarine ride. It was that one factor more than anything else that
forced my hand.

That very afternoon I got briefed for the
job.

The map on the table was mostly bare, just a
few towns named, the rest barren desert.

“You’ll be crossed to Tangiers, the
trip is just ten miles; you could almost swim over.” Sewell grinned
but I caught no warmth from it. “From there you’ll make your way to
Rabat where we reckon the German spies are trying to influence the
locals.” He handed me a list of names, which I memorized, and a
couple of grainy photographs of the major players.

Rupert Dijold was a French shipbuilder in
Rabat with ties in both Morocco and Algeria. Sewell suspected him
of building for the Germans, and actively using his company as a
base for the leaflet distribution.

Geneviève Salou, Dijold’s girlfriend, was
definitely a German spy, linked to both Himmler and Heinrich, and
having extensive ‘education’ in Munich. Sewell had no doubt of her
involvement, and seemed to think that she was the main link between
the German and Moroccan governments.

Max Schönhausen was a German spy, posing as a
rich playboy. He was perhaps the biggest player and sat in the
Hotel Descartes, conducting his ring like a master. Sewell admitted
that apart from Schönhausen’s major role, they knew virtually
nothing about him.

I sat and looked at the photographs; I had
little to go on but Sewell’s rather flimsy biographies, but it
didn’t matter. I’d go, I’d spend my week in Rabat and I’d make the
rendezvous to get picked up again.

I’d sail home, and be safe in Alice’s arms in
a fortnight.

The password for the mission was ‘Auntie
Anne’, the answer being ‘Bob’s your Uncle’.

It was a rather straight-forward plan, but
considering Sewell had mentioned nothing but information gathering,
I gathered myself for the task.

I spent a whole day assembling my cover
story.

I’d go back to being Eric Volland; I was used
to the name and answered to it naturally. I had used it in Camp X,
and if it were checked, it would stand up to a rudimentary check.
They made me up an ID card and provided a well-used passport, while
I browsed a large room of clothes for something suitable for an
entrepreneur to wear.

When I looked in the mirror, I looked a bit
of a spiv, but didn’t mind. I grabbed as many French Francs as they
would give me, and set off for the harbor. The last thing I needed
was a teary send-off from dad.

I had a week to complete my mission,
before getting picked up by a Moroccan boat from Rabat on the
27th January.

“Auntie Anne, and Bob’s your Uncle” I
whispered to myself as I boarded the boat.

I’d never actually been on a sailing ship
before, and the Moroccan sloop was a whole century apart from my
recent nautical excursions. The boat creaked, yes, but it was a
quiet friendly protest, not the manic shift of metal under extreme
pressure.

The passage across the short stretch of water
between the two continents was smooth, effortless and almost
silent. I wished I could have bribed the crew to take me to
Britain. Anywhere in Britain.

I landed in the small fishing village of Qued
El Marsa, flashed some francs and cadged a lift to El Shadiq, where
I hung around a tiny café until the morning bus arrived.

I shook my head as I got onboard.

To call it a bus was a vast disservice to all
other buses in the world. This abused van with holes in the side
had little resemblance to anything I’d ever seen. Before long I
shared the vehicle with old men, drunken sailors, two sheep, a
baying oat that wouldn’t shut up, and a host of children who stared
at me with sullen distrusting faces.

Tangiers was only twenty miles away, along a
winding coastal road, but it took three hours to get there. By the
time we’d arrived at our terminus, I was ready to jump ship into a
bath of sharks.

The first thing I noticed was the host of
people watching everybody. Tangiers, it seemed, was a community of
distrust. I booked myself into the Hotel de Elysée and I swear my
entry was witnessed by a hundred men, all trying hard to look
natural, none of them managing it well. I wondered how many
intelligence agencies they reported to.

“Eric Volland,” I said to the French
uniform behind the counter. “Un nuit,” I managed in guttural German
laced French.

I carried a small suitcase with some of my
money and clothes. The rest of my cash I wore in a belt high around
my waist, under my shirt.

I spent my morning in the bazaar, buying
small fragments of printed silks, my cover for my trip. Bartering
proved easier than I’d hoped, helped by the use of my fingers. Ten?
No three. Six? Four. Easy stuff.

I’m quite certain I still got ripped off, but
it didn’t matter. When I returned to the hotel for lunch I had over
twenty good samples, all rich in color and the best quality silk
I’d ever seen. I hoped to take some home for Alice and mum.

Sitting at my table for lunch I got hit
almost immediately with a peddler selling beads who was beaten away
by a waiter wielding a switch. I could hardly believe my eyes. The
poor beggar just shifted his attention to his next mark, uncaring
of the stick’s sting.

“Terrible, isn’t it.”

I turned to see a thin tanned man in a white
suit. His German had been perfect, but he couldn’t hide his local
accent. “Quite unnerving,” I replied.

“Do you mind?” he pointed to the other
chair at the small table. His slender moustache twitched as he
spoke.

“Not at all,”

“Ramsai Monique,” he held out his hand.
“Personal assistant.”

“Volland.” I said, shaking his hand,
not forcing the grip. “Eric Volland. And you are the personal
assistant of whom, exactly?”

“Why, you, sir, if you need my
guidance.”

“And why would I need your ‘guidance’?”
Despite the obvious brass neck of the little man, I quite liked his
forthrightness. Finding bluntness in a world of intrigue is
sometimes refreshing.

“You buy like a novice, you don’t
haggle enough, and you don’t speak the local languages. That puts
you at a disadvantage.”

I nodded. He’d obviously been observing me.
“And if I don’t care? If I’m spending my client’s money not mine,
why would I care?”

“For the money you wasted today, you
could have paid my daily wage.”

I shook my head, deciding to put our
conversation to bed. “I leave tomorrow, sorry my friend.”

“Where do you travel?”

Gathering information is worth money, and he
seemed to be a bit of an expert. I gave him a cautious stare. “I’m
off to Rabat. Why?”

“For silk?”

I nodded. “And other things. I have many
clients.”

“I could help.”

“No thanks, Ramsai.”

“That’s okay, I come
anyway.”
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Rabat

 


Have you ever tried to get rid of a tick that
you can’t quite reach?

That’s what Ramsai felt like the next
morning.

I was up bright and early, ready for the bus,
when he appeared, standing to attention at my table. “Good Morning,
Monsieur Volland.”

“I…”

“I have arranged a German breakfast for
you, instead of this Moroccan/French rubbish.”

I sat speechless, yet when the sausage,
cheese, and bread with marmalade arrived, I did tuck in. Thankfully
he left me alone to eat.

There was a taxi at the door at eight, which
cost me a franc, and it took us both to the bus terminal, where he
haggled the cost of the fare, and insisting on the right hand side
seat, getting me a whole double seat to myself. I can’t say I
particularly liked his attention, but Ramsai’s constant chatter on
the journey gave me insights into life in this northern corner of
Africa. He pointed out old Corsair forts, and gave a reasonable
history of the Barbary Coast pirates of the 1600’s.

Having only looked at Sewell’s map, I hadn’t
quite got the idea of distance yet, but by the time noon arrived,
the bus’s seats had already eclipsed the LRDG’s jeeps as the worst
thing I’d ever had under my backside. When Ramsai pulled one of his
small cases from the rather rickety overhead storage, and produced
a bottle of wine and paper-wrapped sandwiches, I almost kissed
him.

“Ham,” he said proudly, “With mustard
and apple, just the way you Germans like it.”

I looked at him suspiciously, as I knew
that, being supposedly from Stuttgart, in
Baden-Württemberg, he’d got it slightly wrong. “red cabbage
pickle,” I said, biting into the sandwich, which I suspected had
been made by my hotel.

“Pickle?” Ramsai looked
abashed.

“That’s what I want right now. Mother
used to make it in her kitchen. The smell would entice the
neighbours for miles around.” I looked out of the window at the sea
vista passing slowly by. Ramsai’s insistence of a right-hand seat
had both gotten us a sea view and out of the direct sunlight. I had
to admit; he was beginning to grow on me.

A rather doughy cake followed, almost like a
stolen, but the wine was of a good vintage, and I consumed it all
with relish.

At the junction town of Souk Tleta, Ramsai
insisted we lose the bus, and guided me through busy streets to the
rather primitive train station. Even though there were no
platforms, I almost cried. Okay, the damn railway was rougher than
travelling over freight lines in a back junction in Scotland, but
it did get us into Rabat by the time the sun was setting on a calm
blue Atlantic Ocean.

The only thought in my mind was ‘why couldn’t
they have just shipped me down here, instead of dumping me up the
coast?’.

As the train pulled me closer to the
walled city of Rabat, I knew what it truly meant to be out of my
depth. Although in Southern America I’d been temporarily further
from Edinburgh than ever before, here in this weird foreign corner
of Africa, I felt as if transported to a different time, almost a
different world. I’d read quite a few of Edgar Rice
Burrough’s John Carter of Mars
novels, and here was the very essence of it.

Rabat, according to Ramsai, was not the
biggest city in Morocco, but it did hold all the political
intrigue. With Embassies from many of the countries now at war with
each other, Ramsai insisted that I contact the German Embassy as
soon as I arrived, in case things got ugly during my stay.

“Ugly?” I asked. The word did not
translate easily from the English counterpart; the closest I got
was unbequem, which meant
‘uncomfortable’.

Rabat was undoubtedly a beautiful city, but
like my own home, it seemed to have been constrained for a time
behind its ancient fortified walls. Whitewashed towers grew from
the cluster of one and two storey buildings, and modern structures
vied with ancient for both supremacy and sunlight.

The streets were usually narrow and lined
with small carts, providing a constant supply of vendors rather
than a single huge bazaar.

With the now ever-present Ramsai at my side,
I found myself at the best of hotels. The fact that it was within
walking distance of the German Embassy hadn’t escaped me.

The Hotel Casablanque had an almost European
vestibule, reminiscent of some of the prestige hotels of Edinburgh,
but there the similarity ended. The man behind the counter spoke
four languages in the short time that I signed in and got the key
to my room; French, English, German (to me) and some form of
African gibberish with way too many ‘sh’ and ‘gh’ guttural
growls.

The attitude to his underlings bordered on a
slave-owner’s. He snapped and snarled at them until they obeyed his
terse commands, and berated them for both tardiness and speed. Once
he’d completed his diatribe, he turned to me with a rubber smile,
as if he’d never said a single word out of place.

I slept like a log for most of the night,
although in the wee hours, I was awoken by a short staccato buzzing
noise. Fearing a hornet had gotten inside my netted room, I rose to
investigate, soon tracking the noise to my verandah doors, which
looked out to the sea.

There was nothing immediately buzzing at the
window, but my eyes were drawn to the small verandah floor. There,
lying with a blanket over him was Ramsai, snoring lightly; the
sound of the buzzing.

I had done him a disservice when I had
adjourned to my room after a long day’s travel; I had paid him
neither heed or pay, and he had done the obvious, climbed two
floors on the outside of the building, and slept on a free
space.

The next morning, as I sat at breakfast, I
remedied my blunder and pressed five francs into his hand. “I will
go for a walk by the docks this morning,” I said with authority.
“And shop at the bazaar in the afternoon.”

As we walked down the hill to the port,
Ramsai provided yet another service. In Tangiers, I had been beset
with beggars, of which I tried my best to ignore. Here in Rabat,
they abounded in spades, and Ramsai beat them off with a stick…
literally.

With Ramsai’s constant observation of me,
however, I realized I needed another part of disguise, one to draw
a veil over my eye movements. I instantly began shopping for
sunglasses.

“Oh, no, no, dear me,” Ramsai exclaimed
as I pulled a pair from a vendor. He looked at the glasses in my
hand, took them from me and almost threw them back in the poor
man’s face. “Follow me,”

And of course, he knew a dealer, who produced
various prestige pairs from under his counter. “Polarised” he said,
as if that single word meant something.

I shrugged, but found the glasses comfortable
to wear.

“Polairised?” Ramsai questioned the man
mercilessly; the same man that had been his best friend a minute
ago. He turned to me after a smattering of gobbledygook had passed
between them. “You see clearer, even down into the water.” He
pointed to a small sheet on the wall, encased in a glass
frame.

Popular Mechanics Magazine. One-way glass
stops glare.

The actual wording of the article was too
small to read, but I got the idea. The paper was faded to yellow,
and I could just make out the issue date; 1936.

Once outside I donned my new accessory, and
breathed a little easier, knowing I now had a barrier between us.
It wasn’t until we turned a corner and encountered a view of the
bay, that I realized the technical aspect; the view was simply
stunning, made all the clearer by my new lenses.

Down on the busy docks, it took one
look to provide Sewell with one of his reports; standing out like
sore thumbs were two grey hulls, their sterns very familiar to me.
They were German torpedo boats, the very same as has taken me on
the Forth Estuary to see the Bismarck.

I turned away from the hulls, their decks
filled with fast working men in loose white trousers. We were too
far away to hear commands, but I knew the stance of the men in
charge; blond Europeans without doubt.

I took tea at a small café with tables onto
the wharf. While Ramsai chattered about pirates and fishing, I
watched the German boats, my eyes hidden behind my dark glasses.
Also if my pick-up was to be from the port, I thought I’d best make
myself a bit visible down here; a regular, so to speak.

Around ten, I walked some more, first to one
end, then back towards the German boats, finding a German newspaper
for sale on the way. I could see long beams of wood being shaped,
men busy with planes and chisels. Behind the two boats they were
preparing hull sections for more boats. I guessed that Robert
Dijold was behind the venture, and filed all my notes mentally.

“Time for samples.” I said to Ramsai,
and turned with a flourish, my back to the port.

Suddenly alarmed, I had to jump quickly to
one side as an open-topped car slid past us; a shiny Mercedes. I
had enough time to see a well-dressed man in the back, his eyes
dark behind sunglasses like mine. But the crowning glory was his
companion; a blond version of Lilith from Edinburgh, complete with
flowing scarf, high brimmed glasses, and a tight sweater that left
little to the imagination.

Complete with her scientifically designed
brassiere, she was straight out of a Hollywood movie set; she’d
just left the film crew behind somewhere in her wake.

I watched open-mouthed as the car turned to
the right, in the direction of the German boats. I needed Ramsai
out of the way. I slipped him another five francs. “Can you get
some lunch ordered at the Hotel?” I said, “I’ll be along in a
bit.”

But he gave me a knowing smile, tapped the
side of his nose, and made cupping signs on his chest. “She is a
beauty, yes?”

“Yes.” I said, shooing him away.
“Bugger off.”

He headed off up the hill with a huge
grin.

I walked down to the open wharf as if I’d
forgotten something; a man on a mission. When I reached the
waterline I stopped, tapped my shirt pocket, and smiled. It was all
a pathetic ruse, and I doubted if anyone paid the slightest bit of
attention to me, but I went through the play-acting anyway.

The Mercedes had stopped near the
German boats, and I was pretty certain I’d just spotted two of the
players in the spy-ring, Rupert Dijold and his
girlfriend Geneviève Salou. I watched as Dijold exchanged words
with a blond man who I’d seen earlier; it confirmed his role as the
probable boss of the boatbuilding operation, or at least the
foreman of the crew.

I then retraced my steps back to the hotel.
If the identities of the couple were correct, I now had proof that
Dijold was indeed involved. It also meant that if there was work
being done openly in Rabat, there could be other bases up and down
the coast.

Lunch with Ramsai gave me a distraction I
needed to process some of the information I’d gathered. “What’s the
best place in town for dinner?” I asked as we finished off our
sweetmeats.

“The Descartes,” he replied without any
consideration. “It’s best in town, but expensive.”

That evening, I walked to the hotel
Descartes in search of Max Schönhausen, but saw
nothing but boring businessmen, nothing that could be called a
playboy.

It was a wasted evening, but the food was
excellent, the wine too.

I sat that night in my room, looking at a
calendar on the wall, mentally crossing off another day. I had
three days before I would be going home.
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My Last Days in Africa

 


I’d like to say my last mission in Africa was
a resounding success, but to be honest, I felt that my presence was
on the superfluous side. The information in Rabat was readily
available at hand, not hidden; anyone sitting in the same port-side
café could have gotten the same results as I had.

By the
25th January, I had enough on
Rupert Dijold to have him hanged under all kinds of international
law. He was openly using Moroccan port facilities to build German
patrol boats. Plywood from some southern port arrived every few
days and was stockpiled in a warehouse under his name. Next door,
in an unmarked warehouse lay German engine parts by the caseload;
I’d seen the German markings on the crates inside when I passed,
again, the warehouse doors were frequently wide open, nothing
secret. Both warehouses loaded trucks which left Rabat heavily
laden, evidence of duplicated activities elsewhere.

It was as if the Moroccan government was
complicit with the process, and that itself was enough to tale back
to my boss, Thomas Sewell.

However, one of the main reasons for my
excursion into Africa had been the supposed leaflet distribution;
sedition under our noses, so to speak. On this I had drawn a
complete blank. So far I had come across no leaflets; in fact I had
not even encountered a single shred of evidence, no leaflets, no
printing presses, nothing.

Geneviève Salou, Dijold’s girlfriend,
however, was a fish I could have watched for many days without
complaint. She was vivacious, beautiful, and her film-star looks
got her anything she wanted; it was no wonder Dijold was under her
spell. She was easily the prettiest thing I’d ever laid eyes on,
and her apparent confidence only increased her impact.

Her well-coifed blond curls sat immobile on
her head, not a wave out of place. Her alabaster skin was flawless,
and her fingers made every move a seduction. I was mesmerized just
observing her from across the dining room.

I hadn’t been watching her enough to be
absolutely certain of a pattern, but it appeared she sent a regular
telegram to Germany. I had passed by the telegram office at the
perfect moment to hear just one reference of her transmission’s
destination; enough to give me the barest of information.

She also made regular visits to the German
Embassy.

That night in the hotel restaurant I could
not help feeling me stepping down the effort, my mind elsewhere,
letting the taste of a fine Bordeaux wine feed me while dreaming of
cold nights in Edinburgh. Suddenly I got a visit of my own.

“Herr Volland?”

A tall, imposing chap stood next to my table.
The man behind him was a cookie-cutter image of a Gestapo hoodlum,
grim expression, leather coat, leather gloves. In this heat it must
have been unbearable. “Yes, that’s me.”

The man held out his hand. “Gerhardt Bariman,
from the German Consulate’s office.”

“Herr Bariman, please join me.” I
sprinkled my invite to the henchman, but he simply walked away.
He’d probably be in my room in seconds, going through my
belongings.

We began with pleasantries, but Bariman soon
got down to his mission and made little effort to hide his main
purpose. His questions were bland and simplistic, his attention
wavered; he was going through the motions, and we both knew it.

He was keeping me occupied while his goon
searched my room.

Bariman left with only the sketchiest details
of my cover story, certainly not enough to catch me out on
anything.

When I got upstairs, I could only see a
couple of places where my things had been moved; either the goon
had been good at his job, or he was as interested in me as Herr
Bariman had been.

I encountered Max Schönhausen by chance the
next morning, breakfasting at the Descartes, my new haunt. I sat
close, and soon caught his banter, his sales patter. Posing as a
rich playboy, he certainly lived up to his reputation. He boasted
of a trip to Casablanca that had netted him over ten thousand
francs, explaining his absence from Rabat over the last few days.
The cost of his breakfast alone would have kept mum going for a
fortnight. I took notes, names, contacts, but nothing much surfaced
in the day that I watched him.

On the morning of the
27th, eager for my return
home, I paid Ramsai a month’s wages and had him travel to
Casablanca for me to gather forty of the best pieces of silk he
could buy. It was an expensive bribe to get him out of the way, but
worth it. I needed no shadow when I went down to the docks looking
for my ride.

After seeing Ramsai off on the train, I
headed for the harbour. If plans were anything, the sloop would be
in port, unloading some cargo. When I reached the shoreline I
scanned the area.

Nothing.

I shook my head and sat down in the café,
noting the tide was out, and the sloop might probably want a high
tide to sail in on.

So I spent a nothing day, my head in
Edinburgh, the people and business of Rabat fading into the
background, their bodies just ghosts around me.

By nightfall, however, no new vessels had
arrived, and I began to grow a little worried. I hung around the
café until they closed, then sidled back to my digs. “There’s
always tomorrow.” I said as I lay down to sleep.

Tomorrow arrived with Ramsai’s proud
expression; he’d been to Casablanca, found me the finest silks, and
professed that Rabat’s selection was substandard to say the least.
I had squandered half my remaining money on a wasted diversion;
foolish after the fact.

Back in my routine, I relaxed in the café’s
disguise and feigned interest in a three day old German newspaper.
Proud German Imperial forces had captured Minsk, and were on the
verge of taking Kiev in the Ukraine; Russia’s oilfields were now
under siege. If the news was accurate and Hitler did indeed take
the crucial area, it might lessen their interest in the oilfields
of the Middle East. I shook my head as I read the details of the
story; if Kiev and the oilfields fell, the Third Reich could wage a
limitless war against us.

As I cursed my failing mission, I did not see
the men approach.

“Herr Volland?”

I lowered my newspaper. Three men stood by
the table, Gerhardt Bariman in front, two henchmen behind him. This
did not bode well. “Herr Bariman.” I greeted him with far more
confidence than I felt.

“We would like to ask you a few
questions.”

“Then sit down, Bariman,” I folded the
newspaper, placed it on the table. “I’ll get some fresh coffee
made.”

But they didn’t move one inch. “We would like
to ask you the questions in the Consulate if you don’t mind.”

I frowned. “Is there a problem?”

He looked to either side, nervously. “The
information is somewhat delicate.”

I spotted Ramsai to one side looking
extremely anxious, dancing from one foot to the other. “So delicate
you can’t say it here?” I felt my grip on the situation slipping.
Curse Sewell and his late exfiltration.

“Herr Volland, please.”

The inference was obvious; I could delay my
action no more. “Of course,” I tucked the newspaper under one arm,
slipped a five franc note under my coffee cup, and stood up.

The German Consulate was slightly more
austere than its neighbors, and only the Nazi flags that hung from
the upper floor windows distinguished it from the rest of the
street’s frontage.

Inside, I was shown past the vestibule into a
large arched area, a complex mosaic design on the floor, I think it
may have been a Wagnerian scene, but I’d never liked his music, so
it meant little to me.

Beyond the hall lay a suite of offices. The
one I was admitted to was furnished, but rather Spartan, no sign of
personality at all. “Wait here please,” Bariman asked, then
disappeared outside.

I sat, opened the newspaper, and mentally
went through some of the more detailed parts of my cover story.

Bariman returned alone, and closed the door
behind him. “What is the real reason for your visit?” he asked as
he sat behind his desk.

I again folded my newspaper. “I am here to
find silks for the European market.”

“Sorry, Herr Volland.” He held his
hands close to each other, his fingers touching, creating a church
steeple look. I recalled the childhood song, and smiled. “Your real
reason?”

“I am here, Herr Bariman, to
collect…”

“Enough!” he roared, launching himself
out of his seat, across the desk. “Why are you here?”

We’d had so many mock interrogations in the
camps, this was amateur hour stuff. I remained impassive; not
flinching at the spittle flung my way. It was time to up the ante,
and provide myself with the opportunity to get out of town. First I
had to antagonize Bariman some more. “I am here to collect
silk.”

I could see the tendons on his neck
constrict. His breath came in rapid gasps. I saw a flicker of a
smile on his lips, readied myself for whatever was coming my
way.

His slap never had a chance. Given away by
his nervous tick, I caught his wrist before his palm reached my
cheek, holding it firm. I almost laughed at the look of disbelief
on his face. “The information I am about to impart is just for you,
Herr Bariman.” I gripped him tighter. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,”

The man was beaten, totally in my power.
“Only for you, no one else. Do you understand?”

He nodded, his lips were dry, his body
trembling. To emphasize the point I pulled him closer, forcing him
further over the desk. “I am on orders from the Deputy Führer
himself; from the heart of the Reichstag. Do you realize how high
that is? Do you realize how many levels I am above this lowly
crap-hole of a Consulate?”

Bariman nodded, shaking in fear.

“Yes, the silk gathering is a ruse. I
am here on official business, and will not tolerate interference
from you or your minions. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Herr Volland.”

I gritted my teeth, and for the first time
showed just an inkling of the emotion I felt. “If I find you have
spoken about this to anyone, thus endangering my mission here, I
will crush you like a fly. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Herr Volland.”

I let him go, and he fell, deflated, back
onto his chair. I rose slowly to my feet, keeping eye contact. He
flinched when I gave him a crisp Nazi salute. “Heil Hitler!”

I turned before he could reply, leaving his
office.

Now I could have some fun.

 



Note from the Author

 


Readers, there ends book 5 in the saga.

 


My thanks…

Firstly I would like to thank you all for
remaining readers in the series. They are a blast to write, and
hopefully you have enjoyed the adventure.

The series is particularly close to my heart.
Edinburgh is both my birthplace and my native home; I know it
intimately. The home of James Baird at 9 Barclay Terrace is
actually my grandparent’s home, and just writing it into the series
gave me great moments of nostalgia. I played golf on Bruntsfield
Links, bought sausages from Saundersons, shopped for records and
jewelry in the second-hand shops.

My grandfather, James Dyer actually served in
Palestine (Scots Greys) throughout the war, I have seen his
postcards home to my grandma.

 


Comments…

If you would like to tell me your
thoughts of the books, I’d love to hear them, both good, and
not-so-good. You can reach me at; ianhallauthor@gmail.com

I’m not above making changes if enough think
it necessary, and I like a good natter.

 


Reviews…

An author lives and dies by reviews on his
work; just a few bad reviews can sink a book like a holed
submarine, condemning it to a life of obscurity on the ocean
floor.

Good reviews are difficult to find.

It is not considered ‘fair’ to ‘buy’ reviews,
i.e. to offer free books (like the new up-and-coming Avenging
Steel) in exchange for a good 5-Star review.

However, if you were to
leave a favorable 5-Star review
where you bought this book, and email me with your details, I would be pleased
to show my
gratitude.

I’m quite certain the offer of a free book of
your choice would be my first response.

My email address is ianhallauthor@gmail.com

Thanking you in advance.

Ian Hall

 


Other Books…

Just for your information, I have a few books
that may interest you.

In no particular order.

Avenging
Steel; Alternate WW2 History, set in 1940’s
German-controlled Edinburgh.

Caledonii: Birth of a
Nation; Adventure in Scotland during the Roman
invasion of 79AD.

Churchill’s Secret
Armies: A look at the Special Forces birthed by
Churchill when Britain’s back was to the wall in WW2.

WW2 Spy School. The
Complete 1943 S. O. E. Counter Espionage Manual: It
does exactly what it says on the tin.

Connecticut
Vampire; Historical time traveling vampire series,
going back to Tudor England.

Vampire
Cheerleader; Present day teen vampire series, set in
Arizona.

Zombie Bible;
An irreverent look at surviving the apocalypse… as a
zombie!

Star-Eater
Chronicles; Ray-guns and space-ship Sci-Fi adventure.
Explore the galaxy.

Penny Dreadful
Adventures: Horror series set in Dickensian
London.

The Ridiculously
Comprehensive Dictionary of British Slang: Speaks for
itself.
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