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INTRODUCTION


Nearly eighty years have now passed since the sinking of SS Avoceta, a 3,442-ton steam passenger liner belonging to the Yeoward Line, which was sunk by a German U-boat, U-203, during the last minutes of 25 September 1941 while on her return passage from Gibraltar to her home port of Liverpool. The wreck, records tell me, lies at the bottom of the North Atlantic at a position of 47°57’N and 24°05’W, some 700 nautical miles off the south-west tip of Ireland.


While the loss of the Avoceta represents a minute part of the immense slaughter that took place in the North Atlantic during the Second World War, its position is important for this story because it marks the grave of seven members of the Newton family, and the consequences of what happened that night would be felt elsewhere for the rest of the war. For, having been told of the loss of their family – their parents, their wives and three children – two brothers, Alfred and Henry Newton, were from that moment on consumed with a passion for revenge. Their hatred of the Nazis was implacable.


I first came across the story of Alfred and Henry Newton a few years ago when I bought Alfred’s medals. I knew very little about him at that stage, other than he had served with the Special Operations Executive, the SOE, during the Second World War. But with the medals came other bits and pieces, including the book No Banners by Jack Thomas, published in 1955 and written with the benefit of the brothers still being alive at the time.


Fascinated by what I had read about the Newton brothers – or ‘the Twins’, as they were known within the SOE, even though they had been born more than ten years apart – I simply wanted to know more. My research naturally took me to the Imperial War Museum and the National Archives where the Twins’ private papers and official files are held, having been made available to the public in recent years.


From these sources, we now know far more about the Twins and their family. They had a sister, Lola, who had married before the war to become a Vivet and remained in the Paris suburb of Gentilly throughout the Nazi occupation. She heard nothing of them from 1943 and assumed her brothers must long be dead, but she never gave up hope and kept writing to the Red Cross until she eventually received news at the end of the war that they had both survived. We also know there was an uncle and auntie, Mr and Mrs James Boorn, living in London during the war. And from other sources we now know the true identities of the agents who had worked so closely with the Twins in France, and we know far more about what happened that fateful night in September 1941 out in the depths of the North Atlantic.


And so, we can add substance to the story told in No Banners and put the Twins’ story into context. Way back in 1955 the book was unable to reveal certain things, either because of the sensitivities at the time, the Official Secrets Act or simply because Alfred and Henry did not know all the facts.


To understand their story better, I decided to follow the path trodden by the Twins all those years ago. My travels took me to France – Lyon, Paris and Compiègne – and ultimately to Buchenwald in central Germany. It was a humbling experience and I was extremely fortunate to meet many people along the way who were prepared to help (their names are included in the acknowledgements).


However, when I set off on my journey I never imagined that in Lyon I would have breakfast in the room that had once been Klaus Barbie’s office, nor had I ever imagined that I would be given a tour inside the notorious No. 84 Avenue Foch in Paris. The importance of both these places will become evident later, but I am sure there will not be many modern-day historians who have had such a privilege.


Inevitably, though, I came across some inconsistencies between what I had discovered and the story told in No Banners that, in places, is colourfully and dramatically told. For example, the book describes an uncomfortable moment in a café in Lyon during July 1942, involving the Twins and four Germans. In the book, the Twins claim that one of the Germans, wearing a trench coat and accompanied by a large Alsatian dog, was the notorious Klaus Barbie. This is unlikely to have been the case. Barbie, the ‘Butcher of Lyon’, did not arrive in the city until the Germans occupied southern France later that year, some four months after the Twins claimed to have seen him, although they would meet Barbie all too soon.


There are also inconsistencies between published sources – an example being when trying to establish how many were on the same preliminary training course at Wanborough Manor as the Twins. In No Banners it is suggested there were eleven on the course. Sydney Hudson, meanwhile, who is known to have been on the same course as the Twins, refers in Undercover Operator to being in a group of some twenty. John Starr, who is also known to have been on the same course, refers in Jean Overton Fuller’s book, The Starr Affair, to there being about fourteen, while in Patrick Yarnold’s Wanborough Manor: School for Secret Agents, the course is said to initially have had eight members, which then increased to twelve. When trying to determine if the Twins met up with Brian Stonehouse after the three had been dropped into France together, the Twins’ mission report clearly states they had twice met up with him in France. Yet, according to Tom Bower in his book, Klaus Barbie: Butcher of Lyons, published some forty years after the war, Stonehouse is quite emphatic that he never met the Newton brothers after their insertion into France.


Such inconsistencies do not affect the overall story of the Twins. The point of highlighting some of them here is to show the difficulty we now face when trying to piece together a sequence of events that happened nearly eighty years ago.


Where discrepancies do exist, I have chosen to go with the version that is either the most consistent or that I consider most likely to be correct. However, if there are any errors, then I can only apologise in advance. And, it is imperative that we do not fall into the trap of making accusations or questioning today the decisions made by individuals at the time. We are seldom in possession of all the facts. Only those who were there know what really happened.


However, we must start somewhere, and using the official files, records and private papers of Alfred and Henry, all backed up by the personal accounts of those who served with them, there is more than enough to be able to tell this remarkable story, although there is only limited space to tell it. Please note that I use Alfred and Henry when referring to them individually throughout the book, but collectively as ‘the brothers’ before they joined the SOE, after which they become ‘the Twins’, although to the French they were Auguste and Artus and to the Germans, ‘die Zwillinge’.


Finally, as this book is about the Twins and their time with the SOE, the story concludes at the end of the Second World War, but rather than leave you wondering what happened next, it is worth briefly summarising the rest of their lives here, as both Alfred and Henry recovered to some extent from their ordeal.


They initially ran the Red Tape club in Hanley, Stoke-on-Trent, in partnership with their wartime colleague, John Starr. After running the club, Alfred worked for the British Overseas Airways Corporation in London, planning flights for businessmen and celebrities, while living in a tiny Chelsea flat. He married Doris in 1952 and the couple settled in Staines, from where they ran a printing business.


Henry, meanwhile, had been granted a full disability pension after the war and was unable to work again. He lived a quiet life in Walthamstow, then part of Essex, where he enjoyed breeding terriers and making rugs in his workshop. In 1954 he married Margaret and the couple settled in Walthamstow.


In 1959 the Twins’ story was serialised in the Empire News and Sunday Chronicle under the title ‘Twins Against the Gestapo’, in which they were described as ‘Britain’s toughest secret agents’. They were also amongst half a dozen former SOE agents who returned to Paris and Lyon in 1966, filmed by National Broadcasting Company cameras for viewers in the United States.


Their time in captivity had crippled them and they were both compensated under the terms of an Anglo-German agreement, made in 1964, in respect of UK nationals who were victims of Nazi persecution during the Second World War. Alfred’s numerous medical problems were mounting and so he and Doris spent time living in New Zealand and Spain before returning to Middlesex in the mid-1970s, where he became something of a recluse in his suburban home, venturing no further than his garden. Alfred died in a nursing home in Ashford on 6 July 1978 at the age of 64.


Henry had also suffered the mental scars of his wartime ordeal and was left in a nervous state. His deteriorating health also meant a move. He and Margaret moved to Herne Bay in Kent and then to Alicante in Spain where, on 16 January 1980, Henry died at his home at the age of 76.


And now, sixty-five years after No Banners first appeared, and with the benefit of now having access to new and more in-depth material, it is time to retell the story of Alfred and Henry Newton, and to set it into a more meaningful context that we can better understand. It is a remarkable story of courage based on a burning desire for revenge. I hope you enjoy the book.


Peter Jacobs




1


TROUBLE IN STORE


With the Allied convoy sighted once more, U-203 slipped quietly out of its submarine pen at Saint-Nazaire. The harbour on the north bank of the River Loire estuary had changed enormously from a quiet fishing village and since its more recent pre-war days as a transatlantic port. Now, the docks and buildings once belonging to the magnificent French line Compagnie Générale Transatlantique had given way to the huge submarine pens under construction.


It was 20 September 1941; a Saturday, not that it made any difference to the crew of U-203 – it was war, after all. Memories of quiet and enjoyable weekends spent relaxing with family and friends had already faded into the distant past. Besides, it had been seven weeks since their last patrol and everyone seemed eager to head back out into the Atlantic once again. Reports of an Allied convoy bound for England had added to the excitement and anticipation on board. Now, several U-boats, including U-203, were being directed into position to mount an attack.


For 28-year-old Kapitänleutnant Rolf Mützelburg, it was good to be back at sea after the time spent ashore. It had been far too long. The son of a naval officer, he was always going to spend his life at sea. He had enlisted into the Reichsmarine at the age of 19 and by the outbreak of the Second World War was in command of a minesweeper flotilla. But it was submarines he had always wanted and, having volunteered for U-boats, he was now in command of U-203, one of the Kriegsmarine’s newest boats.


Alongside him in the conning tower was Hans Gilardone, a commander in training of the same rank who had joined the crew for the patrol, and the boat’s Wachoffizier (watch officer), Oberfähnrich zur See Hans-Jürgen Haupt, an experienced former merchant navy officer and U-203’s second in command. Shadowing their every move was the young second Wachoffizier, Leutnant zur See Heinz-Dieter Mohs. He would mark his twenty-second birthday during the patrol, but any celebrations would have to wait until they were safely back ashore.


Although this was to be just their third operational patrol, Mützelburg was quietly pleased with how well his forty-five-man crew were shaping up. Since leaving Kiel for their maiden combat patrol a little over three months before, five Allied ships, totalling 15,000 tonnes, had been sent to the bottom of the Atlantic. It had been a good start and after a well-earned rest it was now time to go hunting again.


Once clear of the estuary, Mützelburg set U-203 onto a west-north-westerly course; his plan being to intercept the convoy somewhere to the south-west of Ireland. Because of minefields in the southern part of the Irish Sea and the neutrality of Eire, he knew the Allied convoys were forced to pass to the west of Ireland before finally heading for their destination. The weather was good and, all being well, U-203 would be in position ready to attack in a little over seventy-two hours. Joining them would be two other U-boats that happened to be in the vicinity having just attacked another convoy, while a fourth was on its way. Together, they would penetrate the convoy’s perimeter before simultaneously making their attack in a salvo of torpedoes. It would be a classic and devastating U-boat attack.


As U-203 headed out into the Atlantic, Convoy HG.73 – twenty-five Allied merchantmen and their Royal Navy escorts – continued its passage northwards bound for England. Flying his flag in the British steam passenger-cargo ship SS Avoceta, the Convoy Commodore, Rear Admiral Kenelm Creighton, knew all too well that it would not be long before they came under attack.


The recent introduction of the convoy system had seen a change in U-boat tactics in the Atlantic. Where once the U-boats had operated alone, the compact convoys now made it difficult to pick off an isolated ship and so they had started operating in groups, known as ‘wolf packs’. Only a matter of days before, a convoy outbound from Liverpool had the dubious distinction of being the first to be attacked by a wolf pack, which at its peak involved eight U-boats and resulted in the sinking of ten Allied ships with the loss of 400 lives. Creighton knew that HG.73 had been lucky so far, but as they were now just a few days from their destination they would soon come under the protection of RAF Coastal Command bases in south-west England, and if the U-boats waited any longer they ran the risk of coming under attack themselves.


It was now a matter of waiting to see what happened next. It was certain, though, that the convoy would come under attack. Only bad weather could come to its rescue, and there was no sign of that. Creighton knew how threatening the situation had become. It was time to bring the children up from the cabins below to the smoking room directly beneath the bridge. Should the Avoceta be hit, then hopefully they had some chance of making it into a lifeboat.


As darkness fell, the passengers settled down for another night at sea. All they could do now was to pray for a quiet and safe following day.


***


Miles away, in the Dordogne in south-western France, 37-year-old Henry Newton and his younger brother, Alfred, were contemplating what they should do next. It was the end of another fine, late summer’s day, but with the rest of their family on their way to England they had a feeling of emptiness neither enjoyed.


France had long been their home. Their father, Ernest, was a former horse-racing jockey from Rochdale in Lancashire. When his age eventually forced him out of the saddle, he met and married a cabaret artist, Matilda Elvira Boorn, after which the couple spent many years working their way around Europe. They had married in Italy, raised their family in Spain and since 1924 had settled in France, with the family home in Chantilly in the northern suburbs of Paris where Ernest had found work as a trainer in a racing stable.


Alfred, born in Valencia on 19 February 1914, was more than ten years younger than Henry, who had been born in Jerez on 10 October 1903, but the brothers had always been extremely close. From an early age they had followed in their mother’s footsteps to become cabaret artists. Known as the Boorn Brothers, after her maiden name, they had thrilled audiences for a decade at music halls across Europe and South America with their crazy comedy and tap-dancing act.


The brothers were in no way tall – each stood at around 5ft 8in – but at first glance their physical and rugged appearance, with their short brown hair, gave the impression of tough, hard-boiled individuals – and they were. However, beneath the surface they were both gentle and kind, with Henry being the quieter of the two, and they were both fluent in French, Spanish and English.


Much had happened in the two years since Europe had been at war, and fond memories of the last days of peace had long faded into the distant past. It was hard to believe that only a couple of years ago the brothers had been the headline act at the new Casino Municipal in the coastal resort of Saint-Jean-de-Luz, where fishing boats clustered around the harbour and a row of white houses topped with red roofs stretched along the beach of fine golden sand. Against the blue sea and cloudless sky, it presented a most tranquil scene.


Then came the voice of the French Prime Minister, Édouard Daladier, shattering any hopes of a lasting peace in Europe. Further broadcasts and posters called men to arms. Audiences thinned as men disappeared for service until there were only the elderly and young boys left. And when the casino’s doors were finally closed, the brothers were left with no other option than to pack their bags and board the train for Paris.


By then, the family had moved to Gentilly in the southern suburbs of Paris. Alfred and Henry included, there were nine living in the family home. There was Henry’s wife, the dark and vivacious Marcelle. She was from Bordeaux, a couple of years younger than him and spoke fluent English at a rate faster than anyone else. They had married in Paris in the summer of 1929. Then there was Alfred’s wife, Theodosia, known as Thea. She was a pretty and petite, blonde German-born dancer from Berlin and the same age as Alfred. They had married in 1932, also in Paris, and she was an excellent mother to their three young boys: Henry, known as ‘Gigi’, Jimmy and little baby Ernest, affectionately known as ‘Coco’. There were also the brothers’ parents, whom the children called Nanny and Patter.


On the outbreak of war, Alfred and Henry went to the British Consul in Paris and asked if they should evacuate their family to England, and themselves join the British Army, but the consul told them to do nothing and to wait and see how things developed. Then, a few weeks later, the brothers were summoned to the local town hall at Gentilly and although British subjects, they were enrolled as dispatch riders in the Front Passive, a French equivalent to Britain’s ARP (Air Raid Precautions).


Alfred and Henry remained convinced it was only a matter of time before they were called for armed service, even though they had no real ties with Britain, their last visit to England having been a few years before while appearing at the Vaudeville Theatre in London. But with France facing an uncertain future, they decided it would be best to get their family well away from Paris, and so the Newtons hired a small cottage in the hamlet of Pézou near Vendôme, 100 miles to the south-west of the capital in the department of Loire. And as soon as the family had settled, the brothers returned to Paris to await the call to arms.


But the call to arms never came. The phoney war dragged on until May 1940, when Hitler suddenly struck. As the Germans approached Paris, Alfred and Henry headed south. With France in full retreat, the roads were so congested that it took them several days to reach Pézou and, as there was no knowing just how far the Germans would advance, the Newtons decided to head even further south.


All they had for transport was an old René-Gillet motorcycle and sidecar, once the property of a Paris fire station, which the brothers had earlier commandeered. With Nanny, Marcelle and the three children crammed into the sidecar with one of the family’s two dogs and a cat, and Thea sat astride its nose, Alfred took up his position in the riding seat with Patter behind and their Alsatian dog wedged in between. It might have been overcrowded, but it worked. There was no room for Henry, though. He had to follow behind on a bicycle and catch up every now and then.


The Newtons decided to head for the port of Bordeaux, from where they hoped to escape France and either get to England or, perhaps, the safety of Spain or Portugal. Slowly they all pressed on south, through the ancient city of Blois in central France but, having arrived in Périgueux, they heard that Bordeaux was in German hands.


France had fallen after a campaign lasting just six weeks, leaving the country’s proud military reputation in ruins and its government divided. It was left to a First World War hero, Marshal Philippe Pétain, to sign a humiliating armistice with Germany.


However, while Hitler would always be suspicious of the French, the total occupation of France was an unnecessary liability and, given that France had delivered a government that was willing to co-operate, dividing the country seemed an ideal solution and allowed him to concentrate his efforts on the invasion of Britain as a necessary preliminary to his attack on Russia.


The legitimacy of Pétain’s leadership was immediately challenged by the exiled, and at that time little known, French officer, Brigadier General Charles de Gaulle. From London, de Gaulle claimed to represent the legitimacy and continuity of the French nation and used the BBC to broadcast his message to the French people at home to continue to resist the Nazi occupation. But however shameful the French might have considered the armistice to be, its terms seemed curiously mild and somewhat sympathetic in their regard for the French.


France was left with an unoccupied zone, called the Zone Libre (translated as the ‘free zone’), in the south of the country and inland from the Atlantic coast, which was administered from the spa town of Vichy, while the Germans occupied and governed the northern zone, the Zone Occupée (occupied zone), from Paris. A demarcation line dividing the zones ran just to the north of the River Cher, crossed the Loire to the south of Nevers and then cut across country to the Swiss border. There was no fence or barbed wire indicating the boundary of each zone, but the line did follow obvious features, such as a road or a river, and was closely patrolled by the Germans on the occupied side. The only way of legitimately travelling between the two zones was with a valid permit, but these were severely restricted and so most who wanted to make the crossing had to do so by some other way.


The demarcation line had given those living in the south a certain feeling of independence and freedom, and it was in the south where the reconstruction of France would begin. However, just because the south was unoccupied, it did not mean resisters had total freedom to operate in the region; far from it. The Vichy Police guarded its integrity, and it did mean there were fewer Germans about, but although the armistice agreement had forbidden German military forces from operating in the unoccupied zone, the ruling was blatantly ignored by the Nazis.


The Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei, Germany’s secret police) operated in the unoccupied zone from the start, wearing civilian clothing and often using false identities and papers provided by the Vichy Government. Gestapo agents were as omnipresent in unoccupied France as they were in the occupied areas of Europe. They operated without any restriction by civil authority, and agents could not be tried for their actions. Whatever they undertook, no consequences would arise. And by carrying out the orders of the Vichy regime, Pétain’s police were working for the Germans, whether they recognised the fact or not.


The more Alfred and Henry found out, the more they concluded there was little sense in trying to move on anywhere else. The safest place for the family was to be tucked up somewhere in southern France. Any thoughts of trying to hit back at the enemy were put on hold, for the time being at least. Their immediate priority was to find somewhere for the family to live, and after making a few enquiries at the Comité d’Accueil (a committee that helped find refugees somewhere to live), the Newtons were sent to a barn in the isolated hamlet of Cendrieux, 20 miles further south, which they shared with a group of refugees from Paris.


Cendrieux was a small community of just 500 people and so refugees were not always made to feel welcome. Gradually, though, many of the refugees filtered out into neighbouring villages and towns in search of work and better amenities. The Newtons, however, stayed and were even able to rent a small house on the edge of the hamlet. The locals soon warmed to them, referring to the family as ‘nos Anglais’ – ‘our English’.


Having settled into the community, Alfred and Henry were keen to do something to disrupt the enemy’s war effort. They began observing those around them. Most villagers seemed neither convicted Vichyites nor Gaullists, and so the brothers decided the best they could initially do was stop them falling for the constant pro-German propaganda, fuelled by the Vichy-controlled radio and newspapers. But, while some were ready to do anything to upset the enemy, there was a small and dangerous group of others who seemingly hated the British and were likely to become collaborators.


Realistically, there was little the brothers could do, but they started off by spreading news of what was going on in the war to counter the pro-German propaganda. Using a hidden receiver to pick up the BBC Home Service, they passed on its news twice a day to a trusted group, who then hurried away on bicycles to nearby villages to spread the word. Those receiving the information would, in turn, spread the news further still.


The bush telegraph worked well. One courier, for example, a girl called Flavie, the daughter of a local farmer, André Perdioux, would happily cycle 25 miles a day to collect and deliver the news. Word was soon spread over 100 miles, but through their expanding network the brothers were saddened to hear that their family home in Chantilly had been ransacked. Furniture and belongings had been removed, presumably to grace some German officer’s quarters somewhere else.


The weeks passed. Europe had been at war for a year. Gradually, the ‘Nuisance Committee’, as the Newton brothers called them, grew both in size and ideas. They met at Perdioux’s farm to plan their next move, but at that stage their activities were restricted. At best, they could only ever cause minor disruption, such as putting sugar into the petrol tank of a Vichy official’s car or spoiling an officer’s uniform, but their ideas soon became more ambitious. They discussed how to gather and store weapons and explosives and came up with plots aimed at preventing the forwarding of enemy goods and raw materials.


Unfortunately for Alfred and Henry, though, their late-night bicycle rides and early morning fishing trips had come to the attention of the authorities. They were summoned to Périgueux and questioned by Vichy officials, the outcome being the brothers were allowed home but only on what was called ‘forced residence’. Every morning they were required to report to an official who was responsible for their behaviour, while the gendarmes at nearby Vergt were to ensure the brothers did not stray more than a couple of miles from their home.


This latest incident merely reinforced what the brothers had been thinking for some time. Neither had any intention of staying in Cendrieux for the rest of the war. Their family was safe, and they had formed the nucleus of what could prove to be a useful resistance group for the future, and so it was now time to make their way to England.


But then, out of nowhere, came a letter from the American Consul General in Marseille and any thoughts the brothers had of escaping France were suddenly put on hold. The letter urged all British civilians residing in unoccupied France to leave the country as soon as could be arranged. Negotiations had taken place with Vichy officials for the safe repatriation of British subjects, both under and over military age, via the French hospital ship Djenne. The letter went on to emphasise that those who elected to remain in France did so at their own risk as the American Consul would no longer be able to protect British interests.


The arrival of the letter was like a bomb going off. The Newtons had thought their days of travelling were over. They were faced with a most difficult decision, and whatever they chose to do there was huge risk attached. If the family travelled to England by sea, as was being proposed, there was the risk the ship might strike a mine or even come under attack, even though it was a hospital ship. Alternatively, if they ignored the advice and remained in France there was the risk the Nazis would eventually occupy the whole of the country, and they were under no illusions as to what that would mean.


In the end, the family decided that Marcelle, Thea, the three children and Nanny and Patter would all travel to England on the Djenne, while Alfred and Henry would follow on behind at the earliest opportunity. However, nothing more was heard as to when the family were required to leave. Christmas came and there was still no news and so the family put everything into making it special as they had no idea when they might get the chance to enjoy the festive season together again.


Then came spring. There had been further letters from the American Consul, but nothing as to when the repatriation would take place. Negotiations with Vichy officials seemed to have broken down. Finally, the plan to use the Djenne was cancelled. Instead, the family must make their own way to Lisbon in Portugal, via Spain, from where the matter would be in the hands of the American authorities.


Meanwhile, Vichy officials had been stamping down harder on subversive activities. Alfred and Henry were again summoned to Périgueux, this time to appear in front of a military tribunal, the outcome being they were sent for disciplinary labour at Chancelade, just a few miles down the road, and given a final warning there could be no further trouble in the future.


Chancelade was not a prison, it was a labour camp, albeit a secure one. Alfred and Henry spent the nights there and during the daylight hours they were sent out to work. Chancelade was run in a relatively easy way and so the brothers were able to serve their sentence without any real hardship. There was just one roll call in the morning, otherwise things were quite relaxed.


It was now the summer of 1941, but it would shortly be time for their family to leave for England. Only the children were looking forward to the adventure with great excitement, while Thea and Marcelle feared what might lie ahead; Nanny and Patter too. But they never let their fear show, certainly not in front of the children.


With the summer all but over, it was finally time for the family to leave. Alfred and Henry were given time off from Chancelade to go and say goodbye.


The final hours together were difficult. Alfred watched his three young boys, all of them fast growing up, getting ready to depart. Gigi was now 8 years old and, although rather shy, he was the oldest of the three with a responsible head on his young shoulders. Jimmy was two years younger and altogether different. A stocky young boy with long, black lashes and mischievous blue eyes, which the local young girls all loved, there was no doubt that he would grow up to be a handsome chap. And then there was little Coco. He was now nearly 3 years old and no longer a baby but a smart little boy, brawny and sun-tanned.


With their bags packed, the family spent their last morning together having breakfast. Watching them during that last time together, Alfred would have given his soul to have kept them with him for ever. They had already said their goodbyes to friends and neighbours and were chatting happily together, just as they had always done when going on a trip. They even spoke about shopping in Lisbon; the shops would no doubt be full of wonderful things to buy.


When it was time to leave, they all piled into a van. A friend had come to take them the 6 miles to the railway station at La Gélie, from where they intended to catch the Bergerac train. From there they would continue across the border into Spain and eventually on to Portugal.


When the train pulled in there was hardly time to say goodbye. Perhaps it was better that way. Alfred and Henry had dreaded the moment. Then, with the blow of a whistle and the waving of a green flag, the train slowly pulled away in a cloud of steam. The family had gone.


Alfred felt lost and sick. His heart was frozen. He sat down on a luggage trolley and, without shame, burst into tears.
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CONVOY HG.73


It had been a pleasant, if rather quiet stay in Gibraltar for Kenelm Creighton. Now aged 58, he had been called from retirement on the outbreak of the Second World War and appointed Commodore of Ocean Convoys with the rank of rear admiral. It was all quite different to the four years he had spent with Admiral Beatty’s battlecruiser squadron during the First World War.


Rather than use his normal room at a busy hotel overlooking the straits to North Africa, Creighton had instead enjoyed the calm and tranquil setting of the Mount, the official residence of the Royal Navy’s most senior officer in Gibraltar, courtesy of his old naval friend, Frederick Edward-Collins. Some forty years earlier the two had spent their early naval days together, serving as young lieutenants on the China station. Now a vice admiral, Sir Frederick had been appointed Commander-in-Chief North Atlantic with responsibility for the administration of the naval base at Gibraltar, used by convoy escorts operating in the North Atlantic.


Fortunately for Creighton, the outbound passage from Liverpool, Convoy OG.72 (outbound to Gibraltar and the 72nd convoy of the year), had passed relatively quietly; unlike the previous convoy, OG.71, which had left Liverpool just six days earlier and had been the first to be attacked by a U-boat wolf pack. Amongst those lost on that day was its Convoy Commodore, Vice Admiral Pat Parker.


Now, after nearly two weeks in Gibraltar, it was time for Creighton to lead the hazardous journey back to England at the head of Convoy HG.73 (homeward from Gibraltar), flying his flag on the British steam passenger-cargo ship, SS Avoceta.


Built in 1923 for the Liverpool-based Yeoward Line, the 3,442-ton Avoceta had spent her pre-war years running the trade route from Liverpool to Lisbon, Casablanca and the Canary Islands, but more recently she had been running the familiar, but now hostile, waters between Liverpool, Lisbon and Gibraltar. She was capable of 13 knots, and in addition to carrying 3,000 tonnes of cargo she could carry up to 150 passengers, all accommodated in cabins spread over three decks.


The Avoceta had just returned from the round trip up the Iberian Peninsula to Lisbon to pick up her passengers. On board were dozens of refugees from German-occupied Europe, many of whom were British citizens, mostly women and children, including the seven members of the Newton family. There were other families on board, too, such as the Barker family – mum Ida with her seven children ranging from 15-year-old Kathleen to little baby Alan. Then there was Rosalie Cassels and her three children, all girls aged under 12, and the Goddard family, Russel and Muriel and their three children under the age of 6.


Creighton was all too aware of the dangers that would be faced during the passage home. He had not wanted to take so many civilians on board, particularly the children, but he had been left with no choice as the Avoceta was the only ship in the convoy capable of carrying passengers. Also joining the ship in Gibraltar were survivors from the Aguila, the Avoceta’s sister ship, which had been one of the ten vessels lost in OG.71, with only sixteen of the 168 on board having survived. And at least there were four naval gunners to man Avoceta’s defensive guns. These would provide some form of defence against surfaced submarines or while under attack from the air.


On board the Avoceta, the ship’s master, Harold Martin, and his crew were now making the final preparations for the journey back to Liverpool. It was a busy scene. Peter Murphy, the ship’s boatswain, was overseeing the final loading of cargo – cork, mail and diplomatic bags – while the first radio officer, Harold Quinn, checked the communications equipment.


Below deck, the chief engineer, Thomas Williams, and his three officers were getting the engine under way. Thomas Barnett, the chief cook, was preparing the meals for the day, while the chief steward, Edward Slater, was organising his team looking after the passengers on board. With just a few hours to go, everyone was doing something, including 16-year-old Cadet William Marsden from Cheshire, the youngest member of the crew. Including Creighton and Avoceta’s crew of fifty-one, there were 166 on board.


During the afternoon of 17 September 1941, the Avoceta slipped its moorings and headed out to sea. The twenty-five merchantmen of Convoy HG.73 were carrying a mix of cargoes such as iron ore, potash, cocoa beans and scrap metal, and after the tragedy of OG.71 they had assembled the heaviest escort that could be made available – sixteen naval warships, including anti-submarine corvettes and destroyers. Some would escort the convoy all the way back to England while others would be replaced during the days ahead.


Once out at sea, Creighton set course to the westward and formed the convoy into five columns, with Avoceta leading the central column. It was impossible for any convoy to leave Gibraltar unobserved and it was to be no different for HG.73. Petty Officer Stanford, one of Creighton’s longest-serving and most trusted staff, soon reported that the ship’s wireless operator, Norman Larson, had already intercepted a stream of wireless messages coming from a group of Spanish trawlers as they passed Tangier. Although Larson did not know what the signals had said, Creighton knew they would almost certainly contain details of the convoy.


The following day, HG.73 continued heading west. It was only a matter of time before an enemy reconnaissance aircraft appeared, and at just 7 knots convoy speed Creighton knew there would be little the merchantmen could do. He would have to rely solely on his escorts to provide the best protection they could. Having headed out as far west as possible, the convoy swung north to run the gauntlet of the North Atlantic.


High above the headland of Cape St Vincent in southern Portugal, once the scene of one of the opening battles of the Anglo-Spanish War, a Focke-Wulf 200 Condor of KG 40, the Luftwaffe’s primary unit dedicated to supporting U-boat operations in the Atlantic, was conducting another lengthy patrol. From their vantage point above the cape, the crew had found the convoy easy to spot and after first reporting its position the Condor descended to 2,000ft to circle HG.73 from a safe distance a couple of miles to its beam.


The big four-engine Condor had once been an airliner and so was easy to spot from the ships in the convoy off the starboard bow. The escorts opened fire, while on board the British fighter catapult ship HMS Springbank the order was given to launch its Fairey Fulmar.


Any thoughts the Condor’s crew might have had about attacking HG.73 quickly disappeared once the Fulmar was seen. Besides, they had succeeded in enticing the convoy’s only fighter aircraft into the sky. Last seen turning away and descending to wave-top height, the Condor disappeared. So, too, did the Fulmar as it set course back to Gibraltar. While it might have done its bit, and for now HG.73 could proceed unscathed, the convoy had lost the only air cover it had.
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