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			For Captain Patrick Garstin, MC and the men 

			of the SABU-70 patrol – those who made it home again 

			and those who did not.

			 

			And for all those drawn into the Nacht und Nebel – 

			the night and fog.

		

	
		
			

			The hero is commonly the simplest and obscurest of men.

			Henry David Thoreau
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			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages. Throughout the period of researching and writing this book I have sought to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will endeavour to include further recollections of the operations portrayed in this book in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Service volunteers was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. Nevertheless, I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

			Where various accounts of a mission appear to be particularly confused, the methodology I have used to reconstruct where, when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that account as most likely.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct any in future editions. Likewise, while I have attempted to locate the copyright holders of the photos, sketches and other images and material used in this book, this has not always been straightforward or easy. Again, I would be happy to correct any mistakes in future editions.

			Some of those individuals who took part in Operation Toby 3 may also have been part of the previous SABU-70 mission, at Dourdan and Étampes. In spite of exhaustive researches, I have been unable to verify the exact make-up of SAS Captain Garstin’s stick – his patrol – during that first mission, other than those names that I have mentioned in the text. If any reader is able to shed clarity on this point, please do get in touch.

			Curiously, I can find no official report or war diary entry dealing with SABU-70’s first mission. Not all small-scale raids were documented, of course, and most if not all of the men on that mission were subsequently captured or killed or forced to go on the run. There are several first-hand accounts of the mission, including ones written by Vaculik, Wiehe and Jones, the key survivors. Those accounts corroborate each other on many levels. Still, I would be keen to learn more about SABU-70’s first mission.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Barely a week after the D-Day landings the shadowed form of the Short Stirling heavy bomber clawed into the unseasonable June skies, getting airborne under cover of darkness. Hunched over the controls in the dimly lit cockpit of this often underrated yet peculiarly graceful warplane was the pilot for tonight, Flight Sergeant Sutherland, a man who would go on to win a Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) before the year was out, during the ill-fated airborne missions over Arnhem, on Operation Market Garden.

			Sutherland and his crew were on no bombing mission this 13 June night. The first four-engine ‘heavy’ to see service with the RAF, the Stirling had been deemed largely obsolete by 1942, as the Avro Lancaster came into service. But this iconic warplane had gone on to acquire a second lease of life, as the foremost aircraft delivering SAS raiding parties, plus agents of the SOE – the Special Operations Executive, more commonly known as Churchill’s Ministry for Ungentlemanly Warfare – deep into enemy-occupied lands.

			Tonight’s was a hybrid mission born of those two outfits: it was very much an SAS undertaking, but one orchestrated by the SOE, who had arranged both the drop-zone and the reception party that should be waiting on the ground.

			As a lone aircraft flying low at night across hundreds of miles of hostile airspace to an – at best – uncertain rendezvous, the Stirling had proven a remarkably tough and reliable workhorse, one able to take considerable punishment. Despite her size and weight, the aircraft had also shown herself to be surprisingly nimble and manoeuvrable when forced to shake off the Luftwaffe night-fighters, or evade the enemy’s deadly radar-directed searchlights and flak. Considering the Stirling’s sheer dimensions – at just short of 70 feet from nose to tail, she was a good 16 feet longer than the Lancaster, and stood higher off the ground – this was no mean achievement for such an imposing warplane.

			As with all aircrew of 190 Squadron – one of the few RAF units dedicated to special forces operations – Sutherland and his fellows knew precious little about tonight’s mission or the brave men they were flying into war. Codenamed ‘SABU-70’ – SABU being this unit’s radio call-sign, and very likely an abbreviation for the SAS catchphrase ‘Safe All Business As Usual’ – this was the first ‘stick’ (patrol) of several that would follow. With each, the aircrew would know only the bare bones of the operation: timings, destination and the criteria upon which to determine if the drop should go ahead or not.

			Aircrew logbooks generally recorded scant details for such ‘Sunflower’ flights, as the RAF codenamed these top-secret missions. Pilots were deliberately kept in the dark, for obvious reasons. If a Stirling were to be shot down and its crew captured, the enemy had ways of forcing even the toughest to talk. Any knowledge aircrew might possess of an SAS patrol’s intentions could prove fatal, and what a man didn’t know he couldn’t tell. On the rare occasions when pilots such as Sutherland did learn more – a mission objective; the specific target details – it meant that someone had been talking out of turn. And in the summer of ’44, careless talk really did cost lives.

			As the Stirling swooped across the Sussex coastline, powering on towards the cliffs of France, Sutherland took the aircraft down to just a few hundred feet above sea level, the warplane’s elusive silhouette flitting across the ink-black seas. During an English summer sunset can be as late as 9.30 p.m., and normally the light lingers long in the skies. The June ’44 weather had proven storm-lashed and overcast, but it was still well after last light by the time Sutherland got airborne. All being well, his human cargo would be plunging into the war-torn skies in the early hours of the morrow – 14 June 1944.

			There was little doubt that they would jump – every man jack of them, and no matter what the conditions might be like over the drop-zone. While they might know precious little about tonight’s mission, Sutherland and his men had few illusions as to the calibre of those riding in the Stirling’s hold. One glance at their distinctive berets, mysterious winged-dagger cap badges and the medal flashes many wore on their uniforms testified to the single-minded determination and courage – not to mention the long years at war – of the SAS raiding party.

			All the 190 Squadron aircrews shared that same appreciation. ‘These special troops are the most decorated men I have ever seen,’ one pilot would remark, ‘especially the officers – quite a number have the DSO and bar. There is quite a collection of “vets” in the mess these days.’

			The Stirling powered onwards through the darkness, speeding SABU-70’s commander, Captain Patrick Bannister Garstin, MC, and the eleven men under his command to war, the sonorous thunder of the warplane’s four Bristol Hercules powerplants reverberating through the hold, providing a steady soundtrack to the coming mission. The fact that there were four engines – capable of propelling the aircraft through the skies at some 270 mph – was, of course, a distinct bonus: it meant they could afford to lose one at least to enemy action, and the Stirling should still remain airworthy. Compared to what had gone before, that was a real blessing.

			Prior to the Stirling making an appearance, such missions had mostly been flown by the twin-engine Armstrong Whitworth Whitley, a medium bomber more affectionately known as ‘the Flying Barn Door’. Compared to the Whitley, the Stirling was almost luxurious. There were seats ranged in rows down either side, offering space for twenty-plus paratroopers – more than enough for Garstin and his men. By contrast, in the Whitley they’d been forced to squat on the icy metal of the fuselage, legs concertinaed against the far side. Fitted with seats, weapons racks and stowage bays for packs and personal gear, the Stirling felt positively made for airborne operations.

			But the very best thing was the Stirling’s exit point, known to all as ‘the trap’. In the Whitley, the dorsal (belly) gun turret had been replaced by a narrow steel tube not dissimilar to a dustbin. Through that horribly constricting orifice each parachutist had had to drop vertically, arms tight by his sides, risking smashing his forehead against the far side – known fatalistically as the ‘Whitley kiss’ or ‘ringing the bell’. By contrast, the Stirling’s trap – which resembled a large bathtub sunk into the floor where the bomb-bay used to be – was a positively cavernous aperture through which to jump.

			As the Stirling thundered across the night-dark waters of the Channel, the interior grew positively chilly, and Captain Garstin and his men drew their distinctive jump-smocks closer, to ward off the icy cold. Somewhere there would be the rum-jar to warm bellies and stiffen spirits. It was Lieutenant John H. Wiehe’s job to remember the all-important rum, and he was usually a stickler for such things. Garstin’s second-in-command, Wiehe had spent four long years at war, during which time he’d soldiered his way across half the world, earning the nickname ‘Lt Rex’ in the process, for few could pronounce his surname properly.

			One of two French-speakers on Garstin’s team, Wiehe would have a crucial role on the coming mission. Hailing from Mauritius, the tropical paradise islands set in the midst of the Indian Ocean, Wiehe’s family had Danish heritage – hence the surname – plus French and British colonial roots, leaving him fluent in both languages. When his Danish forebears had journeyed to Mauritius to set up home, they’d established vast sugarcane plantations, building up a considerable family fortune and founding the Labourdonnais estate, the centrepiece of which was a beautiful, colonnaded colonial-style mansion.

			Mauritius had been a British colony since 1810, and come war’s outbreak, Wiehe – not yet twenty-four years of age – had answered Churchill’s call to arms, sailing via South Africa, arriving in Egypt on 7 January 1941, whereupon he’d signed up with the Royal Engineers and trained in the hazardous duties of bomb disposal. His war journal would record his tumultuous North African experiences: while ‘bullets, bombs and shells cause death . . . or mutilate bodies . . . it doesn’t take as much to mutilate minds.’

			From there, via an extraordinarily tortuous route, Wiehe had made it into the SAS, and he could have wished for no better commander than Captain Pat Garstin to lead him and the others into war. Around 6 feet 2 in height, athletic of build, with swept-back, somewhat unruly dark brown hair, Garstin had a rare intensity to his coal-black gaze and striking good looks. He also had a singularly impressive combat record, plus he was possessed of more reasons than most to hunger to take the fight to the enemy.

			Born in Bombay in July 1919, Garstin hailed from a long-lived military and ecclesiastical tradition. The family was descended from ‘the ancient house of Garston . . . Lords of the Manor of Walton in the 13th Century’, Walton then being a parish in the northeast of England. After emigrating to Ireland, the Garstins settled in County Meath, to the north of Dublin, though Patrick Garstin’s father, Richard Hart Garstin, was born in Randalstown, in County Antrim. Having joined the Royal Indian Marines, Richard Hart Garstin fought in the First World War, before serving in the Royal Indian Navy during the inter-war years, during which time his son, Patrick, was born.

			Richard Garstin had already won a Croix de Guerre – a French decoration for acts of heroism – in the First World War, and the entire Garstin family had been heavily involved from the earliest months of the Second. While Patrick Garstin had earned his Military Cross in spring 1940, serving with the British Expeditionary Force in Belgium, he also had two younger brothers serving in the military, and his father would go on to be awarded the CBE in August 1941, for his role in a top-secret naval operation.

			That mission, Operation Countenance, was the joint Anglo-Russian seizure of Iran. A senior naval officer commanding the seaborne side of Countenance, Richard Garstin had led the assault from the waters of the Persian Gulf, striking in a swift and surprise attack. Iran was taken within days, securing her precious oilfields from Nazi Germany’s predations. But a year later, Richard Garstin was lost to enemy action in horrifying circumstances.

			It was October 1942, and while serving as the Vice Commodore of Ocean Convoys he had been sailing from West Africa to Britain aboard the SS Stentor, a merchant ship carrying a cargo of palm oil. For seven days and seven nights the forty-strong convoy was stalked by German U-boats. When U509 unleashed her torpedoes on the lead vessel, the Stentor, one struck on the starboard side, the massive explosion throwing up the palm oil in a horrific, fiery conflagration, rendering the entire ship and surrounding water a mass of boiling flame.

			Those who could dived into the sea to save themselves. The lucky ones were hauled onto one of the escorts, the Royal Navy corvette HMS Woodruff. But amongst the 200-odd survivors – many of whom were terribly burned – Vice Commodore Garstin was nowhere to be found. Badly injured in the blast, he had gone down with the ship, as did both the Stentor’s captain and the ship’s surgeon, William Chisholm. Chisholm had remained at Garstin’s side to the very last, tending to his wounds, even at the risk of his own life. He would be awarded the Albert Medal posthumously.

			Having lost his father so tragically, Captain Patrick Garstin was even more determined to play his part in the war. He was twenty-four years of age in the summer of 1944, and his and his wife’s first child, named Patrick after his father, would very likely have his first birthday while his father was away on operations. Regardless, Captain Garstin was heading deep into enemy-occupied France with fiery havoc and mayhem in mind.

			Tellingly, Captain Garstin had had to fight every inch of the way to be allowed a frontline role. Having enlisted in the Royal Ulster Rifles (RUR) in July 1939, Garstin had first seen action in May 1940, in the battle for the medieval city of Louvain in Belgium. As Major General Bernard Montgomery had positioned his forces along the city’s main railway line, Garstin – then only twenty-one, and known to all as ‘Pat’ – had found himself leading the defence of the city’s main railway station, holding the entrance hall and Platforms 1 and 2, plus the subways.

			At dusk on 14 May the Germans had attacked. For many of the defenders, this was their first experience of being on the wrong end of the fearsome MG 34 machine gun – the ‘Spandau’ as it would become known – a weapon with so rapid a rate of fire that the human ear was unable to distinguish between each gunshot, earning it the nickname ‘Hitler’s buzzsaw’. By dawn on the 15th, German forces had succeeded in penetrating the rail yard, and had taken up firing positions amongst the shattered remains of the rolling stock, but still Garstin and his platoon held firm.

			Dashing from subway to subway, his small force kept popping up all over the station to unleash bursts of fire, giving the impression they were far greater in number than they really were. As bullets tore apart the glass roof above them, Garstin led from the front, repeatedly driving back the enemy, which led to headlines in the British press – ‘The Battle Now Raging on Platform 1’. Up and down the railway track troops had fought with incredible bravery, often to the last round, and the battle for Louvain would earn for the Durham Light Infantry the first Victoria Cross of the ground war.

			By the time Montgomery ordered a withdrawal to new defensive lines, Garstin was among several men to be decorated in the field, earning a Military Cross for the heroic stand. Full of fighting spirit, but hugely outnumbered and outgunned, British forces executed a fighting withdrawal to Dunkirk. There, during nine incredible days, 338,226 men were taken off the beaches and spirited back to Britain. But the losses were staggering. Almost 70,000 were listed as killed in action, missing or prisoners of war. Along with the hundreds of tanks and field guns left behind, 288 ships had been sunk and 372 aircraft lost to enemy action.

			In Britain, the government propaganda machine cranked out the message that Dunkirk was somehow a heroic victory. Heroic it certainly had been, but it was no victory, as Winston Churchill was at pains to point out. On 4 June 1940, even as the Dunkirk evacuation came to an end, Churchill delivered a rousing speech to Parliament, lauding the rescuing of so many, ‘out of the jaws of death and shame’. But he added a stinging note of caution: ‘We must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are not won by evacuation.’

			As for Captain Garstin, it was all but a miracle that he had made it off the Dunkirk beaches at all. Already suffering partial deafness due to a grenade blast at Louvain, he was wounded by shrapnel while awaiting pick-up by the minesweeper, HMS Skipjack. Worse still, as the heavily laden warship had pulled away from the gently shelving shoreline, she was struck by a series of bombs and rapidly sank, most aboard being killed.

			Garstin, though injured, managed to slip away from the sinking ship and to struggle back to land. He finally made it to Britain aboard another vessel, and by September of that year he felt recovered enough from his injuries to travel from his home in Canterbury to Buckingham Palace, to receive his Military Cross. Three months later, he found himself in East Africa attached to the 1st Battalion, the Northern Rhodesia Regiment, a unit raised in what was then Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe) whose ranks combined black and white soldiers under the motto Diversi Genere Fide Pares – Different in Race, Equal in Fidelity.

			Barely weeks into that posting Garstin was admitted to a local hospital suffering from acute appendicitis. Given two months’ sick leave, he instead chose to return to his unit, whereupon he was promoted to lieutenant and became embroiled in the fierce fighting of the East African campaign. Though heavily outnumbered, a mixed force raised from Britain, South Africa, India and across the African continent defeated the Italian East African Command, which combined units of the Regio Esercito (Royal Army), Regia Aeronautica (Royal Airforce) and Regia Nautica (Royal Navy), plus some 250,000 soldiers of the Regio Corpo Truppe Coloniali (Royal Corps of Colonial Troops).

			This little-known campaign represented the first significant Allied victory of the war, but throughout the fighting – which in the remote African bush often assumed a guerrilla-like intensity, with wild skirmishing and hit-and-run attacks – Garstin was dogged by ill health. By June 1941, the abdominal pains were back to plague him. A medical board dispatched him to Britain, ominously for ‘treatment and final disposal’.

			Garstin, however, was having none of it. Deftly sidestepping that ‘final disposal’ order, he instead volunteered for airborne operations, earning his parachutist’s wings by March the following year. Abdominal surgery and several months of convalescence followed, after which he married Susan Nicola Beresford-Jones in the autumn of 1942, before embarking for North Africa, where he was to serve with the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), the intelligence-gathering and raiding force that pre-dated the SAS. Raids on German airfields and transport followed, before Garstin suffered two further hospitalisations, first in Tunisia and then in Algeria.

			Once again he was returned to Britain, so his injuries could be treated and to convalesce. Instead, and demonstrating a truly indomitable spirit, on 15 February 1944 Garstin volunteered for 1 SAS, a unit commanded by a fellow Irishman of towering repute, Lieutenant Colonel Robert Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne. Of course, it was no exaggeration to say that Pat Garstin shouldn’t have been in any position to put himself forward for special service duties: in truth, he should have been invalided out of the military some three years earlier. It was the mark of the man that he volunteered, regardless of the dangers that were to come.

			Equally, it was no secret that Mayne – already the recipient of two Distinguished Service Orders (DSO and bar), plus a Mention in Dispatches – cast a favourable eye on any Irishmen applying for the ranks, regardless of whether they hailed from north or south of the border. Indeed, during the earliest days of the SAS it had been Lieutenant Eoin (pronounced ‘Ian’) McGonigal, a southern Irishman and a Catholic, who had argued most persuasively that there was room for a man like Mayne in the fledgling Special Air Service.

			Forging a friendship long before the war, via Eoin’s brother Ambrose, and at Queen’s University, Belfast, McGonigal and Mayne had shared a passion for rugby, Mayne going on to play for both Ireland and the British Lions prior to the war. When hostilities were declared, McGonigal and Mayne had been the first two officers from an Irish regiment to join No. 11 Commando, in 1940, seeing fierce and bloody action in Syria in June 1941. Over the years they had truly become inseparable, until McGonigal was killed during a disastrous parachute jump over Libya, on one of the fledgling SAS’s first ever missions.

			Mayne was said to have been shattered by the loss of McGonigal, a man who, like himself – and Pat Garstin – had enlisted first in the Royal Ulster Rifles. Bearing in mind Garstin’s distinguished war record, not to mention his experience of guerrilla-style warfare and his dogged refusal to let injury stand in his way, his application to join the SAS was welcomed by Mayne, especially since he was desperately short of experienced officers, after nearly three years of the SAS being at war.

			Following a relentless series of North African and Italian missions, plus raiding operations that had spanned the length and breadth of the Mediterranean, the SAS had been pulled back to the UK for a period of recuperation and expansion, in preparation for the hardest battles of all – the D-Day landings and the liberation of Nazi-occupied Europe. A unit that had originated in North Africa in the summer of 1941 with seventy-odd recruits – ‘the originals’ – was to be grown into four regiments, composed of some 2,500 troops.

			In theory two of those regiments – 1 and 2 SAS – were made up of the British contingent, but in reality the SAS had returned from the long months overseas with just about every conceivable nationality within its ranks. Basically, anyone possessed of the right qualities and who hungered to take the fight to the enemy had been welcome. Mayne’s command, 1 SAS, was described as some kind of piratical ‘foreign legion’, boasting scores of Irishmen, a good dose of Russians, one or two Americans and even a smattering of Germans within its ranks. Upon their return to the UK, many of Mayne’s men proved to have no record of ever having served within the British Army at all.

			Two French regiments – 3 and 4 SAS – plus a Belgian parachute company were also being raised, while F Squadron of the GHQ Liaison Regiment – specialist signallers, better known as ‘the Phantoms’ – were being attached, to make up the shortfall in radio operators.

			Widely experienced in behind-the-lines raiding and sabotage, most of the SAS old hands hadn’t seen Britain for years and were little accustomed to the rigours of regimental soldiering – drill, spit and polish and the adherence to rigid military convention – which did little to win them any easy friends within the top brass. Mayne, 1 SAS’s commanding officer, was foremost amongst them. All too often portrayed as a psychopathic Irishman with a famously volcanic temper, especially when he’d been drinking, Mayne was in truth far from that. Recruited into the SAS by its founder, David Stirling, Mayne had reputedly destroyed a hundred aircraft during SAS raiding operations, immobilising one by ripping out the control panels ‘with his bare hands, when he had run out of bombs’. At times executing more than a dozen raids per week, Mayne was said on one occasion to have calmly approached ‘a German officer’s mess and “liquidated” it’, thus fuelling his reputation as a cold, calculating killer.

			Certainly, the citations for Mayne’s decorations reflected an utterly driven personality, a man who led from the front. In February 1942, his first DSO recorded: ‘this officer was instrumental . . . in destroying, with a small party of men, many aeroplanes, a bomb dump and a petrol dump. He led this raid in person and himself destroyed and killed many of the enemy.’ Mayne’s citation for his second DSO, for the October 1943 Sicily landings, stressed his ‘courage, determination and superb leadership . . . He personally led his men from the landing craft in the face of heavy machine gun fire.’

			With David Stirling’s capture by Erwin Rommel’s forces, in January 1943, Mayne had taken over command of 1 SAS, shaping and nurturing the unit through to its return to the UK. During that time he’d proved himself to be of a paradoxically shy and retiring nature, a soldier-poet who cared passionately for those under his command. Since its publication in 1944, Mayne had carried on his person a poetry anthology entitled Other Men’s Flowers, compiled by Field Marshal Lord Wavell, formerly Commander-in-Chief Middle East, whose remit had included the North African campaign.

			‘He wasn’t the hard-drinking, fearless, mad Irishman of popular myth,’ Mike Sadler, one of the SAS originals, would remark of Mayne. ‘He was intelligent, sensitive and warm underneath.’ A former Irish and British Lions rugby international and the Irish Universities heavyweight boxing champion, Mayne would fight doggedly to safeguard the unique ethos and esprit de corps of ‘his’ regiment. That was not to be diluted in any way, which seemed to threaten to be the case, as the SAS contemplated D-Day operations.

			Formerly a freewheeling outfit answerable largely to itself, the SAS had been shoehorned into 1 Airborne Corps upon its return to Britain. Brigadier Roderick McLeod, formerly of the Royal Artillery, was placed in overall command of the SAS. As McLeod himself was the first to admit, he was a peculiar choice for such a role. His military career had hitherto consisted mostly of ‘hunting, polo, pigsticking . . . followed by staff college’, and his initial view of the men who had fallen under his command was of a band of ‘colourful and curiously dressed ruffians’.

			While the placing of the SAS under 1 Airborne was viewed as being an ‘entirely unnecessary evil’, McLeod would prove to have a surprisingly appropriate light touch. Not so higher command, which seemed determined to drag the SAS, kicking and screaming, into line. Amongst other unwelcome developments, the men were ordered to replace their distinctive beige-coloured beret with the standard red version worn by ‘all’ airborne troops.

			Typically, Mayne’s quiet resistance took the form of continuing to wear his battle-worn sandy version, and few were the men who would argue to his face that he should do otherwise. As Mayne’s prescription for his ideal SAS recruit would reveal, much of his fearsome martial spirit sprung from the need to stand tall amongst his fellows, and to stand firm by their sides. It was camaraderie, and his devotion to his brother raiders, that drove Mayne on.

			‘I have a mental blueprint of the ideal SAS man,’ he would declare. ‘No one fits it exactly, but when I look at a man and listen to him, he must come close.’ That blueprint included: stamina, both mental and physical; intellect and cunning; the ability to operate as a team; a certain versatility and self-confidence, without ever being brash or arrogant; iron-willed self-reliance; and an indomitable spirit.

			For Mayne, these things were key, and over the long years that he’d spent at war Captain Patrick Garstin had more than proven to possess these qualities. Indeed, tonight’s mission – SABU-70’s top-secret tasking – would call for such attributes in abundance, and it was one in which Mayne had played a pivotal role.

			Parachuting into occupied France in support of Operation Overlord – the codename for the D-Day landings – would call for very different skills and tactics than driving columns of jeeps through the empty deserts of North Africa, to strike at targets many hundreds of miles behind enemy lines. Dropping into France – densely inhabited, heavily garrisoned by the enemy and with a population reeling from the long years of occupation – would prove a whole different ball game, each mission presenting a wholly new and challenging set of circumstances on the ground.

			As Mayne had advocated, when planning the coming operations, flexibility and adapting to fast-changing situations would be key. ‘Ultimate leadership will be assumed by the person on the spot with the greatest determination and ability’, he wrote, in a top-secret strategy document. ‘SAS parties must not be put under command of any person outside the SAS, and Resistance Groups must be told that SAS parties are their own masters.’

			For a man often accused of having psychopathic tendencies, Mayne wrote with surprising compassion regarding the treatment of enemy captives. ‘Before they surrender, the Germans must be subject to every known trick, stratagem and explosive which will kill, threaten, frighten or unsettle them: but they must know that they will be safe and unharmed if they surrender.’ Resistance groups were to be left in no doubt that ‘instructions given by any SAS Commander as to the treatment of German prisoners must be implicitly obeyed’.

			Captain Garstin and his eleven men aboard that Stirling would be amongst the first to put Mayne’s edicts to the test. For tonight’s mission they were charged with parachuting into the heart of France, to block German heavy reinforcements from reaching the D-Day beachheads, which would have calamitous consequences for Operation Overlord. Dropping some 200 miles behind the Normandy beaches, they would blow up railway lines, rolling stock and road transports, halting the German military in its tracks.

			Their orders – classified top secret – were to cut ‘the main lines in the area PARIS–ORLÉANS and keep these cut for as long as possible’. Specifically, they were to cut ‘the EAST and SOUTH railways,’ thus blocking the advance of German armoured units – chiefly 9 SS Panzer Division Hohenstaufen, 10 SS Panzer Division Frundsberg and 2 SS Panzer Division Das Reich. In doing so, they were to employ tried and tested SAS tactics: ‘sabotage, disruption of communications, individual guerrilla action, etc., all designed to harass the enemy’.

			Garstin’s stick was slated to be one of the first to drop, but scores of similar teams were to follow, spreading chaos across the length and breadth of France. Without such disruption, planners for Operation Overlord feared that it would take a matter of days for the Panzer divisions to reach the Normandy beaches. If they did, some 150,000 Allied troops risked being driven back into the sea. At all costs the German heavy armour had to be stopped.

			Small-scale hit-and-run operations such as Garstin and his men were now embarked upon were classic SAS taskings, yet it was only down to the dogged determination of Mayne and his fellow commanders that the SAS were going to be used in this way. Since their return to the UK, high command had failed utterly to grasp the unique nature and strategic value of such specialist forces. Indeed, initial plans drafted in support of Overlord had amounted to little more than a suicide mission.

			On 29 March orders had been issued that the SAS would drop en masse on D-Day minus 1 – i.e. on 5 June – just a few miles to the rear of the landing beaches. There they would take up static positions to block any German forces from getting to the beaches. SAS commanders were aghast. They were never conceived of as a large-scale infantry fighting force; their skill was to wage war far behind the lines, in small, fast-moving bands executing shoot-n-scoot attacks, adhering to the tried and tested adage: ‘He who shoots and runs away, lives to shoot another day.’

			Indeed, in David Stirling’s original conception the ideal SAS operational unit would be no more than four, so as ‘to extract the very maximum out of surprise and guile’. Operating in four-man units, ‘it was psychologically easier to make them all interdependent, so we had four pairs of ears that were listening and four pairs of eyes that were looking’. That way, an eighty-strong force could hit twenty targets in one fell swoop, before melting away into the night, which should ensure a string of successes.

			Stirling, who famously described higher command as being ‘layer upon layer of fossilised shit’, averred that he sought recruits who were not inclined to say ‘“yes, sir” without thinking. Each one of them had to be an individual.’ He was single-minded in his conviction that ‘it was no good putting us under any orthodox . . . headquarters department . . . we had to have a special status of our own.’

			With David Stirling’s capture, his equally capable brother, Bill, had taken over 2 SAS command. ‘Colonel Bill’, as he was known, had been aghast at their 29 March ‘suicide’ orders. Deploying in such concentrated numbers in such a narrow, restricted area, the SAS would be tied down and cut to pieces. It would be a criminal waste of this highly trained specialist force. In order to underline his objections to what he rightly viewed as a senseless loss of life, Bill Stirling either resigned in protest, or was dismissed before he could resign.

			In the wake of his departure, unrest seethed, as did dissension in the ranks. A string of senior SAS officers queued up to follow Colonel Bill’s example and to fall on their swords. But thankfully, his sacrifice was not to be in vain. On 17 May high command cancelled their 29 March orders, accepting that a means needed to be found to use the SAS as they should be – crying havoc and letting slip the dogs of war far behind enemy lines.

			In seeing good sense prevail, the SAS were fortunate to have backing from the very top. For months Winston Churchill had been agitating for the arming of resistance armies across occupied Europe. A die-hard advocate of special forces operations and guerrilla warfare, in the spring of 1944 he’d ordered arms drops to the French Resistance to be substantially increased. He’d cabled US president Roosevelt, urging him to help raise resistance armies across France ‘à la Tito’ – a reference to Yugoslavia’s wartime guerrilla leader.

			When the Stirlings of 190 Squadron – and its sister unit, 620 Squadron – weren’t flying parachutists into France, their holds were stuffed full of containers of arms and explosives, to be dropped into French hands. That way, when the first SAS units plummeted into hostile airspace, they would have heavily armed Resistance parties awaiting them on the ground. All being well, it was just such a force of men-at-arms that would receive the SABU-70 raiders, on a night-dark field lying a few dozen miles to the south of Paris.

			The Stirling was scheduled to be airborne for three hours before she reached the drop-zone (DZ). For some in Garstin’s stick, this was their first foray behind the lines, and their nervous energy was plain to see. This called for the rum-jar, to provide ‘a little Dutch courage’. But as Wiehe searched in his pack, the hapless lieutenant realised that amidst all the dash of their departure, he’d forgotten this most important accoutrement of waging war. He’d left it, full of rum and ready to go, in the mess. As the men threw angry looks in his direction, Wiehe – on his first ever SAS operation – felt mortified.

			With no rum, the old hands started to sing, to lift their spirits. Captain Garstin had split his SABU-70 stick into two sections, each of six men. One was commanded by himself, with Corporal Serge Vaculik – a Free French SAS man – as his second-in-command, while the other had Lieutenant Wiehe in charge, with a Brit, Corporal Jones, under him. That way, each stick had a fluent French-speaker within its ranks, which gave it the greatest chance of being able to operate as David Stirling had originally intended – as a small-scale and independent unit, hitting targets by stealth and surprise.

			Smoking was banned on the Stirling, but each man had his pockets crammed full of cigarettes. Every now and then a figure rose from his seat to stretch stiffened limbs, but weighed down under their bulky jump packs, plus the flight bags that were strapped to their legs, it was hard to do anything more than shuffle a few steps. Nervous individuals checked their watches: it was well past midnight. They knew it wasn’t long before they’d be over the French cliffs. What they wouldn’t give for a shot of that missing rum.

			For some rueing the loss of the rum-jar, this was just one more mission after so many. With his shock of unruly red hair, his powerful physique and squat, boxer’s nose, Corporal Thomas Jones had been with the SAS ever since the unit’s formation in North Africa. A former miner hailing from the gritty streets of Wigan, the twenty-eight-year-old prided himself on being a fine footballer and an equally capable street brawler when the need arose. With his blue eyes and freckled face, Jones was a rough diamond type, and he would find himself busted back to the rank of ‘trooper’ more than once during the war.

			On one occasion Jones would be in London on leave when an emergency order went out for all SAS troops to return to base. Stuck for transport, Jones grabbed the nearest thing ‘available’ – a US military policeman’s (MP) jeep parked on the Tottenham Court Road – and crammed it full of his mates. On the wild drive that followed Jones figured it was only right to ‘thank the Yanks for the loan of it. It’s just as well to be polite.’ They used the jeep’s radio to call the MP’s headquarters. ‘Sorry, old man, but we’ve had to borrow Charlie for a while,’ they announced. Charlie was the jeep’s call-sign.

			When Jones and his comrades reached SAS headquarters, there were twenty assorted cars and trucks – all purloined – lined up at the gates. Colonel Mayne greeted the sight with a fleeting smile. His only comment was to remark upon how ‘they’ll have me on the carpet’ for ‘all those cars outside’. The alacrity with which his men had returned, and the resourcefulness they had shown in finding transport by any means, proved how his regiment’s esprit de corps remained undimmed.

			Corporal Jones was known universally as ‘Ginger’, and most were ignorant of his real name – Thomas. He was even listed as ‘Ginger Jones’ on official SAS reports. Quick-witted and with a fast animal intellect, he was blessed with a typical British soldier’s sense of humour. ‘The wife says she’s going to make a man out of me or die in the attempt,’ he would remark, of his impending marriage. ‘I’ve already ordered the flowers’ – the flowers for the funeral.

			Jones, who loved his drink, was just the sort to kick up a stink about the missing rum-jar. But he’d formed a special bond with Lieutenant Wiehe, for whom he served as section corporal, a bond that was as strong as it was perhaps surprising. Though Wiehe appreciated how ‘Ginger was a real SAS “type”’, the two shared a camaraderie that was greater than the gulf in their backgrounds. As was so often the case in the SAS, to-the-manor-born public-school types would find themselves serving with those brought up on the toughest streets, yet the two rubbed along perfectly side by side.

			In light of that, ‘Ginger’ was less inclined to fret over Wiehe’s rare moment of forgetfulness. But perhaps the loss of the rum-jar was a bad omen for the coming mission.

			As the Stirling powered onwards towards the French cliffs, trouble would not be long in coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			With the evocative sound of bursts of song echoing back and forth across the Stirling’s shadowed hold, a figure enquired of the flight’s dispatcher – the member of the aircrew whose role it was to oversee the jump – if he might borrow his intercom, via which to communicate with the pilot in the cockpit.

			‘Hello, Skipper, where are we now?’ he asked.

			Chatting away, he learned that the hitherto overcast sky ‘was pretty clear now’, and that the Stirling was making fine progress towards landfall over France. Handing back the intercom, he settled back with his thoughts. A clear sky – it was, of course, a double-edged sword. It should make it far easier to find the drop-zone, but it would also make it considerably easier for the enemy to see and to target the warplane. For Corporal Serge Vaculik, this promised to be one momentous jump, and he had more reasons than most to be both fearful and exultant at the same time.

			Czech by birth, but French by adopted nationality – Vaculik had moved to France with his family as a child – he was about to parachute back into his homeland, as part of the Allied forces charged with liberating it from Nazi Germany’s iron grip. That, for sure, was an exhilarating proposition. But on the flipside, the last time Vaculik had crossed swords with the enemy, he’d been part of a vanquished army that had awaited salvation at Dunkirk, and unlike Garstin, he’d failed to make it off those war-torn beaches.

			As with the SAS captain, Vaculik had given his all to prevent the Nazi blitzkrieg from steamrollering across Belgium, when he was serving as a member of the French armed forces. But at Dunkirk he’d found himself in a rescue boat packed with would-be evacuees, which had capsized on a freak wave. Though half-drowned, somehow he’d made it back to shore, struggling through a sea churned white with explosions, onto a beach strewn with the ‘dead and dying’. Fighting for his life, as flight after flight of Stuka dive-bombers screamed overhead, Vaculik had been knocked unconscious.

			Wounded and floundering in a ‘black emptiness’, he had come to, only to realise that he had been taken prisoner along with thousands of other Frenchmen and Brits. Marched eastwards in a massive column of captives, Vaculik had risked a daring getaway by jumping into a river at night, before reaching the border with Germany, after which he figured any chance of escape was lost. Having been swept downstream and clambered ashore, Vaculik had embarked upon an epic journey, at first disguised as a tramp and even hitching lifts on German Army trucks to speed his way.

			During an incredible six-month odyssey he had crossed half of western Europe, being variously shot at by border guards, hunted by the Gestapo through the streets of supposedly neutral Spain, locked in a Spanish military dungeon, and beaten and placed before firing squads. Over that time he was forced to jump from the roofs of speeding trains, to fight and kill a feral dog, to endure weeks locked in a Portuguese prison, and to brave being lost at sea in terrible storms, before finally reaching British shores in December 1940 . . . only to be arrested as a suspected German spy.

			During one of his many incarcerations, Vaculik had met an Austrian count and fellow prisoner, who had given him a letter to carry to his sister, who lived in London. Having arrived in Britain with that letter – written in German – in his pocket, Vaculik had faced interrogation by Scotland Yard detectives about his alleged Germanic connections. He would spend forty-three days locked in a Pentonville prison cell.

			‘Do you know we could shoot you as a spy?’ they’d warned him. ‘If that Austrian isn’t still in prison, it will be the worse for you.’

			Luckily, ‘that Austrian’ – a fervent anti-Nazi – was able to vouch for Vaculik from his Portuguese jail cell. Released from prison, Vaculik had duly volunteered for the Free French parachutists and in due course he’d earned his jump wings. He’d been recruited into 1 SAS prior to the D-Day landings, being one of those desperately needed individuals in precious short supply right then – a combat-experienced, jump-trained, fluent French-speaker who also spoke excellent English.

			Arguably, there was no one amongst the twelve aboard that Stirling who had suffered as much, or endured such a perilous or testing journey to make it to this moment, not even Lieutenant Wiehe or Captain Garstin. Vaculik couldn’t wait to get his boots onto French soil again and to take the fight to the reviled – and much-feared – enemy.

			For four long years his family had been mired deep in the conflict. His parents, living in a small village in Brittany, had been forced to endure the German occupation without either of their sons to hand. While Vaculik was variously fighting, evading capture or training to return to France, at age seventeen his younger brother, Antoine, had signed up with the Resistance. As the Stirling thundered ever onwards, Vaculik thrilled to the idea that all being well, he might shortly be ‘fighting side by side with’ Antoine.

			But hardly had he entertained such thoughts than the night sky to either side of the speeding aircraft was torn apart by the sudden roar of explosions. It could only signify one thing: they were over the French cliffs, and the German shore batteries had opened up on the British warplane. Each time a lone aircraft packed full of parachutists headed into Nazi-occupied Europe, it was forced to run the gauntlet, the German military having ringed the coastline with searchlights, flak nests and radar posts. Few amongst the SAS party had expected to get through without taking fire.

			But right now on the beaches below hundreds of thousands of men-at-arms were locked in a herculean struggle to the death, and tonight’s aerial onslaught had a special savagery to it. Vaculik had been on his feet stretching his legs, and he found himself flung from side to side, as the pilot executed a series of evasive manoeuvres, trying to steer the massive warplane along a path that avoided the worst of the flak. But all across the aircraft’s front the heavens seemed awash with a seething mass of fire, each burst appearing to grope closer and closer, each blast seeming to shake the Stirling ever more powerfully, as if she had been swept up in some giant’s angry grasp.

			It can only have been seconds after the first opening salvoes, although it felt far longer, when the very worst happened and a deafening roar seemed to tear apart the parachutists’ eardrums, a sudden rent being torn in the floor at their feet, shards of blasted metal and wood flying in all directions. As the twelve men gazed in abject fear, staring out through that jagged hole into the howling darkness, Vaculik was amongst the first to utter a cry of alarm.

			‘Jerry’s got us! We’re going to break our—’

			His words were lost in the howl of straining engines and the thunderous on-rush of air, as the stricken Stirling began a nosedive towards earth. Pitched forward by the sudden lurch, figures grabbed at the ropes lashed to the Stirling’s sides, in an effort to prevent themselves from being thrown in a heap against the forward bulkhead. Even as the dive steepened, the concentration of enemy fire seemed to worsen, as if the pilot was flying down the enemy’s very gun-barrels, the screaming of the Bristol Hercules powerplants growing ever more intense.

			Pitched almost on the vertical, Vaculik feared they were done for. There would be no time to jump before machine and men ploughed into the unforgiving earth. Matters only worsened when the night sky to one side of the stricken warplane erupted in a blinding flash of fire and light. In an instant, the terrified men realised what had happened: one of their four engines had been hit and had burst into flame, the fiery conflagration licking past and almost through the jagged hole at their feet.

			Convinced that they were done for, Vaculik waited for the ‘final crash and death in this burning coffin of a plane’. But somehow, miraculously, the moment of impact never came. Instead, by superhuman effort Sutherland managed to nurse the Stirling back under control, and at what had to be treetop height he levelled out their flight, after which the Stirling began to claw her way skywards again, even as further bursts of enemy fire tore after the fleeing warplane.

			It was the turn of Garstin and his men to marvel at the sheer courage and steely nerve of the Stirling’s aircrew. Even before they’d gained altitude figures dashed aft, to battle with the flames. Fire extinguishers were wrenched off their mounts, and when those were exhausted the SAS men were prevailed upon to hand over their water bottles, to help douse the fires. The aircrew proved to be ‘supremely self-confident and cool-headed’, Vaculik observed. Their key priority had been to save the aircraft and the parachutists entrusted to their charge. ‘Their own safety didn’t matter.’

			But the drama was far from over. Once the fire was deemed to have been suppressed enough to risk a bailout, Garstin and his men were ordered to go.

			‘Get to the trap, boys!’ the dispatcher cried. ‘Be ready to jump!’

			No one was about to argue. As every man had had drummed into him during training, it was 100 per cent the pilot’s decision when and where they should, or shouldn’t jump. They were still a good 150 miles short of their DZ, but if the pilot said leap, they were going through the trap like a dose of salts. Everything else – location, onward route, missing kit, etc. – they could deal with once they were safely down.

			As one, Garstin and his men levered themselves to their feet, reached upwards with free hands and clipped their static lines to the steel cable running along the roof of the Stirling. Like that, each line would go taut just seconds after jumping, ripping the parachute out of its pack to catch the air, even as the figure beneath it plummeted earthwards. None of their containers were likely to be coming with them – they were packed full of explosives, weaponry, ammo and assorted supplies – but this was an emergency, and far better that than to go down like a fiery comet hell-bent on death and ruin.

			For what felt like an age the twin lines of men stood there, ready to shuffle forward and leap through the trap. But eventually, a figure appeared from the cockpit. It was the Stirling’s co-pilot.

			Seemingly utterly unruffled, he gestured at the dispatcher and cried: ‘It’s all right, Jim. They needn’t jump! We’ll get the old bus through.’

			By ‘the old bus’ he meant, of course, the Stirling. It turned out that by one of those incredible occurrences that only ever seemed to happen during wartime, the fire had gone out by itself and before it had reached the aircraft’s fuel tanks. So, instead of leaping through the trap into territory unknown, the twelve men turned back to their seats, using their jackets and pullovers to douse what remained of the flames inside the fuselage.

			The note of the Stirling’s engines had changed markedly now. Three laboured mightily to do what four had before, meaning their airspeed was considerably reduced, and while the Stirling might not be on fire any more, there was still a hole rent in her floor which let the night wind whistle in most disconcertingly. As the aircrew darted back and forth, faces blackened by soot, Garstin and his men caught an utterly fabulous sight up front: Sutherland had turned in his seat and with a wide grin on his face was yelling something at them. At first they couldn’t catch the words above all the noise. But eventually they made out the gist: ‘Everyone okay?’

			As one, the twelve men raised their hands and gave the thumbs up. It was bitterly cold in the rear of the warplane, and their reduced speed and manoeuvrability had to make them a sitting duck for any enemy night-fighters that might be prowling the skies, yet Sutherland made it clear that he was pressing on with the mission. That took nerves of steel. It had to demand their ultimate respect. If the pilot and his crew could brave this out, so too could those twelve SAS men perched in that freezing hold.

			All knew how vital was this mission. They were slated to drop near the town of Brétigny-sur-Orge, lying some 20 miles south of Paris, where a group of the Paris district Resistance would be waiting, showing the pre-arranged recognition signal. Once on the ground, they were to combine forces and blow up trains steaming through the area, and to wreak havoc upon nearby fuel and ammo dumps. That done, they were to be pulled out by an RAF aircraft that would land for the purpose of bringing them home, and at a destination as yet to be confirmed.

			They weren’t about to give up on all that now. After all, during long months of training these men had been forged as one in fire and steel, which meant they could go through the likes of what had just happened and take it all in their stride. They could almost lose their lives, their kit, their drop-zone and their comrades on the ground, and still hunger to take the fight to the enemy. That was exactly the spirit the SAS training regime was designed to inculcate in each and every recruit: that no matter what obstacles were thrown in their way, the mission was still doable.

			From the very outset, SAS training had stressed endurance, independence and the need to do and to think the utterly unexpected; to take everything and anything in one’s stride. The earliest recruits had hailed from all walks of life – from lawyers, merchant bankers and landed gentry to firemen, poachers, chip-shop owners and dockers. Over and above a certain level of physical robustness, the SAS’s founder David Stirling had stressed the need for psychological strength – self-discipline, imagination, intelligence.

			Initially, Stirling and his small band of originals had had no base from which to operate. Someone had asked the obvious question – where was their camp? ‘Well, that’s the first job,’ Stirling had replied; ‘You steal one.’ That evening the men had headed down to a nearby military camp, ‘where we stole tents, we stole everything . . . we stole a piano’, Stirling recalled. ‘By the next morning we had . . . probably the best camp in the area.’

			The strategic value of that first lesson – stealing a camp – wasn’t lost on anyone. From then on, recruits had to beg, borrow and pilfer wherever possible, for those would become vital skills when operating behind enemy lines. Recruits were given a list of things they had to purloin: ‘a lady’s bicycle . . . a cockerel, a hen, a bit of a car or a bus – anything’, Jim Almonds, another of the originals, recalled. The focus on thievery played a two-fold role. It was also designed to ‘find out what sort of people we were and what we were capable of’.

			Encouraging individuality and initiative was key. So too was promoting the concept of merit-above-rank. Officers and men were subjected to exactly the same rigours in training, so that if only one individual reached the target he should still be capable of executing the mission, regardless of rank. The need to get along was paramount, especially when living together in small units for months on end, far behind enemy lines. The aim was to meld individuality and initiative with teamwork as never before.

			Despite recent efforts to overhaul the SAS – to drag it into line – the peculiar rigours of the training regime remained largely unchanged. Captain Garstin and his men had enjoyed their own distinctive baptism of fire, starting off in the wild terrain around the Scottish town of Darvel in East Ayrshire, known locally as the Lang Toon – the Long Town – and the SAS’s base upon their return to the UK. There Colonel Mayne had proceeded to set them his incredible, one-and-only, around-Britain challenge.

			From their Darvel camp – set in a pair of disused lace-mills, and surrounded by the rugged Cunninghame Hills – they were to make their way to leafy Chelmsford, lying just to the east of London, a journey of around 400 miles. It would prove to be a good deal longer the way that Mayne prescribed it: en route, they were to sign in at various hotels, post offices and town hall registers, starting first with Glasgow, some 30 miles to the north of Darvel, and all without being caught.

			A hunter force of police, assisted by the Home Guard, would be on their tail, alerted to their likely route. To make matters worse, all they had to complete the journey were the clothes they stood up in, a few bottles of vitamin pills, a handful each of Benzedrine tablets – known colloquially as ‘bennies’, and a powerful amphetamine – their personal weapons, and that was it. No food, no money, no rail tickets. Nothing. The around-Britain challenge was to be completed in competition with several other similarly charged SAS parties. And so the race was on.

			For Garstin and his men their odyssey began in a bus, with hail thudding like gunshots against the windows. Of course, the conductor wanted their fares, but they had no way of paying. They met his demands with a menacing silence – glowering eyes under red berets, Colt pistols strapped to their sides. They dismounted before the scheduled stop – no one was about to argue – and melted into a remote patch of woodland. While Rex Wiehe and Ginger Jones, the inseparables, went on patrol, Lance Corporal Howard Lutton, another Irishman and something of a restless soul, kindled a roaring fire, while Captain Garstin produced a goose – recently purloined – from his backpack.

			Lutton was something of a poacher by choice, and only a soldier by necessity. Born in Lurgan, Northern Ireland, in January 1919, he’d falsified his age so he could sign up a year early with the Royal Ulster Rifles. He’d gone on to serve in Palestine and India prior to the war, but had found home duties irksome, spending time in detention due to his high-spirited ways. Having volunteered for airborne duties, he’d found his calling, being judged a ‘good average performer’ and to have ‘worked hard’ when training for 1 SAS in April ’44.

			Once he’d rigged up a spit, Lutton soon had the goose roasting nicely, and the forest was thick with the mouth-watering aroma. By the time a squad of the local constabulary had put in an appearance, the fugitives were ready to jump them, whipping off their red berets and whipping out their weapons, which were jabbed into the captives’ ribs. Ginger Jones, who had a long-lived dislike of ‘coppers’, kept cursing in the makeshift German he’d learned during long years at war, telling the ‘prisoners’ they were about to be shot.

			They in turn complained that they were out after poultry-rustlers and had come to investigate the smoke. Having spied the roasting goose, they declared that Garstin and his party were under arrest. One of Garstin’s men, Tom ‘Paddy’ Barker – another Irishman – was almost as large and fearsome as Lieutenant Colonel Mayne, who at 6 feet 2 towered over most. Three years back Paddy Barker, then working as a grocer’s assistant and known to all locally by the nickname ‘Tot’, had signed up with the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, before volunteering for the SAS at age twenty.

			Barker – an ‘average all round performer, always cheerful’, according to his parachute training records – tended to swear all day and drink all night, and as a result he – like Jones – had seen the inside of many a police cell. At his and Jones’s hands, the captured ‘coppers’ ended up lashed to some nearby trees, so the wanted men could enjoy their meal in peace, the roast goose being washed down with a ‘borrowed’ bottle of whisky.

			Leaving the policemen tied up, the party of desperadoes set off into the night. A bridleway led to the police car, a glorious Humber with eight seats. All piled inside, and with twelve gallons of fuel in the tank they set off, intent on completing a good chunk of their journey in style. With Ginger Jones at the wheel they sped past several police and Home Guard checkpoints, returning salutes, and with no one seeming to realise that the ‘enemy’ was ‘passing under their noses’. Upon arrival at Glasgow, a phalanx of men in uniform piled out of ‘their’ police car and marched into the central post office to sign the register, and who was there that might venture to object?

			Next, south to Kilmarnock, where their signatures were expected in the guestbook of the Bull Hotel. The hostelry’s main entrance proved to be menaced by an alert policeman, but Howard Lutton knew of a back entrance. Once they’d stolen inside, a friendly barmaid agreed to purloin the register, so they could sign in the privacy of the back bar, whereupon she proceeded to serve them with a round of beer, for good measure.

			South of Kilmarnock, the Humber finally ran dry. Not to be delayed, Garstin’s desperadoes hijacked a bus, leaving the driver yelling angry threats about police cells and more. After a night laid up in the vehicle, they reached the outskirts of Carlisle – just short of 100 miles into their journey – but were forced to abandon their transport, which was all out of fuel. Shortly they came upon an army truck with a burst tyre. A Free French parachutist was cursing away, as he tried to change the wheel.

			Garstin and his men gathered, apparently innocently offering help, not a man amongst them letting slip that he spoke any French. As they went about changing the wheel, the Free French parachutist kept making wisecracks in French, all at Garstin and his men’s expense. When the work was done and the truck ready, Vaculik turned on the man and announced in fluent French: ‘Thank you for all your politeness. Now you’re going to get a good hiding.’

			The terrified Frenchman was grabbed, bound and flung into a ditch. All that Garstin and his men really wanted was the truck, and the supplies of beer, bread and tins of Spam that it carried. Having got underway, and polishing off a good proportion of the food and drink en route, they made their way into Carlisle, whereupon the town hall register was duly signed without the slightest hint of any trouble.

			Having reckoned they must have shaken off any pursuers, Garstin and his men trucked the hundred-odd miles south to York, whereupon they figured it was time for a little luxury. One man checked into a hotel, taking just the one room – a large suite complete with two beds and a magnificent bathroom. Then, one by one, they smuggled themselves inside, whereupon they spent a glorious night sharing the beds and even with two in the bathtub.

			At the crack of dawn they filtered out again, washed, shaven and well slept, leaving the bill unpaid. Not far from the hotel they spied a double-decker bus, the driver and conductor sitting outside enjoying an early-morning cup of tea. Garstin eyed his men. The bus was perfect, especially as there were only one or two housewives with shopping bags waiting patiently inside. The fugitives filed casually aboard, before Ginger Jones slid into the driver’s seat and they were off.

			The driver must have raised the alarm, for shortly a policeman stepped into the road and held up a hand to stop them. Jones’s only response was to gun the engine, driving straight at the ‘copper’, forcing the poor man to jump for his life. Figuring ‘things were getting hot’, Garstin and his party decided to separate for the next stage of their journey, fixing a spot in a wood just outside Sheffield as that evening’s rendezvous.

			Hitchhiking the seventy-odd miles south, one of the fugitives managed to cadge a lift in a police car, manned by those who were charged with apprehending ‘a group of bandits in uniform’ who’d stolen a bus. The police didn’t think to suspect the lone hitchhiker, beyond taking a perfunctory glance at his papers. By the time all had gathered in the Sheffield woods, a purloined duck and a chicken were roasting over a fire, and only Paddy Barker, the giant Irishman, was missing.

			No one was particularly worried. Barker was known to be able to look after himself. The Robin Hood warriors were tucking into their meal when a strange cry rang out through the dark woods. ‘Git up there! Gee up, old hoss.’ Sure enough it was Barker, riding a farmer’s nag laden down with a sackful of bottled beer. A contented night was had by all, but shortly after dawn the men awoke to the sound of the horse’s worried neighs. Fortunately they’d tethered her in a patch of nearby pasture and her early warning cries would serve to prevent their capture.

			Melting into the trees, Garstin and his men watched as a party of the Home Guard marched into their camp – sleeping bags just vacated, fire still warm. ‘Might be Germans about,’ one declared, worriedly. ‘Better get in touch with HQ.’ A figure hurried off, but he was shortly rugby tackled by Barker, after which the others were surrounded by armed and dangerous men, who tied them up before breaking camp and setting off into the trees.

			It was early by the time Garstin and his men made it to Sheffield, where the post office register had to be signed. In a nearby cafe they were served tea, as they waited for the post office to open. A group of RAF men were also in the cafe, and their gleaming car was parked right outside. Garstin eyed the vehicle and the RAF party, before announcing quietly: ‘Let’s hope they don’t head off too soon.’

			At nine o’clock on the dot they filed into the post office and signed the register, before stealing the car, complete with a resident airman fast asleep in the back. By the time he’d woken up to his predicament, Garstin and his band were well on their way. The car ran out of fuel after about a hundred miles, after which they tied up their hapless passenger, and via a lift first on a Churchill tank, and then on a furniture lorry, they made their triumphant way into Chelmsford . . . journey’s end.

			As a bonus, they were the first of the SAS bands to make it. But if they’d been expecting any kind of a prize – they’d been hoping for at least a few days’ leave – they were to be sorely disappointed. Orders awaited, complete with rail warrants to speed them back to their Darvel base. Upon their return, they were warned to prepare for departure. Their entire SAS regiment was being dispatched to southern England, to a secret base from where they would be deploying into Nazi-occupied Europe.

			With any number of around-Britain challenges underway at any one time, Mayne was accustomed to irate military police turning up on his doorstep. A highly decorated lieutenant colonel in what remained a mysterious and little-known regiment – there had been little, if any, publicity concerning the exploits of the SAS – Mayne was resolute in defence of his men, no matter what they might have been up to. Raiding Kilmarnock police station; robbing a Home Guard’s armoury; hijacking a steam train – for Mayne, all was fair in love and war. He had become a dab hand at tearing up all sorts of charge sheets.

			With suitably irreverent grit, SAS commanders had taken to giving their missions the most inventive of codenames: Operations Squatter and Bigamy in North Africa, and Narcissus and Candytuft for Mediterranean missions. Likewise, Captain Garstin and his men were part of a squadron-strength deployment codenamed Operation Cain, as in the biblical son of Adam and Eve who, in a fit of jealousy, had murdered his brother, Abel, and been condemned by God to wander as an outcast for eternity. In similar spirit, there was a standing joke that the codename SABU had been adopted from Sabu Dastagir, the Indian actor who had played one of the lead characters in the 1937 movie Elephant Boy, and Mowgli in the 1942 film Jungle Book.

			There was also an Operation Abel, for good measure, and that codename would last the full course. But once in the field, early messages sent by Morse code would end up transposing ‘Cain’ into ‘Gain’ and vice versa, with Gain soon being adopted as the mission’s official codename. ‘Operation CAIN should read Operation GAIN,’ a top-secret order would determine.

			Yet given SABU-70’s dark fortunes tonight, ‘Cain’ might prove infinitely more appropriate.
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