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			Prologue
by Saul Harding


			In the late summer of 1938 the author of this personal war  diary which I have called Rogue Justice entered my office limping, scarred and half blind. He had returned from an attempt to assassinate Hitler and would undoubtedly have succeeded if not for a change of wind which delayed his shot for a few fatal seconds. He was caught, left for dead but managed to crawl away and reach England. So dangerous a man could not be allowed by Hitler and his staff to live. Aware that his trail had been picked up and that he was closely followed, he knew that he must disappear for good.


			It was then that he came to me, his friend from childhood and his legal adviser, and instructed me to make over his land and all his assets to a cooperative of his tenants, leaving him with enough cash to ensure his safety. I was able to keep in touch with him while he was hiding in deep Dorset, but then I heard no more until a manuscript arrived from France setting out the whole story of his escape, which he asked me to have published as a work of fiction. I had little difficulty in arranging this. The book, entitled Rogue Male, was of course valueless as evidence, but if the Foreign Office or the police were ever involved – as well they might be since he had killed two German agents – investigation would quickly show that his account was true. The letter accompanying the manuscript told me that he was about to return to Germany for a second attempt.


			I never heard from him again and assumed that he was dead, for I found it hard to believe that, wherever he was, he would not have come racing home to play his part as soon as we were at war. Now at last his recollections explain how he was able to live in Berlin unsuspected. The man chosen to put an end to him was a certain von Lauen, a noted sportsman and shot who had been educated in England and could easily pass in country districts under the name of Major Quive-Smith. When the followed had killed this follower, he took from the body a Nicaraguan passport, genuine, issued in Paris and without doubt a secret precaution in case von Lauen ever fell out with Hitler and found it necessary to escape abroad in a hurry.


			My friend, reckless and indomitable as ever, perceived that with some slight alteration in his appearance he could return to Germany on this passport. So he did, and began to stalk his prey with the tenacity of a practised hunter, getting himself known as a prize exhibit of Latin-American admiration for the Nazi system. When war was declared, he was near to a private and deadly interview with Hitler.


			Instead of returning home, he persuaded himself that at the cost of his own life he alone could win a more decisive victory than all the allies in arms. I cannot say that he was wrong, but nothing could explain this eager support of the enemy except the truth; and without intimate knowledge of his character and his rare ability to respond to any class and any nation the truth was unbelievable. No other man could have sustained for three years such courage, patience and cunning. It must also be remembered that his passion for vengeance was personal as well as public. Among the monstrous cruelties of the regime had been the inhuman torture of his only love.


			Eventually his true identity was discovered, but while temporarily held in Rostock his prison was wrecked by the devastating British air raid of April 1942. It is at this point that he begins his record, written more to justify himself to himself, I think, than with any thought that other eyes might ever read it.


		


	

		

			1


			My first thought was that in a world where there was any mercy I should have been killed cleanly then and there, for I had no doubt that a more protracted death after days and nights of agony awaited me. Yet I seemed to be the only living thing among the rubble apart from two rats. One of them was squealing; the other was eating its own bowels with apparent appetite. I saw no point in remaining alive with freedom of choice limited to those two alternatives.


			When shock had worn off and the only noises were the trickle of falling rubble and the occasional crash of heavier bits of masonry, I stood up cautiously. This provincial gaol where I was temporarily held, stone-built long ago by some prince of Mecklenburg, had taken a direct hit – as I learned much later – from a block-buster or a whole string of bombs dropped by the RAF in the first raid on Rostock. Meanwhile the ancient wooden houses of the town were a giant bonfire uninterrupted, inextinguishable. 


			The bars of my somewhat antique, underground cell – a dungeon one might call it – still stood up and had sheltered me. On both sides the wall had collapsed. I staggered out and, looking for protection rather than a route to nowhere, felt my way under a massive beam, one end of which was still doing its duty in supporting a part of the floor above me. There I remained in a fantasy of hell. In black night there were tongues of red though I could see no flames, and here and there tongues of silver where crevices in chaos allowed the shafts of a low, bright moon to enter.


			First light came early so far north and my tomb of black and red changed to a dim grey in which objects could just be distinguished for what they were. One end of the corridor past the line of cells was open. Slinking along it like a beast through a line of beaters, I entered what had been the office and the guardroom. Hauptmann Haase was sitting at his desk in a chair tilted backwards and held in position by his knees. His head was flattened but the rest of him outwardly intact. The feldwebel, his under-officer, was still recognizable. Another man who must have taken the full force of the blast was – well, the detachable parts of him were scattered about somewhere. I remember him only as a splash on the wall.


			That was because my whole concentration was directed towards the hauptmann’s head. He must have been chatting with the feldwebel, likely enough about his important prisoner, when a bomb fragment hit him in the face, flattening it beyond recognition and knocking him backwards. His head on its broken neck was hanging over the back of the chair, dripping into the dust and not on to his uniform. The odd spots on his collar could have been red wine not blood. He was the sort of untidy enthusiast who might well have waved his glass about while toasting Hitler and victory.


			Even before my partly conscious self had formed any plan, I began looking for that deadly Nicaraguan passport, once the very private property of the so-called Major Quive-Smith, which had enabled me to return from Tangier to France and France to Germany. It was in the top drawer of Haase’s desk and easy enough to find. A copy of his signal to Berlin HQ reporting my arrest was also there. At that point conscious human cunning began to take over from animal instinct.


			I dragged the body out to my cell and with great care removed the uniform and underclothes. I then dressed him in my own suit. That was very difficult, like putting a full sack into an empty one while at the same time avoiding any stains. For me his uniform was a tolerable fit though baggy at the waist. However, I was unlikely to appear on parade and it would serve.


			My last act was to lay the chunk of steel which had killed him close to the body and beneath a ragged hole in the ceiling through which it could have burst its way. With reasonable luck no one could doubt that the corpse in the ruined cell was mine. I would have liked to leave the passport in an inner pocket as conclusive proof of identity but it seemed probable that the Gestapo would have taken it off the prisoner in case he destroyed it. Anyhow there was proof enough. Hauptmann Haase’s file gave, with true German thoroughness, details of my arrest and listed the clothes I was wearing, the contents of my pockets including my money, and even the number of the cell in which he had confined me pending the arrival of higher authority. I left the lot in his desk drawer except the money, trusting it would be assumed that someone under cover of the chaos had pinched it. I had hopes of getting away with the exchange of identity if ever I could reach the surface unseen; in such a morgue detailed detective work would hardly be possible, considering the mess of dust and rubble with further collapses as rescuers dug down to the guardroom and the cells. On second thoughts I retained Don Ernesto’s passport – deadly if I were searched, but if searched I was doomed anyway.


			The climb up to the ground floor was no harder than finding a path up a dangerous slope of scree and boulders, but I could not tell whether I had reached the right level till splintered lengths of floorboard suggested that I had. I saw no other survivor. I did hear cries for help. It was safe to assume that everyone in the upper storeys of this antique police station was either incapacitated or dead. Could I find a way out to the open? Above all, could I find it before the authorities summoned by Haase arrived from Berlin to fetch me?


			Somewhere above me I could hear heavy movements and shouted orders, no doubt from a party trying to clear wreckage. Walls released from strain were crumbling around. I took refuge in a fireplace where the bricks of the chimney had jammed and formed a roof which looked as if it might hold until someone poked at it. On this floor scraps of humanity were visible and many more must be under the tons of masonry. When there was a search for Haase’s missing body, it would occasion no great surprise if they had to give it up until the whole site was cleared. From the blood beneath and on the back of his chair it would be obvious that he had been badly wounded. A fair guess – at least it would be mine if I were looking for him – was that he had crawled into some hole to die and been buried. As for Don Ernesto Menendez Peraza, so urgently wanted by the High Command, his body could be supplied and its identity authenticated.


			There was no way through or over the piles of rubble. I knew little of the effects of bombing; so far as I could see, the blast had opened the building outwards like the petals of a flower and the upper storeys had then collapsed into the central void. I could hear a machine already at work and managed to get close enough to glimpse the jaws of an excavator eating up bricks. It had to be standing outside on hard ground and presumably had a crowd of anxious civilians and military around it so that the sudden appearance of a dusty officer was sure to be observed. In the other direction, towards the centre and away from the excavator, was no conceivable passage; so I returned to the basement to try to plan the unplannable.


			I had been escorted down to the basement from the main entrance by a staircase which had now disappeared. There ought to be another way. It was unlikely that food, slops and blankets would all be taken through the imposing entrance hall. An inner court, kitchen and dustbins should exist on or near the level of the corridor which ran past the cells. This corridor, at the opposite end to the guardroom and office, appeared hopelessly blocked. The next cell to mine had suffered similar damage. The iron grille still stood up, but the ceiling had fallen and there was a crumpled corpse beneath it.


			Poor devil, I had listened to him throughout the long night. Though our cells were princely and primitive, upstairs there must have been all the Gestapo refinements. My sleepless neighbour had been whimpering like a sick child, murmuring, ‘Lotte Liebchen, Lotte Liebchen.’ If he had lived, I doubt if ever again he would have been able to make love to his Lotte. I knew that whimpering. After they caught me rifle in hand at Berchtesgarten I had managed to preserve a Spartan silence while they prised out my nails, but I remember too well the animal grunts and cries, retched not from my brain but from my body as they attended to it, which were the result of panting, broken breath and uncontrollable larynx.


			Hours later, when they had, as they thought, killed me, and I had wriggled into the shelter of trees, I heard myself – and can still hear myself – whimpering like my late neighbour.


			I squeezed round the iron grille of his cell and could then get at the slope of debris fallen from the floor above into the corridor. This was a fairly solid mass, easy to climb, and I worked my way along the top of it without risk of anything else falling on to me. Then came a mess which at first looked impassable. It had been a kitchen and scullery. I had guessed right.


			Profiting by all the experience of the last hours, I looked for some solid object across which a beam or door had fallen leaving a triangular gap through which I could crawl or start to crawl. A concrete pillar that had crashed across the kitchen range provided the gap but beyond was only a buckled, bulging brick wall. Since the pillar provided protection, I dared to batter at the wall with a stout table leg. This was effective. There was a roar of falling masonry, and when the dust cleared I found that I had opened a way into the garage. A partly crushed bus was holding up a bit of the roof. Of two cars, one was shattered and the other appeared to have been blown across the garage. There was a lake of petrol on the floor. I could only thank the lord that my demolition of the party wall had not caused a spark. I had no temptation to explore that garage for a way out into the open.


			All this time I had been obsessed by the blind determination to reach the back entrance of the basement. Now, as I became more and more capable of constructive thought, I decided to try the level of the ground floor if I could scramble up to it. A tall slab of wall was standing upright unattached to anything else and seeming as flat as a stage backdrop. The bricks protruding at the side formed a ladder to frighten an ape, but a frightened ape I was anyway. I climbed until I saw that I was about to be outlined against the flames soaring from the town and could go no farther. However, I had caught a glimpse of the courtyard below and the pattern of the hillocks of rubble below me. If I came down a bit and jumped to my left, I should land on an impenetrable mass of devastation which would give me a view of the whole courtyard through the slots and clefts without a chance of being spotted.


			The courtyard was full and gave me the impression of onlookers waiting for the worst, apart from a party of police and auxiliaries who were digging frantically with pick and shovel to effect an entrance into the basement. Two ambulances were parked near the outer gate. A fire engine was standing close to the ruins ready for action. I remember that half of me hoped there would be no fire so that the body of Don Ernesto, so carefully prepared for inspection, could be discovered, while another half hoped that the building would catch and make a clean sweep of Hauptmann Haase and his prisoner. With so many people standing about there was no hope of getting from ruins to courtyard and courtyard to gate unobserved. Yes, I could probably stand up to questioning and account for my presence, but afterwards at any inquiry the identity of the unknown Gestapo captain who had inexplicably appeared and disappeared was bound to call for investigation.


			I had to divert the attention of the enemy. Garage and fire engine together suggested a way, providing a vivid image of the near future, so long as it allowed any future for me. I did not much care if it didn’t, for I had lived with risk so long that I was weary of it. I was at war, had been at war ever since I tried to kill Hitler and very nearly succeeded. Now my country too was at war, and the fact that I was in the heart of the enemy homeland pretending to be a sympathetic neutral no more inhibited me from killing than it would a franc-tireur of any resistance movement. So my conscience was clear. The extreme brutality of my act was justified.


			What I needed was a box of matches. Hauptmann Haase must have been a non-smoker for there were neither matches nor a lighter in his uniform pockets. I couldn’t simply appear from nowhere, walk up to a fireman or ambulance and ask for a light. The person who supplied me had to be silenced. And for the choice of that person convention counted. I would not kill any of the gallant civilian workers who were risking their lives. I wanted an armed enemy.


			There was one, and not far away: a real captain in the Gestapo, a gross man compounded of beer, cruelty and cowardice. I could tell all that from his appearance and the fact that he stood by directing workers while calmly smoking a cigarette instead of lending a hand. So he had matches.


			I slid down the outside of my pile of rubble into a sort of tangled bay where I could only be seen by someone at the back of the courtyard and behind the ambulances. I had noticed that my chosen victim, strolling importantly up and down in his jackboots and spotless, black uniform sometimes came as far as that. I lay face downwards and pushed my right arm under a slab of wall as if it were hopelessly caught. There I waited for perhaps ten minutes until again he came near enough. Then I cried feebly for help. Of all the risks I had accepted that was the most outrageous gamble. I reckoned that after taking a look at the trapped casualty and appreciating that there was no danger whatever he would do a single-handed rescue in the hope of a decoration when he staggered out of the ruins carrying his comrade. Often in this predatory life of mine I have been able to sum up a potential enemy with even less evidence. Danger gives second sight to the hunted rogue male.


			I was half right and half wrong. He took a look at me, was falsely hearty in his words of comfort and said he would bring help. I had rather overdone the stage business. He could well assume that it was impossible for one man to lift the slab and free me. As he turned to go I caught hold of his boot and brought him down. I then killed him. I regret that his death was slower and less merciful than I would have wished, for he was wearing a steel helmet and my only weapon was a brick. I dared not fire Haase’s pistol.


			Having dragged his body into safe cover and taken off it a useful sum of money I returned to the basement. Scraps of paper were everywhere: wallpaper, files and, best of all, a roll of toilet paper still attached to a pyramid of white tiles. I dropped this through the hole I had opened into the garage, where it unwound itself across the floor, and walked away with the loose end. It made a good fuse, but too fast a fuse; so I built a little fire of wood splinters the flames of which were bound to reach the paper in two or three minutes. Closing my eyes, I lit a match. Nothing happened. There was hardly any smell of petrol where I was, and the slight movement of air ran from kitchen wreck to garage. But I could not be sure.


			When the fire was well alight I cleared out over the rubble and back to my bay, where I was protected from heat and explosion – provided the effect of the latter was confined to the garage. I had just tucked myself in under a sheet of corrugated iron when explosion there was and the whole of that flat, still-perpendicular slab of wall came down into the courtyard. Before the dust had cleared, I was running for the gate. The firemen were fully occupied. The ambulance men had taken cover. The courtyard was like a disturbed ants’ nest with everyone in movement. I doubt if I was noticed at all. If I was, I should naturally have been mistaken for the crouching, running figure of the late captain.


			Outside the gate I turned left, knowing that the other direction would lead me to a crowd in front of the building. I walked fast and importantly down the street, which was empty, probably having been closed by the police. Looking on to the prison courtyard was a wounded, windowless house with no guard on it, so I entered as if on business. What I needed was a clothes brush, a boot brush and a drink. I found all three, shaved off Don Ernesto’s moustache and sat down to examine Haase’s papers.


			I was unfamiliar with the organization of the Sicherheitsdienst, Hitler’s security service, for it was not publicized. Haase was commissioned in the Gestapo but wore as well the insignia of the SD, so he was no ordinary political policeman. He appeared to be under the direct orders of the Reich Security Head Office with authority to do anything and go anywhere subject to reporting to the commanding officer of the district SD.


			 I hesitated between kitting myself out as a civilian from clothes in a wardrobe or continuing as Hauptmann Haase. The risk of the first alternative was too great. The hounds were hot on the scent of Don Ernesto and the chances were that I should again be arrested by the very first person who ordered me to identify myself. The risk of going ahead as Haase was still worse. For one thing, the photograph on his pass was nothing like me and, though I spoke German perfectly, I did not know the common terms, abbreviations and administrative language of the army. The ideal solution would have been to transfer the photograph from my Nicaraguan passport to the captain’s security pass, but the latter had a formidable embossed stamp right across the upper part of it. Only an expert forger could have imitated it.


			All the same I decided on Haase and bluff. The essential was to get out of town as soon as possible and an SD officer ought to be able to manage that without showing his pass. Now fairly clean, I left the deserted house and set out for the railway station. My general manner as an officer and no gentleman was authentic enough. I had watched so many of them.


			The station was clouded by smoke and in turmoil, for lines had been damaged in the raid and it took a deal of shunting and shouting to get a train together. Meanwhile two battalions of infantry which should have been entrained hours before were patiently making themselves as comfortable as possible in the yards and the forecourt. I got into conversation with several officers and found that as a member of the Gestapo I was not welcome. They gave me a minimum of information, no doubt fearing that it might be my duty to report anyone who gave away details of troop movements. I could only gather that they were separated from their vehicles which had gone ahead before the raid.


			I reckoned – rightly as it turned out – that since I did not belong to the units being entrained I should have to obtain some kind of pass, so I hung about the station watching. It looked as if unattached personnel had to apply to the railway transport officer – easy enough so long as I kept a thumb over the photograph and flashed the permit which practically allowed me to travel unquestioned on duty to anywhere. But suppose the transport officer was permanently stationed in Rostock, in which case he would be sure to know Hauptmann Haase? I thought of saying that Haase had urgent duties, had been lightly wounded in the raid and had asked me to find out the first train to the east and get a pass for him. Not good enough. By evening it would be known that Haase’s body was somewhere under the rubble, and a signal would be passed down the line to arrest the unknown man who was impersonating him.


			Then, thinking of the wrecked garage, I hit on a better story. I had arrived from Denmark that morning on my way to report to Berlin and parked my vehicle at headquarters. It had been completely destroyed in the damnable raid and I wished to go on by train. I had a chat with the transport officer about the iniquity of bombing innocent open cities, which good Germans would never do except in justified reprisal, and got my voucher. Yes, a train should leave in twenty minutes. It would not go through Berlin but I could change at Stettin. And where was it going after Stettin, I asked. Suddenly remembering that I was a security officer, he very properly replied that he didn’t know. He never asked for my documents but only for my name. He seemed so twittery that I dared to give him a false one. What an atmosphere of apprehensiveness there was among the stay-at-homes!


			Once in the train I had little difficulty in finding out, without asking questions, where it was bound after Stettin. At Posen the units would he reunited with their troop-carriers and trucks, and then they believed to Vienna. They were all in hope that their final destination would be Italy, not the eastern front in the mud of spring. I have never felt anything but respect for the German army. To them what they defended was their country, not its regime born straight from hell.


			My railway pass stated my destination as Berlin, but I had no intention of visiting such a concentration of security where my face might conceivably be recognized. I told my fellow travellers that I was on special duty and expected to find further orders for me at Stettin. The sooner I got off the train, the better.


			When I left the scene of the disaster, the fire in the garage had been under control and it seemed certain that it would not extend beyond the mountain of rubble which had been the kitchen and reach the guardroom and the cells. Thus Don Ernesto’s death would be taken as certain, and his name crossed off the blacklist. But what about Haase? That evening or next day, when the site had been cleared, his superiors would think it odd that there was no trace at all of his body. Blown to bits or a deserter? Inquiries would be made, especially at the station. The RTO would state that he had indeed issued a pass to a Gestapo captain, but his name wasn’t Haase. So after futile inquiries up and down the line the fate of Haase was likely to gather dust for some time in a ‘pending’ file. I could never show his documents to SD or Gestapo but I could to civilians and, if unavoidable, to the military.


			


			I have started my story with the bomb that freed me because it is from that point that I date my active participation in the war. But in the interval before my arrival at Stettin I must explain my possession of the Nicaraguan passport and how I used it in the hope of completing my vengeance for the torture and execution of my only love.


			After my single-handed attempt to free the world of Hitler and his agitated decision to return the compliment by eliminating me, I re-entered Germany from France in March 1939 travelling from Tangier as Ernesto Menendez Peraza, landowner of Nicaragua. This passport was the very private property of that ingenious and able fellow who passed himself off as Major Quive-Smith. I know now that his true name was von Lauen, that he belonged to a Prussian noble family long settled in Lithuania and that he was educated at Eton. His enthusiasm for Hitler was due to two causes: a belief, natural to a descendant of Teutonic knights, that it was the mission of Germans to civilize eastern Europe – plus any other handy points of the compass – and a bitter anti-semitism inspired perhaps by the number of impoverished Jews in Lithuania.


			Von Lauen was given the job of tracking me down. The right man. He was a crack shot who had hunted the forests of Europe and he was out for, let us say, the solitary beast which becomes a man-killer. However, his trust in his employers was not so absolute that he failed to supply himself with the means of escape if necessary. After all, Hitler’s early supporters, the Sturm Abteilung, had been mercilessly liquidated in spite of their loyalty. And so, through bribery or friendship, he had acquired this Nicaraguan passport which I took over from his body. The photograph, allowing for a cheap photographer, could conceivably be of me and would serve. But what I did not know and ought to have guessed was that he had told his secret to his wife so that she could join him in Nicaragua if ever he found it advisable to disappear.


			Names – what are names in the swift flighting of the sparrow from darkness to darkness? I have been Hauptmann Haase, Menendez Peraza, Bill Smith, yet under these phantom identities always that something which I call myself.


			That self now seems to me as futile as his life on earth must seem to a disembodied soul. I lived for sport, for adventure, for killing big game which, thanks to me and my like, may now be risking extinction. My father was British, my mother Austrian. In those gentle and self-satisfied days before the first war, intermarriage between ancient lines was as common as in the royal family. I was thus perfectly bilingual with a fair smattering of other languages.


			When I arrived in Berlin as Ernesto Menendez Peraza I settled down in a small furnished flat in the suburbs. My identity was never questioned, nor was my story that as a mature student of politics I wished to study the ideals and organization of National Socialism. I visited libraries, attended lectures, asked explanations from minor officials and cultivated the society of the scum who believed in their divine Führer and the mission of the Reich. In France I had taken a quick course of Spanish, which I now perfected by lessons from a Mexican secretly and in another part of the city until I could speak fluently the language of my passport. Meanwhile I was careful to avoid Spaniards and Latin Americans. I had good reason to hope that when I had established my bona fides I might obtain an interview or at least be given a privileged seat at some function where Hitler was due to scream his rages.


			I had once thought that a rifle on a roof was the most efficient method of silencing that scream. It was the plan of an experienced hunter without enough knowledge of police protection. I assumed that in their precautions against bomb and handgun they might have overlooked the rifle and telescopic sight in the hands of a crack shot; but they had not. And the weapon itself was impractical. Yes, Don Ernesto could buy one and take it home. But what then? There was no hope of strolling with it to the chosen roof top or of secreting it there beforehand. Security was far too efficient.


			Life did not appear to me as futile as it was, for the ultimate object was always in the forefront of my mind. The months of play-acting, each one showing a slight advance, absorbed me. I began to cultivate higher circles than the scum of the party with which I had started. Living very simply, I had enough money. While hiding in England I had used little of the five thousand pounds which I had obtained from my solicitor and I had naturally relieved von Lauen of the considerable sum of secret funds which he carried on him and was not in a position to spend at the bottom of the Severn.


			As an enthusiast for the world-wide influence of the Reich, I began to talk of establishing dictatorships on the Pacific coast of Latin America which would rule and expand under the guidance of the Nazi Party. This nonsense was taken seriously and I was asked to lecture on the right of the superior man to extend his rule over Indians, negroes and mestizos. The landowners of pure Spanish blood would, I said, welcome the fellow Aryan and his tradition of good government. It was no more absurd than other Nazi dreams, and I delighted in my inventions and parodies. Now known as a propagandist, I was getting nearer and nearer to Hitler – near enough, I hoped, to be able to use my bare hands to break his neck before I was shot down.


			And then came war. At long last my country had become my ally, and there was I stranded in enemy territory and unable to take part. As a neutral I could reach Switzerland, Sweden or Spain. But what then? What were the chances of being shipped or flown to England? I had no fear of returning home. There was no conceivable reason why I should be accused of my two kills. The police had been hot on my trail and my appearance had been exactly described – a man with a damaged eye, always wearing gloves – but the identity of the criminal was unknown. The eye was now fairly normal and my nails had grown back.


			Meanwhile the peoples of peace at any price suffered defeat after defeat. But I could not see my country ever accepting defeat. If only I were home, with what cruelty and cunning I could lead a unit of resistance or attack! And for Nazi Germany victory was not enough. Hidden from the people behind impenetrable, triumphant lines of swastika banners, the slaughter of the helpless began. The plain, decent citizen could not have guessed its extent but, among the excrement of the Reich with which I drank and babbled, rumours of the concentration camps and the liquidation of communists and Jews circulated and were highly approved. I could bear no more of it. The fanatical patience of three years was exhausted; vengeance on the man was beyond my powers. Vengeance on a poisoned nation was not.


			I decided that it was by Denmark and Sweden that I would try to get home. I hadn’t a hope of doing it legally. To obtain the exit permit I should first have to apply to the consul-general in charge of Central American interests for clearance. So far, I had had the least possible contact with him and, as he spent half of his days in sleep and the other half at parties, he had never bothered to keep track of me. But he happened to be a Nicaraguan who probably knew the names of all the members of landowning families in his small country. I foresaw questions I could not answer. He would provide me with a comfortable chair and a drink while from another room he telephoned the police.


			Through influential friends I had no trouble in getting as far as Denmark as a known Nazi sympathizer and propagandist. Once in Copenhagen I was disappointed to find that there was no passenger service at all between Denmark and Sweden. There was, however, more trade than I expected. The heavy and essential imports of iron ore and timber went directly from Sweden to north German ports, but coasters came over on the short passage from Malmö with light cargo and returned with anything that Germany could spare and Sweden needed. It might be possible to cross as a stowaway, provided I was free to enter Sweden on arrival.


			So I applied to the Swedish consul for a visa to enter his country, which he gave me, at the same time warning me that I should never be allowed to leave without a formal German permit. That I knew only too well, but I was determined to be carried across the straits without any permission but my own. I welcomed with all my heart the straight challenge to straight action after three hateful years of intrigue and hypocrisy.


			Since the enemy kept up a diplomatic fiction that Denmark, though occupied, was still an independent country, the port police were officially Danish and allowed small parties of seamen to come ashore. I followed several such groups and sat near them in cafés, but no faces or voices tempted me to gamble. I had to be very careful whom I approached, avoiding any Swede or Dane who was expressing too loudly his pro-British sentiments. It was certain that the Gestapo would have their spies and agents provocateurs in the bars.


			On the third day I noticed that out of a party of six Swedes two were foreigners, to judge by their manner and way of speaking. After a while the two went off by themselves. I tailed them at a discreet distance, passed and re-passed and found that they were talking in Spanish. Worth a try! When they entered another bar I stood alongside and introduced myself as a South American. As soon as the comradeship of the language had been established, I invited them to have a bite to eat with me. Over the table I got their story of how the devil two Spaniards could be working on a Swedish ship.


			It turned out that they had been in the defeated republican army and were among the few refugees who were evacuated to Russia. Like most foreign communists, they loathed their paradise and, as Spaniards, were horrified by the cold of the Arctic circle, for they had been assigned jobs – possibly in the hope that they would die – in one of the little ports of the White Sea. From there they escaped to Finland and applied to go on to Sweden, where a token handful of Spanish refugees had been accepted.


			I could fearlessly tell such men as these that I, too, wanted to escape but had not a hope of getting a permit.


			‘Easy!’ they insisted. ‘Let’s start by pretending to be drunk and raising hell. We’ll all three be arrested and taken back on board. You will look for your pass and swear some son of a whore has pinched it out of your pocket. We’ll keep on telling the police that you’re a member of the crew, and if they take you back with us the captain will confirm it.’


			I objected that he would do nothing of the sort, and they asked if I spoke English. When I said that I did, they wanted to know if it was good, proper English that an Englishman speaks. I assured them it was. Then they nodded and winked at each other and, before I could protest, started the hell-raising, singing the Internationale, breaking two glasses and chucking smorgasbord at the ceiling. Thereafter everything went as they had foretold except for a deadly moment when the Danish police refused to take me back on board with them. But they linked arms with me, one on each side, refused to let go and the police decided that their fellow Scandinavians on the ship might as well sort it out and save them trouble.


			I could do nothing. I was appalled at the speed with which the worst had happened. We were escorted through the controls, marched on deck and handed over to the first officer. I expected him to say at once that he had never set eyes on me in his life, but before he could explode my two friends started to sing out with good Spanish fury, ‘We demand to see the captain, sir. We demand to see the captain. We have been wrongly arrested, sir. We demand to see the captain.’


			I have no Swedish but the meaning of the words was simple enough to guess.


			Members of the crew on duty were hanging about and grinning. I had the impression that the two Spaniards were appreciated as entertaining ship’s pets and were well aware of it. The general mood was all in their favour, for it was possible that they had been run in not for being drunk but as old enemies of General Franco who had expressed themselves too forcibly. The mate, who had no wish to get involved in an international incident, took all three of us before the captain without bothering to denounce me.


			We were stormed at for getting drunk on foreign soil, and to my astonishment he made no difference between us. I let my friends do the talking, keeping quiet except for occasional protests and exclamations in Spanish. I was told to shut up. The police, content with the captain’s apparent recognition of me, departed. The two licensed jesters were ordered back to duty. I was shown into a bare cabin which was promptly locked.


			I was left to myself, cursing my folly in trusting – though I could hardly help it – to a pair of lunatics, wishing that I had tried Switzerland, wondering how much pain I should suffer after my true identity had been discovered until it was decided that I could be given a final kick and left to die. The captain, in the presence of police, had evidently been extremely discreet in case the ship were accused of assisting and harbouring enemies of the state. But I was sure that before he sailed with his cargo of fertilizers he was bound to hand me over in his own time to the right person.


			He came into the cabin, locking the door behind him.


			‘And now who are you?’ he asked in German.


			‘A Nicaraguan and a neutral like yourself,’ I answered, showing my passport duly visaed for Sweden.


			‘Then you could have obtained permission to leave. Why did you persuade these men to smuggle you on board?’


			‘We were so happy in speaking our own language, sir.’


			‘I did not ask you how you persuaded them, but why.’


			‘I was unlikely to get permission to leave.’


			‘Your passport is false?’ He suddenly snapped at me in perfect English.


			‘I’m afraid it is, sir.’


			‘How is it you speak Spanish?’


			‘Because I was born in the Argentine.’


			‘What is your true name?’


			At last I could see what had been in his mind as a possibility and that he was ready to help. He may have been an agent of some underground organization or simply pro-British. I was not prepared to give my true name until I was safely in our embassy; so I gave him a false one, saying that I had been taken prisoner at Calais in 1940.


			‘Very well. Congratulations! I shall keep you locked up until we dock and I shall then send for an officer of your consulate and hand you over to him. And I ask you to give me your word of honour that you will never tell anyone except your own authorities that I accepted you on board.’


			He handled the tricky situation very cleverly. While I was still locked up, the vice-consul must have come on board and the necessary arrangements made. In case German agents were carrying out a routine watch on the dock gates, as they certainly would be, I went on shore with other members of the crew including the two Spanish refugees. After a further interval to throw off any followers, I was put straight on to the train to Stockholm and taken by car to a quiet residence outside the city.


			I remember what joy it was to be free. I could not sleep for joy. There had been some reserve among the British deputies who dealt with me but it was to be expected. Next day I should be able to explain myself to someone in authority.


			Next day came and still another before I was interrogated. I think the person who visited me must have been the British military attaché. I told him at once that my claim to be an escaped prisoner-of-war was a lie. He had known my father and was very friendly, though warning me that nobody was taken on trust by what he called the intelligence wallahs. I then had to explain how I came by the passport of Ernesto Menendez Peraza which enabled me to avoid internment.


			I had of course thought up a possible story. My mother, as he knew, came from an ancient family of diplomatists and soldiers. At the time of the declaration of war I had been, I said, in the remote eastern province of Czechoslovakia, where the family still held a remnant of their former estates near Uzhgorod. None of us believed that Britain and Germany were on the verge of war. If the British government had not fought when Czechoslovakia was invaded, why on earth should it fight for Poland? I was caught, still hesitating, in enemy territory, a long way from organized evacuation of British citizens, and was certain to be interned for the duration of the war.


			So I claimed to have been hidden on the estate. A Nicaraguan passport was bought for me and I had been able to live as a harmless neutral.


			My interrogator was surprised that I had never been recognized by old friends. I answered that as a schoolboy I had spent holidays with my maternal grandparents (which was true) but had had no intimate friends, only aquaintances who were unlikely to recognize the grown man.


			‘Why did you not try to escape earlier?’


			‘Because I could not find any safe method of doing so which would not have got my family into severe trouble if I were caught.’


			‘I see. Now you will understand that since you are not a prisoner-of-war there must be more formalities before we can issue a British passport and arrange to send you home. Stay where you are for the present, and don’t go out beyond the garden. Ask for anything you want. And in a day or two you will be interviewed by the passport control officer.’


			I did as I was told, realizing that reference back to London for details of my birth certificate and all that was known of my past must take time. On the third day a youngish man – but with deep creases on each side of his cordial, smiling mouth – came to visit me, plonked us both down in comfortable chairs, not even wholly facing each other, and began his questions. I remember every terrible word of that interrogation, remember it better than my interrogation at Berchtesgarten. This professional was as good as theirs, and, from my point of view, the suffering was more cruel than physical pain.


			‘I understand that when asked why you did not try to escape earlier you replied that you were afraid of getting your relatives into trouble.’


			‘That is so.’


			‘But if they were able to buy you a false Nicaraguan passport surely they could have bought from the same man an endorsement which would have enabled you to get an exit permit? Then you could have left Germany legally.’


			I answered that their contact had returned to Central America and that the present representative was honest as well as pro-German.


			‘When did you leave England?’


			‘In June 1938.’


			‘Directly to Germany?’


			‘No. I spent some months in Greece and the Middle East and then went to stay with my relations.’


			My interrogator suddenly broke into Spanish, speaking with the clipped and racy accent of, I believe, Madrid. We chatted away cordially for a minute or two and then he asked, ‘Did you speak Spanish before or did you learn it when you got your passport?’


			‘Daily lessons while I was waiting for the passport and afterwards.’


			‘And very sensibly you chose a South American to teach you, I see.’


			‘Yes, a Mexican.’


			‘In Uzhgorod? One would not have thought there was any demand for a teacher of Spanish.’


			‘There wasn’t. I think I was his only pupil.’


			‘What did he do for the rest of the time?’


			I hesitated, scenting danger.


			‘Lived on his Czech wife, who had some money.’


			‘And you trusted a type of that sort to keep his mouth shut?’


			‘He didn’t know I was not German.’


			‘But if you had been there so long before the war with no reason to hide, country neighbours must have known you were English.’


			‘If they did they said nothing.’


			He switched back to English.


			‘For fourteen months before the war you wrote no letters.’


			‘I must have done. I don’t remember.’


			‘My inquiries suggest that none of your friends knew what had become of you and assumed that you had disappeared into Africa or Asia and might be dead.’


			‘Letters do get lost,’ I answered weakly.


			‘From Greece and Czechoslovakia? Quite good postal services, I believe. Now when you were caught by the outbreak of war and staying with your relatives, how close were you to the frontiers of Romania and Hungary?’


			‘About twenty-five miles from Hungary and sixty from Romania.’


			‘Wild country?’


			‘Yes. Hills and forest.’


			‘I should have thought that a man of your experience would have been able to slip over into neutral territory on foot.’


			‘They all considered it too dangerous.’


			‘Less dangerous than letting you risk your life with a false passport in Germany? By the way, your Nicaraguan passport was issued by the Paris consulate in 1938, not 1939.’


			‘The date was false.’


			‘Now please let me have the truth. As it is, I can only report that you entered Germany in 1938, returned in 1939, and that you wished to keep it quiet. Was it a political reason that took you there?’


			Foolishly I had expected that my word would be sufficient. I had never expected close questioning. The holes in my story were obvious. The only thing left was to confess.


			‘The purpose of both journeys was to assassinate Hitler.’


			‘I see. What a pity you didn’t! Have you any proof of that?’


			I had not. It was unthinkable to let anyone know of my intention to kill a head of state in time of peace. Even when I managed to return to England after they had left me for dead, I could not even allow Saul, my dear friend and solicitor, to know exactly where and by whom I had been torn and tortured. There was always the danger that I could be accused of acting as an agent of the British government. That was precisely what von Lauen, in his avatar of Quive-Smith, had demanded that I confess in writing.


			‘I have no proof.’


			‘When did you change your opinion of the Führer?’


			‘I have never changed it.’


			‘We have fairly accurate reports of the movements and interests of neutrals within Germany. Not from unreliable spies. From neutral diplomatists and journalists, most of whom are pro-British.’


			‘I have not been in touch with any of them.’


			‘Possibly not. I wished to remind you that Germany isn’t entirely closed. I have some of Ernesto’s newspaper articles and reports of his speeches.’


			‘All that was to enable me to get close to Hitler.’


			‘And did it?’


			‘No. In the end I decided I was wasting my time and ought to be serving my country directly.’


			‘Certainly you ought. And you really believed that with your record we should allow you into wartime Britain?’


			‘But I am British!’


			‘I don’t doubt it. What I do not know is whether you are one of those arrogant members of the upper class who are proud to wear black shirts and betray humanity for the sake of power which the people will never give them, or perhaps you are a paid German agent provided with a suspiciously stupid German story – in fact, whether you are a conscious or unconscious traitor. Either way they found you a useful man, speaking German and English perfectly and Spanish well enough to be a convincing neutral. Which are you?’


			‘Neither. I have told you the truth.’


			‘You have told me a pack of lies. And England in wartime would be better without you.’


			I replied, angry for the first time, that he could not prevent me from returning, and added that if I were a German agent I would not have entered Sweden illegally and reported at once to my own people.


			‘I think you would. German intelligence has that much sense. But if the best story they could invent for you was this nonsense of a single-handed attempt to assassinate the most heavily guarded gangster in Europe, they underrated us or perhaps wished to get rid of you. Give that some thought when you are returned with thanks!’


			‘You cannot return me!’


			‘That is up to the Swedish government. So far as we are concerned, you are Ernesto Menendez Peraza and your passport is in perfect order. I have no doubt that the Swedes will discreetly slip you back into Copenhagen without any need to state how you got there.’


			It was not as easy as all that. I was handed over to some operatives of what I presume was the Swedish secret service, who accepted me as a pro-German Nicaraguan and asked me why I had entered Sweden illegally. It was no good claiming to be British when my own people had rejected me, so I said that I had hoped to be allowed into England where I might be able to get home to Nicaragua if I could find a ship that would take me as far as the United States.


			The Swedes of course knew how I had arrived but couldn’t think what to do with me. They would have liked to send me straight back to Denmark, but if they did they would have to explain how I had smuggled myself into Sweden with willing help. That would be deadly for me and embarrassing for them. They talked to me quite frankly. I could be secretly shoved over the frontier into German-occupied Norway and left to fend for myself, or I could stay in Sweden under close supervision until there was a chance of shipping me across the Atlantic, which might be arranged later in the year. I did not like either alternative and came up with a simple solution.
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