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Walter Durant Gibbs, 4th Baron Aldenham, and Baroness Beatrix Elinor Paul. This very rare picture of them together is believed to have been taken in Chile in the 1950s. (Courtesy of Lord Vicary Aldenham)







[image: Illustration]




 


 


Front cover images:


Briggens House. (Des Turner)


Sgt Dennis W.A. Collins. (Courtesy of Dr Judith Collins)


Back cover image:


A collection of photographs and forgeries from Briggens House. (Des Turner)


 


Other books by Des Turner:


Aston House SOE Station XII ESD (WD)


Station 12: Aston House – SOE’s Secret Centre


Station 12: SOE’s Secret Weapons Centre


Aston Jack Pallett’s Memories and the Village History


The Walter Wilkinson Trail


My Victorian Fantasy by Mr Punch


Our Brave Village Lads


 


First published by Des Turner as Briggens: SOE’s Forgery and Polish Agent Training Station in 2017


First published 2022


The History Press


97 St George’s Place, Cheltenham,


Gloucestershire, GL50 3QB


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


© Des Turner, 2017, 2022


The right of Des Turner to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 0 7509 9983 0


Typesetting and origination by The History Press


Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ Books Limited, Padstow, Cornwall.


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies


[image: Illustration]




Dedication


Dedicated to the eighty-one Polish paramilitary agents (Cichociemni) who trained in Britain and gave their lives fighting for freedom from Nazi tyranny.


1. Maj. Gen. Leopold Okulicki


2. Jerzy Bichniewicz


3. Lt Stanisław Hencel


4. Lt Weisław Szpakowicz


5. 2nd Lt Kazimierz Lewko


6. 2nd Lt Władysław Siakiewicz


7. 2nd Lt Ryszard Skowroński


8. Lt Col. Leopold Krizar


9. 2nd Lt Bolesław Odrowąż Szukiewicz


10. Capt. Jan Serafin


11. Capt. Franciszek Cieplik


12. Lt Col. Maciej Kalenkiewicz


13. Capt. Jan Kanty Skrochowski


14. Capt. Andrzej Czaykowski


15. 2nd Lt Stefan Górski


16. Maj. Bolesław Kontrym


17. 2nd Lt Czesław Rossiński


18. 2nd Lt Mieczysław Szczepański


19. 2nd Lt Stanisław Winter


20. Capt. Florian Adrian


21. Lt Ignacy Bator


22. Lt Col. Romuald Bielski


23. 2nd Lt Jan Bienias


24. Sgt Stanisław Biedrzycki


25. 2nd Lt Ryszard Chmieloch


26. 2nd Lt Rudolf Dziadosz


27. Lt Mieczysław Eckhardt


28. Lt Marian Garczyński


29. Maj. Jan Górski


30. Lt Stanisław Harasymowicz


31. 2nd Lt Jan Hórl


32. 2nd Lt Ewaryst Jakubowski


33. Lt Antoni Jastrzębski


34. Capt. Marian Jurecki


35. 2nd Lt Longin Jurkiewicz


36. 2nd Lt Bronisław Kamiński


37. Lt Władysław Klimowicz


38. Lt Jan Kochański


39. Lt Stanisław Kotorowicz


40. 2nd Lt Ryszard Kowalski


41. Capt. Julian Kozłowski


42. Maj. Jan Lech


43. 2nd Lt Włodzimierz Lech


44. Maj. Bronisław Lewkowicz


45. Lt Artur Linowski


46. 2nd Lt Lech Łada


47. Lt Stefan Majewicz


48. 2nd Lt Jan Marek


49. Lt Zbigniew Matula


50. Lt Władysław Miciek


51. Lt Piotr Motylewicz


52. 2nd Lt Rafał Niedzielski


53. Lt Kazimierz Osuchowski


54. Lt Karol Pentz


55. 2nd Lt Zdzisław Peszke


56. Lt Zbigniew Piasecki


57. Capt. Bohdan Piątkowski


58. Lt Witold Pic


59. Maj. Jan Piwnik


60. 2nd Lt Jan Poznański


61. 2nd Lt Jacek Przetocki


62. Capt. Bronisław Rachwał


63. Capt. Stanisław Rączkowski


64. Lt Jan Rogowski


65. Lt Jan Rostek


66. 2nd Lt Jan Rostworowski


67. Maj. Tadeusz Sokołowski


68. 2nd Lt Stanisław Sołtys


69. Col. Józef Spychalski


70. 2nd Lt Ołgierd Stołychwo


71. 2nd Lt Jerzy Sztrom


72. Capt. Władysław Szubiński


73. Lt Waldemar Szwiec


74. Capt. Andrzej Świątkowski


75. Maj. Michał Tajchman


76. 2nd Lt Zbigniew Twardy


77. Capt. Wacław Zaorski


78. 2nd Lt Stanisław Zapotoczny


79. Maj. Bronisław Źelkowski


80. 2nd Lt Józef Wątróbski


81. 2nd Lt Mirosław Kryszczukajtis


1: kidnapped by the Soviets and put on show trial in Moscow with fifteen leaders of the Polish resistance. Sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. Died in prison on Christmas Eve, 1946.


2−7: killed during flight to the target.


8−10: killed during their parachute descent.


11−13: killed fighting alongside the Soviets.


14−19: shot or murdered by the Communist Secret Police.


20−81: killed fighting Germans or tortured and killed in Gestapo prisons or concentration camps.1


Note


1 List reproduced from Drogi Cichociemnych, courtesy of The Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust.
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Foreword by Norman A. Bonney


I was delighted to be asked by Des to write a short foreword for this book. I was even more delighted to find that Des had effectively written the formal part of a foreword in his introduction, leaving me a free hand.


I am one of a large number of people who are privileged to be a friend of Des Turner. Like so many others, our friendship resulted from the publication of his book on Aston House. The book generated much interest, and Des received many plaudits from individual readers as well as a considerable number of communications from people who had relatives working at Aston House during the war. Having been recognised for his expertise on the subject and his willingness to share his knowledge, Des also received numerous questions from people studying the activities of the Special Operations Executive (SOE).


Des is a remarkable individual; he has an infectious enthusiasm for the work of the SOE in general and he is passionate about the human stories associated with the organisation, which, with the passage of time, are very difficult to gather. Although many of the operational activities of the SOE have been in the public domain since the end of the war, the work of the SOE’s ‘back-room’ men and women has largely been unpublished1 until relatively recently.2 For many scientists, engineers, technicians, administrators and service personnel employed in the support functions of the SOE, there was a feeling they were undervalued by the country. Constrained, as they were, by the provisions of the Official Secrets Act, many of these people took their stories to the grave.


It was not until reading some of the ‘unit’ histories of the technical sections of the Inter-Services Research Bureau (ISRB) that I realised the work of the units was of equal value in the Cold War as it had been in the Second World War. It is possible that the lack of published accounts of the logistic and training centres of the SOE is explained by continued use of these technical services, albeit in new locations and with different staff. If this is true, then this is a testament to the men and women who kept their secrets safe.


The Secrets of Station 14 is Des’s second book on the subject of the SOE ‘houses’, and he has followed the format of his signature volume on Aston House. Des uses a combination of first-hand accounts, family memoirs, official records and his own painstaking research to deliver a most fascinating account of Briggens House. Despite his sensitive ‘choreography’ of the facts, and his respect for the principal players, Des has not pulled any punches. Petty jealousy and political controversy are also to be found in this story.


Briggens was unusual insofar as two very important, but dissimilar, activities were carried out there under different command structures. Both were ‘Most Secret’, and normally one would expect complete isolation each from the other to preserve security. Briggens was the forgery centre for the all-important personal documents that SOE agents would use in occupied countries, and it was also a special training school for Polish ‘secret army’ personnel. The Poles moved into Briggens first and set up a three-man forgery workshop, and this became the basis for the much larger organisation built up by British officers. Having established a foothold in Briggens, the Poles created a training school which occupied most of the estate, thus concealing the false document workshop securely until 1942 when the training school was transferred to Audley End and other locations.


Des writes enthusiastically about the skilled tradesmen brought together at Briggens to forge documents for SOE agents in the field – documents that were literally a matter of life or death to those brave people operating in hostile territory, having to show their identity and travel documents several times each week. The forgery skills required were not just those of an expert printer. Paper, card and ink had to be manufactured to exacting specifications and freehand writing and document ageing perfected. Des has located examples of the forged documents and includes coloured photographs of them in this book.


Eighty-one of the Polish operators who trained in the UK died in the service of their country. Ironically, the figure would most certainly have been a lot higher if the British High Command, and SOE senior officers, had supported the Poles to the full extent of their requests. Resources, often air-supply associated, were frequently denied to the Poles, sometimes at the very last moment. Given the later revelations of Katyn, and to a degree the outcomes of the conferences at Yalta and Potsdam, one might ask if the Russians had a hand in the frustrations felt by the Poles.3 With an eye to the future, the Russians would have had no intention of allowing a Western-influenced, well-equipped and well-led secret army to exist in Poland at the end of the war to oppose the creation of a Soviet administration. On 5 March 1946, just a few months after the Potsdam Conference, Churchill gave his ‘Iron Curtain Speech’,4 ending any concept of Polish self-determination, and so began the Cold War.


This is a very special book. To create it, Des has tracked down personal accounts, official papers and artefacts under difficult circumstances and with some well-deserved luck. I commend it to you.


Norman A. Bonney


June 2017


Notes


1 The exception being Leslie Bell’s Sabotage! – the story of Lt Col. J. Elder Wills, published in 1957.


2 A notable example being Fredric Boyce and Douglas Everett’s SOE: The Scientific Secrets, published in 2003.


3 Denying access to airfields and refusing to undertake supply missions to the Poles starved the Warsaw Uprising of reinforcements and supplies.


4 Actually Churchill’s ‘Sinews of Peace’ speech, given at Westminster College, Fulton, Missouri, USA: ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an “iron curtain” has descended across the continent.’
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Introduction to the Second Edition


Only 200 copies of the first A4-size edition were published by me in 2017. If you are lucky enough to have a copy, then, potentially, you have a book that may become sought after and valuable. I am not young and have failing eyesight, so the book was designed with people like me in mind. I chose a large, open typeface to make reading easier and included lots of large photographs and illustrations.


The trouble was that sales and distribution were difficult. Only one outlet agreed to sell it for me, and I am immensely grateful to The National Archives Bookshop for taking it on. The media went overboard with excitement when it was released, as nothing was known about the SOE Forgery Section; it had remained a secret since the end of the war. However, sales were not great and it soon became obvious that I had made a mistake; the book was too big, too heavy and too expensive, so I asked The History Press to publish it and take it to a deserving wider audience.


I hope you will enjoy this amazing true story. It is an extraordinary revelation of more brilliant SOE subterfuge tricks that fooled the Nazis and allowed our special agents to escape detection.


Des Turner, 2022




Introduction


Seventy-two years after war’s end, the story of the once top-secret Briggens House, near Roydon in Essex, is revealed for the very first time. It is the missing piece of the big covert picture of the Special Operations Executive (SOE).


SOE was created by Winston Churchill to ‘set Europe ablaze’. Its purpose was to create and aid resistance organisations to carry out subversive operations in enemy-held territory. Over seventy country houses, castles, cottages, hunting lodges and the like were requisitioned in Britain, and still more abroad, to create this unique secret organisation with its own special weapons, explosives and, in the case of Briggens, forged documents and paramilitary training of the elite Cichociemni Polish agents.


Initially designated Station 38, Briggens House was requisitioned by SOE for use by the Poles as a finishing school (the initial stage of the training took place in Scotland). Trainees were selected from the elite of the Polish Free Army in Britain. The aim was to return these soldiers to Poland as agents and drop them by parachute on sabotage operations. For this to be successful, false identities were created and counterfeit documents were urgently needed for survival in Nazi-occupied territory.


To solve this issue, SOE created a False Document Section in the basement of Biggens House, designated Station 14. These two stations co-existed until the demand for false documents outgrew the space allotted for their production and Station 14 took over the whole site. Station 38 was forced to move out to Audley End, Station 43, in April 1942.


Forgery and spying are criminal activities, but both are essential methods of gathering intelligence, a necessary evil lightly termed the ‘Dirty Tricks Department’. For an agent carrying false identity papers, life became precarious and, if captured, they would face painful interrogation, unbearable torture, prison and the constant threat of execution. Why would anyone volunteer to do it?


Imagine that you are Polish and have escaped to Britain, having witnessed unspeakable horrors committed by the Nazis on your parents, siblings, friends and countrymen − you have to do it. The Nazis committed one of the most brutal acts of ethnic cleansing in history against the Poles; nearly one in five died.


Also revealed here is the special relationship that existed between the Polish leaders and the British High Command. The SOE were often in the middle, having to convey the many unwelcome decisions made by its bosses to the Poles and, conversely, conveying constant frustrated Polish demands to the chiefs of staff.


All personnel at Briggens were required to sign the Official Secrets Act. Consequently, this story has been extremely difficult to gather and research. I could not have started this book if I hadn’t found Briggens’s first commanding officer in the Peak District in 2007, aged 90. His memories became the necessary catalyst to which all other fragments of information gradually adhered. It has been an absolute joy and privilege to meet all my precious contacts who have helped me discover this fascinating Briggens story and its Polish connections.


Fortunately, Briggens House has survived intact and is listed Grade II by English Heritage. The baron’s family has moved on, and, sadly, the house now stands empty and isolated except for its security staff – an attempt to convert it into a wedding venue was thwarted by planning controls. There is no commemorative plaque or sign informing them that they owe their freedom, and possibly their very existence, to the many Allied servicemen and women like the agents of SOE who once congregated in the same stately rooms. Never a thought is spared for the former lord and lady who lost a son so late in the war.


I hope this book will provide a close connection for the descendants of family members who served at Briggens or the associated stations and who told them nothing due to secrecy. My first book on Station 12, Aston House, produced many such connections with readers who both surprised and delighted me with letters, emails and calls. Consequently, I receive visitors who donate more treasured memories and photographs that I archive for posterity.
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A Briggens pass. (Courtesy of Dorota Zerkowska)
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The First CO’s Story


Capt. Morton Grainger Bisset was born in Bishopton, Renfrewshire, Scotland, on 22 March 1916. He had two sisters, known affectionately as Pooh and Midge; they called him ‘Mort’ for short – a family joke. During his early life he formed a deep love of Scotland, for he was surrounded by an abundance of natural beauty and, in particular, loved the wild birds. He was educated at Kelvinside Academy, Glasgow, but then, during the 1930s, the family left Scotland for Kent and he attended Sevenoaks Grammar School.


His father was a printer by trade and Morton was readily accepted to complete a five-year stationer’s apprenticeship with Waterlow and Sons Ltd, the largest and most prestigious printers in Great Britain. Founded in 1897 and dissolved in 2009, it was famous for printing most of the world’s fiscal postage stamps and banknotes, proof of its stature and excellence.


A ‘stationer’s apprentice’ was a somewhat rare breed within the company, as this opportunity to learn the trade was normally the sole right of the sons of the directors – a privileged few, who, as a consequence, did not have to work hard to succeed; it was a right, not a reward. Morton, on the other hand, not being favoured by nepotism, became a conscientious, enthusiastic and dedicated pupil, even being permitted to gain rare practical experience by the printer’s union, a body that would normally deny this privilege to protect the rights of its members. He progressed through the company’s various factories and departments, learning every type and form of printing, including letterpress, lithography, photogravure and collotype (a rare and little-known process that produced fine works of art in fifteen or sixteen colours to achieve the perfect copy). He also learned the techniques of cheque printing and the more unusual intaglio or copperplate process for producing banknotes and stamps.


Waterlow’s perfect stamps and beautiful early railway posters are much sought after by collectors. Morton, while still an apprentice, actually wrote a series of articles for Stamp Collecting magazine, explaining all the different methods of printing stamps. He was paid the grand sum of £5 for each of them. Eventually, as a consequence of his outstanding enthusiastic endeavour, he became the only stationer’s apprentice to be retained by the company for its own technical department. All of the others, with one exception, were dismissed.


Morton completed another full year studying the scientific and business aspects of printing at the London School of Printing, and while still in his early twenties, he was appointed assistant works manager at the company’s lithographic factory in Wharf Road, London. He was responsible for a staff of 400 employees, producing maps of Europe for the Geographical Side of the General Staff (GSGS) in anticipation of the imminent outbreak of war with Germany.


In November 1939, soon after the declaration of war, Morton joined the army, hoping to be assigned to a Scottish regiment; he was a patriotic Scot and on leaving school had played rugby for the London Scottish, but, unfortunately, the Scottish regiments were up to strength. His exceptional printing experience was taken into consideration, and he was posted to the Royal Engineers Survey Training Centre near Portsmouth as a cadet. The course was shortened due to the urgency of the war situation, but his printing background stood him in good stead for he was soon commissioned as a second lieutenant and joined 515 Corps, Field Survey Company, as a printing officer.


Unbeknown to him, SOE was after him. Headhunting for just such an individual, its method of recruitment meant that you were only offered a job if highly recommended by those whose judgement was trusted by the organisation. Normally, you would never know who placed your name in the frame, but amazingly Morton did know. He found me a copy of his letter of recommendation dated 26 February 1941 from the joint managing director and general works manager of Waterlow and Sons Ltd. It was addressed to Maj. J.S. Wilson, Room 98, The Horse Guards, Whitehall, SW1. The major had obviously contacted the top company seeking the best man to set up SOE’s False Document Section. This is the reply:




Dear Major Wilson,


With reference to my telephone conversation with you this morning, the full name and present address of the young man I mentioned is as follows:


2nd Lt. Morton Grainger Bisset,


515 Corps. Field Survey Company,


Royal Engineers.


Near Bangor,


Northern Ireland.


I would like to say again that this man is one of the finest types that would do very well indeed in any position which demanded intelligence, discretion and tact.


Yours sincerely,


V.O.





SOE would also, no doubt, have found Morton’s test results of his study at the London School of Printing and Kindred Trades. Quoted below are the results obtained during the term ending December 1938. Morton achieved the following marks:
















	Composing Dept.


	89







	Machine Dept.


	84







	Binding Dept.


	92







	Litho. Dept.


	95







	Foundry Dept.


	96








Principle’s Remarks; An industrious and keen worker, making good progress. An outstanding student who shows promise of marked success.





Morton takes up his story:




The manner in which I was recruited by SOE is quite amusing, it was most unusual for the authorities to slip up, but they did in my case. I was with my Royal Engineers survey company in Bangor, Northern Ireland, having mobilised with this company previously in Aldershot. It was intended that the unit would move to France but unfortunately France capitulated, then we were supposed to go to Norway, and Norway also fell in April 1940. Finally, we finished up in Northern Ireland, and even in those days the Irish Republican Army (IRA) was quite active, so we had to take all necessary precautions.


I was very happy with 515 Corps, Field Survey Company, we all got on very well together. I was one of the printing officers, but this happy state of affairs came to an abrupt end when my OC received a message from the War Office stating that Lt Bisset was to report to Room 98 the Horse Guards in London the following day. Nobody knew why.


I crossed to England by boat that night and duly reported to Room 98 the following morning where I met Maj. H. B. Perkins and another officer. Perkins was wearing the Intelligence Corps badges and the epaulettes of the Parachute Regiment. It became apparent to me right from the start that he was a very tough cookie.





Maj. (later Col.) H.B. Perkins was, for a short time in 1944, de facto chargé d’affaires in Prague, where he reactivated the legation’s Rolls-Royce, which had been mothballed since the German invasion in 1939. He was, in fact, the head of SOE’s Polish and Czech section.1


Larger than life in every dimension, Perkins, who had joined the original Polish mission in Warsaw in 1939, was to serve under Maj. Gen. Colin McVean Gubbins, SOE’s director of training and operations, for the rest of the war, remaining one of his most loyal and trusted supporters. In peacetime, Perkins had owned a small engineering works in southern Poland, an experience which came in useful when the Air Ministry reluctantly agreed to modify one Whitley bomber (known as the coffin) to extend its range for flights to Poland. Perkins, in co-operation with the RAF, drew up the specification for cylindrical containers attached to parachutes that could be released from the aircraft’s bomb bays. A trial parachute drop was carried out in front of top brass at Briggens. The containers were designed to carry arms and explosives and were produced by SOE’s technical section at Station 12, Aston House. It became the standard equipment for supplying the resistance for the duration of the war and was also adopted by the Airborne Division and the Commandos.2


Morton recalled his interview with Maj. Perkins:




‘You are Bisset?’


‘Yes.’


‘From Northern Ireland?’


‘Yes,’ etc., etc., etc.


‘You’re in RE?’


‘Yes.’


Then he asked me, ‘How would you like to be a saboteur in Shanghai?’ I thought, ‘WHAT?’ Needless to say this rather took me aback. I said, ‘Thank you very much, Sir, but I am happy where I am and I think I would rather stay with 515 Corps, Field Survey Company and not take up your offer.’ It took a while to convince him that I wasn’t the right bloke for the job. But I persevered and he eventually relented. I was given travel passes to go home and visit my folks in Surrey and then return to Northern Ireland.


I was actually on a bus to Dorking Station on my way back to Northern Ireland, when, surprisingly, my father came after me in his car and managed to halt the bus! He pulled me off and explained that there had been a terrible mistake at the War Office and I had been interviewed for the wrong job! I was to report again to Maj. Perkins at the Horse Guards, forthwith.


Back once more with Maj. Perkins in Room 98 I was told that an extraordinary coincidence had occurred. Another officer also named Bisset had been sent for from Northern Island on the very same day as me. My initials are M.G., and I think his were N.G. My unit was 515 Corps, Field Survey Company RE and his was 551 Railway Construction Company RE I had been interviewed for his job, and he was interviewed for mine! We never met and I often wondered what became of him.


I imagine it wasn’t very often that SOE, or the ISRB (Inter-Services Research Bureau), the cover name that they called themselves then, slipped up like that, but they had definitely got their lines crossed on this particular occasion, which was quite laughable really.


With the real reason for my interview revealed, Maj. Perkins now began afresh: ‘We are starting up a printing company somewhere in the countryside and we would like you to run it. It will produce forged documents, passes, etc., etc., for the resistance organisations.’ He said, ‘You will be promoted to staff captain and you won’t pay any income tax. How would you like that?’


‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that’s very nice. Thank you very much, but as I have already explained to you, I am very happy with the active survey unit that I am with at the moment. I know all the men and we get on very well. We are hoping to go overseas, so quite honestly I prefer to stick with them.’ He gave me another pass home for the night and asked me to think about it, and report back to Room 98, Horse Guards the following day.


I returned for the third time, more determined than ever not to accept the offer and I really did stick to my guns, emphasising the fact that I preferred to serve with the Royal Engineers. He then telephoned a Col. Wilson, who I think was a leading member of the French section, and passed the phone over to me. Wilson pleaded with me and made me feel such a heel., he said, ‘I appreciate your point of view, but in view of your valuable experience and background in printing, this is the best way that you can contribute to the war effort and serve your country.’ He explained that I was vital to its needs because I possessed the knowledge, experience and training that was required. He knew of my five-year apprenticeship with Waterlow and Sons Ltd, the biggest printing company in Britain, producing everything including the security printing of stamps, banknotes, cheques and commercial type printing; my background was so important for this special task. He left me with no option at all but to accept the job. The result was that I was pulled out of my RE unit immediately, just like that!


I was allowed to return to Northern Ireland only to collect my kit, and having signed the Official Secrets Act I wasn’t permitted to tell my OC anything, not even where I was going. Nor was I allowed to tell my family that I was joining ISRB.


Once again I reported to Maj. Perkins at the HQ of ISRB on 24 March 1941 and he drove me down to Briggens in Essex. Alarmingly, he drove like the wind, with his foot hard down the whole time, and as we went up Edgware Road I could see pedestrians shaking their fists at us and motorists cursing him right, left and centre. How we finally reached Briggens without having an accident I do not know. He put the fear of God in me, and nearly scraped the side of the car on one of the gateposts on the way into Briggens, drove up in front of this ruddy great house and pulled up in a terrific slide, scattering the gravel. I learnt afterwards that he had already wrecked two cars, and they weren’t army cars; they were civilian vehicles. He had a reputation for mad driving, and after each offence, all that happened was that the police would inform ISRB, Polish Section, of which he was a member, and when the summons arrived he would simply tear it up and fling it into the waste paper basket. He was famous for that!


He was such a tough cookie that you always felt that if he made a parachute jump and his chute didn’t open, he would land in a bog and come up with a bunch of violets in his hand, or something like that. Even an explosive device fitted under his car by the Poles to give him a fright failed to go off!


He was greatly respected by the Poles; even though he spoke only half-Polish and half-English he could make himself absolutely clear to them. The Polish language is a damned difficult one to learn actually. I never learnt very much. I think I knew more Polish swear words than anything else, picked up while playing snooker with them on the Briggens billiard table.


Prior to my arrival, Perkins had boasted of the marvellous printing equipment the Poles had installed at Briggens, so it came as a bit of a shock when I was taken down into the basement and shown the completely basic machinery that was installed there. All they had was what we call in the trade an offset litho proof press that was turned by hand, equipment for making rubber stamps, and a large 20 by 24 camera. I was introduced to my Polish civilian staff trio: Soberajczyk, tall and very serious looking, who, I think, had a moustache. He was the only one who could speak any English at all and therefore the leader. Next was Klemens Gajdowski known by the nick-name Ruben [Morton’s memory of Polish names may have let him down here as later investigation reveals another name – Ludwik Surala]. He was short and pleasant with a sense of humour, a very good cameraman and technician. And finally Maciejewski, solidly built and more difficult to get to know because of language difficulty, but a good workman. They had begun this work for the Polish Government in their own country, forging Russian documents for use by the Polish underground movement. I don’t remember much about the layout except that the litho machine was in one of the longer rooms and the camera in another, with the darkroom, of course, next to it.





The Forgery Section was first formed with its Polish staff of three at the original Polish Section Finishing School at Briggens, Special Training Station (STS) 38, in March 1941. The Poles were technically skilled but possessed few of the resources required in intelligence gathering and material. The unit soon expanded with the addition of British staff and equipment, working first with the Polish section and then gradually enlarging to undertake work for other countries. The unit eventually took over all the accommodation at Briggens (as STS 14). PWE (Political Warfare Executive) co-operated closely with this section as regards the production of ‘black’ propaganda material purporting to be of German origin.3


Morton continues:




Above us was the ground floor, which you entered through the main entrance; the dining room was on the left-hand side and the large living room with the fireplace and a billiard table immediately opposite on the right. The billiard table was nearest the door and away to the side. This is the room where the lieutenant quartermaster and regular army John Rizzato accidentally discharged a pistol shot, but more about that later.


My unit grew to about forty or fifty officers and NCOs. My officer commanding was a Maj. (later Lt Col.) Alexander M. Kennedy, a Ghurka officer of some experience. He was OC of the whole station and was a full-time resident, so I saw a lot of him. He had no printing experience at all and so left me very much to my own devices. I don’t remember ever seeing him in my printing set-up, even when we had visitors. He was mainly concerned with the military training of the Poles and the administration. I liaised with Maj. Hartman, the Polish OC – he was a real charmer.





Maj. Józef Hartman, the commandant at Briggens, was in his forties and was prevented from undertaking any operations in Poland as he was probably known to the German authorities. However, this didn’t stop him from taking part in two commando raids on the French coast and always playing an active part in the training of his students. He was a popular figure and very well respected, ‘a magnificent man’.


When he received news of the death of one of his students, he planted a rose in his garden, with tears in his eyes – ‘He knew and loved each one of us.’ The garden soon became full of rose trees as the losses increased to eighty-one. The deaths continued after the war as Russian-Polish security forces hunted them down, as they considered them Western spies. He stayed on in Britain after the war but tragically, despite his valuable service to Britain, worked at washing dishes in a restaurant. He did not speak much English and this was the only work available to him. He died alone and was found by his friend and compatriot Capt. Antoni Pospieszalski; they had been together at both Briggens and Audley End.4


Morton continues:




My first task was to procure a proper lithographic printing machine. I was on good terms with the GSGS and they quickly provided me with one, and even more importantly, some skilled RE personnel, printers and draughtsmen. I used my civilian contacts to obtain other pieces of equipment, for instance, the directors of ‘Pictorial Machinery’, with whom I had done business, provided a badly needed ‘Whirler’, a device that coats a litho plate with the necessary light-sensitive solution. They also provided a ‘printing down frame’ for exposing the plates to arc lights. So they were really useful to me. All the equipment was set up in the basement of the house.


I recruited a close friend, Charles Harry (Ted) Edwards, as my second-in-command. He was now a captain, later major, in the Intelligence Corps. We had worked together at Waterlow and Sons Ltd, at Wharf Road, so I knew his worth and had great regard for him. Another useful Waterlow contact was their chief chemist, Mr Holness, who helped me with tests in the ageing of documents and use of secret inks; more about him later. I increased my small staff with the addition of Intelligence Corps Lt (later Capt.) Charles F. Roberts, a banknote engraver from De La Rue, a company that rivalled and eventually acquired my old firm, Waterlow, in 1961. Next, I obtained a brilliant forger, CSM Arthur Robert Gatward, formerly of the Metropolitan Police, at 46 he was a bit older than the rest of us, and a handwriting expert who more than proved his worth.


I also acquired some Sapper technicians from my old RE Survey Company and a few members of FANY (First Aid Nursing Yeomanry), who helped with administration, and we taught some of those girls to feed paper to the platen and large machines, etc.





All SOE staff signed the Official Secrets Act, which forbade any discussion with anyone about work or their posting. This was especially difficult for parents to accept. A young woman who joined FANY and was sent to Briggens, near the village of Roydon in Essex, sent a card home to say she was alright and not to worry, forgetting that it would be franked with the Roydon postmark. She received a rocket when she next went home, for not revealing that she was in the village and for not visiting her family friends there!5


Morton continues:




With this team of highly skilled craftsmen we were able to forge all types of documents for the various resistance movements, and went to infinite pains to ensure that they were as authentic as possible, as we knew that our agents’ lives might depend upon them.


It was not unusual for us to produce a forged document in a few days if the paper or board was readily available. To do this meant photographing the authentic document with our large process camera, then making an enlarged bromide print from the negative, retouching this to remove any faults or type imperfections and reducing the bromide down to the correct finished size in the camera. Finally, the making of a master printed metal plate for running off the required number of copies. Having completed the print, a watermark might have to be forged, a die stamp cut, rubber stamps and or fiscal [postal] stamp forged and the necessary forged signature applied and finally the stitching into a special Rexine artificial leather cover.


On the lighter side, we forged an English £5 note, which was black print on thin white paper and quite easy to forge really. We had been invited to a dance by the FANY at Station 17, Brickendonbury, near Hertford, and had learned that our boss, Brig (later Maj. Gen.) Sir Colin McVean Gubbins, was to be the guest of honour. We printed 200 of the notes upon which we substituted the picture and signature of the brigadier for that of the governor of the Bank of England! During the course of the evening, the notes were scattered from the balcony onto the heads of the dancers below. Fortunately the brigadier was highly amused, but said afterwards that he hoped none of them would fall into the hands of the local police force.





However, the Nazi forgery of British banknotes was no laughing matter. During 1943, Operation Bernhard was the codename of a secret plan to destabilise the British economy by counterfeiting various denominations between £5 and £50.


The plan was directed by, and named after, Schutzstaffel Sturmbannführer (SS) Maj. Bernhard Krüger, who first set up a team of 142 counterfeiters from inmates at Sachsenhausen concentration camp and then from other camps, especially Auschwitz. Beginning in 1942, the work of engraving the complex printing plates, developing the appropriate rag-based paper with the correct watermarks, and breaking the code to generate valid serial numbers was extremely difficult, but by the time Sachsenhausen was evacuated in April 1945, the printing press had produced 8,965,080 banknotes with a total value of £134,610,810. The notes are considered among the most perfect counterfeits ever produced, being almost impossible to distinguish from the real currency.


The plan was to destabilise the British economy by dropping the notes from aircraft, on the assumption that most Britons would collect the money and spend it, thus triggering inflation. This scheme was not put into effect: it was postulated that the Luftwaffe did not have enough aircraft to deliver the forgeries, and by that time, the operation was in the hands of SS foreign intelligence. From late 1943, approximately 1 million notes per month were printed. Many were transferred from SS headquarters to a former hotel near Meran in South Tyrol, northern Italy, from where they were laundered and used to pay for strategic imports and German secret agents operating in Allied countries. It has been rumoured that counterfeit currency was used to finance the rescue of Benito Mussolini in 1943.


The Bank of England learned of a plot from a spy as early as 1939 and detected forged notes in 1943, which were called ‘the most dangerous ever seen’. Clerks first recorded the counterfeits from a British bank in Tangiers. Every banknote issued by the Bank of England was recorded in large leather-bound ledgers, still in the bank’s archives, and it was found that one of the notes had been recorded as having been paid off.


On the evacuation of Sachsenhausen, the counterfeiting team was transferred to Redl-Zipf in Austria, a subsidiary camp of Mauthausen-Gusen concentration camp. At the beginning of May 1945, the team was ordered to transfer to Ebensee subsidiary camp, where they were to be murdered. Their SS guards had only one truck for the prisoners, so the transfer required three trips. The truck broke down during the third trip and the last batch of prisoners had to be marched to Ebensee, where they arrived on 4 May. The guards of the first two batches of prisoners fled when the prisoners at the Ebensee camp revolted and refused to be moved into tunnels, where they would have probably been blown up. The counterfeiters then dispersed among the prisoners at Ebensee. The order was that all the counterfeiters be liquidated together; the delayed arrival of the third batch therefore saved the lives of all of them.


The Ebensee camp was liberated by US forces on 6 May 1945. One of the prisoners, the Jewish Slovak printer-turned-counterfeiter, Adolf Burger, later contributed to the awareness of Operation Bernhard with several versions of his memoirs published in different languages.


After the war, Maj. Krüger was detained by the British for two years, then turned over to the French for a year. He said they asked him to forge documents but that he refused. He was released in 1948 without charge. In the 1950s, he went before a de-Nazification court, where statements were produced from the forger-inmates whose lives he had been responsible for saving. He later worked for the company that had produced the special paper for the Operation Bernhard forgeries.


After the defeat of the Third Reich, large bundles of fake pounds ended up in the hands of the Jewish underground, which used the forged notes to buy equipment and to bring colonists to Palestine. Among them was Chaim Shurik, a Polish printer whose twenty-page account of his counterfeiting days was written in Hebrew. The Jewish underground likely had access to forged US dollars as well but apparently avoided using them so as not to damage relations with the United States.


It is believed that most of the notes produced ended up at the bottom of Lake Toplitz near Ebensee, from where they were recovered by divers in 1959, but examples turned up in circulation in Britain for many years, causing the Bank of England to withdraw all notes larger than £5 from circulation as a precaution.


German spy Elyesa Bazna (codename ‘Cicero’), who was paid with counterfeit notes, sued the German government after the war for outstanding pay and lost the case.6


Morton continues:




One of the problems we encountered was the purchase of the absolutely authentic paper and board to match the stolen enemy document we were about to forge. It had to be spot-on and appear absolutely genuine. Fortunately, as far as the ISRB was concerned, expense was no problem at all. So even if we were to produce only twenty or thirty copies of French identity cards, or a special Polish one, we would think nothing of having ten tons of paper made, which was necessary to get exactly what we wanted without raising suspicion with the suppliers. We were very, very careful in that respect. Rumour had it that the Americans weren’t as painstaking as us about the right paper when they later began this subterfuge trade and tragically lost some of their operators. So we got cracking there in the cellars at Briggens, producing first-class copies.


I received a letter from my boss Maj. Perkins (who had recruited me), dated 8 January 1942:







MOST SECRET


Room 98,


Horse Guards,


Whitehall,


SW1


Dear Bisset,


Would you please congratulate your staff with regard to the following:


A Country Section has reported that one of their agents, while recently crossing a frontier illegally, was arrested by a frontier control and searched. During the search the man was carrying documents which had been produced by you.


These documents were subjected to the normal scrutiny of a frontier post and were accepted as valid. The agent in question was imprisoned for the nominal few days for illegally crossing the frontier, and subsequently released.


Up to the present we have had no information of arrest or failure of any of our agents due to the documents which they carry not being authentic.


This is a matter for self-congratulation, but at the same time it should act as an incentive to produce even better documents than we have done up to the present. There should be no relaxation whatever in our efforts to supply our operators with the best that we can possibly give them. They are undoubtedly worthy of it.


Yours sincerely,


Major Perkins





Morton continues:




This impressed the powers that be at ISRB Baker Street, who became confident that we could produce absolutely anything they wanted, including the printing on tin boxes. These forged boxes were to be identical to existing commercial products but filled with plastic explosive to use as booby traps. I had to disappoint them by pointing out that tinplate printing was a very different business and one that requires specialised equipment, so I hit that on the head once and for all. Nevertheless, these items were produced elsewhere.
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