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‘See but don’t be seen.


Hear but don’t be heard.’
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INTRODUCTION




I kept six serving serving-men


They taught me all I knew;


Their names are What and Why and When


And How and Where and Who.


Rudyard Kipling


The Elephant’s Child





From September 1946 to December 1990, for 365 days a year without a break, a single British Army unit operated behind the Iron Curtain throughout the entire Cold War. This very small, highly specialised and intensively trained group openly collected intelligence against the Warsaw Pact forces based in East Germany. Well beyond the safety of their own front lines, from the Baltic coast to the Czechoslovakian border and from the Inner German Border (IGB) to the Polish frontier they operated unarmed, using Soviet identity cards and in full view of the enemy. Accommodated, fuelled and fed by the Soviets, accredited with an East German bank account, forced to employ East German Stasi agents as staff and working from a watched house in Potsdam, they routinely monitored the composition, strengths, technology, morale and training of the hundreds of thousands of Warsaw Pact troops stationed in East Germany. They would be the first British military personnel to report from the ground that the Warsaw Pact had mobilised against Nato in Europe. Often at enormous risk to their own safety these men were themselves regularly watched, followed, rammed, beaten and shot at during the course of their function as the eyes and ears of the intelligence community beyond the Iron Curtain.


On 16 September 1946, following the division of Germany into the four allied controlled zones and in accordance with Article 2 of the Agreement of the Control Machinery in Germany 1944, Soviet and British Commanders-in-Chief exchanged Military Liaison Missions. The ‘rules’ of exchange, encapsulated in the Robertson-Malinin agreement, gave licence and flexibility to the, then, new unit. The organisation was titled the British Commander-in-Chief’s Mission to the Group of Soviet Forces of Occupation in Germany, shortened not surprisingly to Brixmis and known generally as the Mission. An equivalent Soviet organisation was similarly ennobled and shortened to Soxmis. Both Missions’ objective was to maintain liaison between the staffs of the two Commanders-in-Chief and their respective military governments, unhindered and with full diplomatic immunity. Both also had hidden agendas. The fundamental ingredients for a legitimate spying operation had been set in place.


That there was a need to spy rapidly developed out of the early mistrust created between the Soviets and their Western Allies in the immediate postwar struggle to resolve the Germany question. The tacit acquiescence of the Western Allies to the division of Germany and Berlin, its microcosm, was merely rejoined by the bullying, intransigent and frustrating Soviet Union. Germany became the fulcrum of Soviet leverage against the West and the focal point of tension, disagreement and bitterness that was ever the Cold War. Mistrust fuelled suspicion and suspicion had to be satiated. The Mission was ideally situated and, with additional special training, its operatives could answer the questions that face to face encounters and direct questioning between politicians and diplomats could not. Such questions ranged across all aspects of Soviet involvement in the German Democratic Republic (DDR) from industrial output to the latest tank design. The Mission’s answers gave a comprehensive picture of the day-to-day state of Warsaw pact forces (Soviet and East German), their capabilities, their effectiveness and their readiness for war. At every major political crisis, from the Berlin Airlift in 1948, through the building of the Wall in 1961 to reunification in 1990, the Mission was able to give military analysis and reaction to internationally significant events as they occurred on the ground.




[image: Illustration]


The lucky number 7 myth is dispelled. This tour vehicle was deliberately rammed by a URAL 10-ton truck from the East German Army. It climbed the bonnet and front right-hand side, its momentum carrying it almost completely over the car. The tour NCO was trapped in the wreckage with a badly broken leg and torn ligaments, while the tour officer and driver escaped with shock and heavy bruising. It was one of the sixty or more routine incidents that year. Ironically, unlucky number 7 was recovered by lucky number 13.





The Mission’s intelligence gathering activities were conducted in three-man, vehicle-borne patrols. These patrols quickly became known as ‘tours’ in order to disguise any hint of implied aggressive reconnaissance operations. They lasted from two to seven days and covered all manner of military (Army, Air and Naval), industrial and civilian targets that were considered relevant. Anything that tours could see, touch or hear was consumed for the intelligence community. They talked, listened, removed and recorded in an effort to construct the intelligence picture on a would-be enemy. Tasked by all the major intelligence agencies in the Western world, the Mission product was promulgated to its customers for further analysis, comment and wider disposal as seen fit. Simultaneously, Soxmis undertook the same task for the Soviet Union in West Germany. This curious mirror image, coupled with its unique diplomatic status, conferred upon the Mission – in theory if not in practice – a respect and tolerance that allowed it to operate as it did.


Replicated in April 1947 by sister units from France and the USA and mirrored again by two further equivalent Soviet units operating in the respective allied zones of West Germany, Brixmis worked throughout the next forty-four years to maintain channels of communication between the British and Soviet Commanders-in-Chief. When negotiation in the political and diplomatic spheres became difficult, non-existent or even forbidden, there was always an avenue for messages to be conveyed through Brixmis. At the same time the Mission exploited to the full its unique geographical, political, diplomatic and military position in order to observe and comment upon all matters pertaining to the Warsaw Pact in East Germany through its alternative role of intelligence gathering.


The special operatives chosen to carry out these curiously juxtaposed roles of liaison and observation were drawn from all parts of the armed forces. With language ability, driving expertise, military service in the SAS and 14 Company Northern Ireland together with a range of specialist technical skills from lock-picking to photography, among many others, they were asked to operate beyond the front lines drawn up at the end of the Second World War, beyond the assistance of the most forward Nato reconnaissance units and into the heart of Soviet-controlled East Germany. They played a small but significant role in the eventual defeat of Communism as it threatened the West, an integral part in bringing the Cold War to an end and, after the fall of the Wall in 1989, ultimately witnessed the final breakdown of the social, economic and political order that hitherto shackled much of eastern Europe.


This book is a firsthand account of some of the Mission adventures undertaken by the author under the code name ‘Red 41’ and points to their significance in the never-ending intelligence game that characterised the history of the Cold War. It is not the full story. There are still several stones unturned and several more that will have to remain so. Furthermore, one person’s experience is a mere reflection of the cumulative experiences that Brixmis tourers down the years have witnessed. They have something more precious than any book could ever reveal; they have done it themselves and done it for real. Therefore this book is not for those very few, although many of them have helped write it, but an insight for those who ask how, why, when, where, what and who . . .





1


THE STUFF OF TOURING


THE RULES OF TOURING








	

Rule One




	

–




	

There are no rules.









	

Rule Two




	

–




	

Think sneaky ’cos sneaky’s best.









	

Rule Three




	

–




	

Beware the wandering Sov, ’cos he’s the one that’s going to fuck you.









	

Rule Four




	

–




	

Write it down now. You’ll forget it later.









	

Rule Five




	

–




	

The truth is a very powerful weapon. There is nowhere to go from the truth.













‘Kiiiitt!’


The word was shouted; drawn out, extended on the ‘i’ for a good two seconds and ended with emphasis on the ‘t’. The word ‘kit’ was the Mission’s battle cry and it deserved to be emphasised. That such a small word could galvanise an entire crew was astonishing. ‘Kit’ was shorthand for military equipment and the main road between Buchholz and Schwerin was exploding with it. This was the third column of the morning.


‘HIP-C. Red white outline sixteen, figures one six. Red star markings on tail. It’s Sov1 He’s seen us.’
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The infamous HIP-C red white outline 16 being photographed as it returns to Potsdam.





Pete Curran spotted it. He had taken over lookout as Geoff and I prepared for the vehicles coming towards us on the road.


‘Seen. He hasn’t got comms2 with these other guys or he would have stopped them already. Pete, you keep an eye on him. If he lands then we’ll think about moving. I don’t want to be flushed out just yet. Geoff, you keep calling.’


Having Geoff Cotter as tour NCO was like having Electric Light3 and Research4 along with you. A part-time tourer and Intelligence Corps NCO, his main job back in Berlin was helping to run the inventory of all Soviet equipment held in the DDR. As part of Research, his job was to feed collated intelligence on all these vehicles into the database operation. If you gave Geoff a Soviet vehicle registration number (VRN) he would know which unit it came from and where. It was like asking someone to identify the unit and location of a British Army vehicle based solely on its number-plate. Only there were at least five times as many vehicles and registrations to remember in the Group of Soviet Forces in Germany (GSFG) or Western Group of Forces (WGF) as they had recently renamed themselves since the Wall came down.


Geoff was a little rusty on the calling. He knew what the kit was and he could read the Cyrillics but the speed had to be there too, particularly for the number of vehicles that were passing us. Pete Curran, Royal Corps of Transport corporal and driver for this tour, was helping him out, checking our security and changing film for me. Cameras were moving in a production line, a closed loop between him in the front taking out the spent cartridge and loading a new roll and then back to me taking the photos; one every two seconds or less, as the vehicles rolled past. The frequency of the vehicles was too quick for me to handle it alone. We were stationary so his hands were free but never too far from the ignition. The kit was streaming past in hundred-plus vehicle columns. I had all three cameras working the 85-mm lens. Pete was also responsible for keeping main lookout for narks5 or any attempt to block us from the passing columns. The latter was very unlikely as we were in a near-perfect observation post (OP). The columns were travelling south from Schwerin back to Buchholz. As they passed through the little village we were in, they had to negotiate a 90 degree left-hand bend. This bend was joined by a minor road coming into it from the right. Vehicles on the main road had priority over the minor road so there was no need for them to stop. They just swept round the corner. All the better for us.


There was a single reggie6 on the bend. He stood on the far side of the junction on the grass verge, first to make sure the column followed its designated route and second to stop any civilian traffic coming up the minor road. In the fork formed by the two roads a small collection of houses had sprung up, no more than seven or eight, which constituted the sum total of the village dwellings. The Mercedes Geländewagen, or ‘G-wagon’ as it was better known, was concealed up a short narrow alleyway created by the gaps between the houses. Out of the left side we had a three-quarter view of the vehicles as they slowed to make the turn and a view of them disappearing away from us to our front.


There was an 8-ft wall immediately to our left, concealing us from the view of the approaching columns. Several gaps and passageways between the buildings gave us options out to the right and back behind us. The houses were all two-storey buildings, not very high, and although there were not many of them inhabiting this bleak little meeting spot of routes, they concealed us very well and gave us excellent views out. It wasn’t a particularly prosperous or important communications junction. History hadn’t blessed it or blighted its inhabitants with development. It was yet another dreary, paint-free, sleepy little hamlet in the flat open agricultural plains of the north-west DDR, centred on a road junction that proved to be a major landmark for military traffic heading north out of Potsdam or south back to it. There was no one around in the village. They were all out working by now, so there was no attention drawn by locals either staring at us or coming to talk to us.


Regrettably, there was no cover from the view of the helicopter above. It was uncommon to be observed from the air during a road move. However, it was normally only an inconvenience and rarely a deterrence. Frankly, without landing, whoever was on board the helicopter could do little about us. They were unlikely to have comms with many vehicles on the ground and would therefore find it difficult to target anyone onto us.


It was the first day of February 1990, a clear, bright but very cold day. We had been in the OP for about four hours having spotted the reggies being ‘put out’ at about 6 a.m. It wasn’t this particular reggie that had caught our attention initially but it was this one who had influenced the choice of OP. He seemed singularly uninterested in us as we drove past him. That, together with the fact that it offered good cover and an excellent shot of the targets as they slowed for the bend, made it the junction we would watch.


We had firkled7 our way back into the hamlet across country, out of sight to him on our final approach into the OP. He couldn’t see us now for the houses. As far as he was concerned, if he had registered us at all, we were long gone down the road. The drivers of the vehicles couldn’t see us either because we were positioned out of sight as they approached the turn. As they drew level with us they were concentrating on making the turn and as they rounded the corner we were behind them looking at their rear ends. The vehicle commanders, those who were awake on these long route marches across East Germany, were too busy making sure their vehicles turned without damage to notice us. If any of them did choose to glance behind as they cornered they would have had to have been very quick to take in a G-wagon backed into the shadows, understand who it was and then take the decision to stop their vehicle and have the column apprehend us. The ensuing snarl-up would have given us ample time to exploit the confusion, take one of the side alleys right, out to the adjoining main road and away, returning to this or another OP at a later time for a different column. The other option would be to simply pull forward, turn left and join the main road travelling against the flow of vehicles, the advantage here being that we would not have lost any vehicle shots while moving. It was a great OP. It had good escape routes and was almost fully concealed from the target. The helicopter was just a nuisance but it was distracting and upset the calm. It gave us one more thing we could have done without worrying about.
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Waving and smiling was practised on the very youngest members of the DDR . . .
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. . . until they become graduates of our course!





There was a break in the columns. We moved forward 10 metres beyond the wall to give ourselves a clearer view up the road to our left and allow a precious few extra seconds lead time to prepare for approaching vehicles. The odd East German civilian vehicle came past. One of them saw us in our slightly more exposed position. We waved and they waved back.


It was customary practice for tour crews to wave at anyone and everyone. Over the years a huge psychology had been built up around waving. First, it was a friendly gesture and generally put people off their guard. By waving to them, it made them think twice about exactly who you were: then you were gone before they could react. Second, it took the onlookers’ gaze away from activity inside the G-wagon to the top two corners of the front windscreen. This detracted from the more suspicious work going on inside the vehicle, whether it be the tour officer taking photographs, the video set up on the pole, or facial gestures and signals that could be read and interpreted by other more careful observers. All hand signals, indications of direction and equipment adjustments were done below the dashboard. Third, the reaction to a wave told us a lot about the wavers. If an East German civilian waved back with a full smile it meant that they knew who you were, had probably seen you before, knew what you did and wished you the best of luck in stuffing the Sovs at their own game. If it was a rueful smile or a slightly forced sheepish grin, it meant the same but without the good luck. Rather, it meant, ‘I know what you are doing but I can’t do anything about it’. If there was no reaction it usually meant they didn’t have a clue who you were or what you were doing and why the hell were you waving at them in the first place. Much the same reaction you might get from waving at someone you don’t know. They would probably spend the next few days trying to work out who it was.


We waved at everyone, from Soviet officers to East German schoolchildren. We particularly concentrated on the children. We waved at them long and hard, forcing them to wave back at us. Most didn’t need prompting. They loved it. Some of the tour NCOs had red noses in the tops of their tour bags ready to whip on every time we passed a group of schoolkids. It made them roar with laughter. We knew that they were being indoctrinated against us at an early age so we figured the sooner we tried some psychological adjustment ourselves the better. Furthermore, it would irritate any Sovs or hard-nosed East Germans when we could get their kids to smile as the adults shook their fists. The wave was a very powerful weapon. This simple gesture could get ordinary people on our side, deflate the authorities who witnessed it and also prepare the kids for future generations of pro-Mission touring.


Inevitably there was a converse reaction. Some Soviet and East German soldiers would respond aggressively. The slower ones would wave first and then shake their fists once they recognised who we were, making us howl with laughter. East German civilians who shook their fists were either part of the establishment or narks. The narks had their own peculiar set of reactions to the wave. They either violently returned the gesture, using the expressive Western single digit sign that gave them away as having been privileged enough to watch too many American films, or they would look away as though they hadn’t seen us at all.


The latter were particularly amusing and we had a very satisfying way of getting our own back on them without resorting to violence. We might be quite innocently and legitimately pulled up next to them in a traffic queue in town. Despite frantic waving and knocking on windows they would completely ignore us. It wasn’t that they were intensely shy but rather they preferred to respond with the ostrich or shop assistant routine, whose premise is, ‘if I look away they can’t see me’. It was sometimes quite hilarious as everyone around looked on at the scene of three British soldiers waving like mad at the car next to us, the occupants of which, possibly in their own home town, were trying like mad to ignore us and hoping that the traffic would move quickly for them. The onlookers would then quickly work out who they were and who we were, which was fine by us. The MfS8 or ‘Stasi’, from where the narks came, were hated by the overwhelming majority of their own people but rather depressingly also greatly feared.
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Breaking and entering into one of the many underground bunkers scattered across the DDR. The vast majority were linked by an elaborate and extensive underground telephone system and thus had enormous intelligence potential.





Narks never waved back. They were too serious and self-important for that and certainly not clever enough! This, together with the fact that they usually travelled two or four up in a vehicle, dressed like Black Spy in Mad Magazine’s Black Spy Versus White Spy with short black leather jackets and blue jeans, made them easy to spot at close quarters. But they were good at their job in other respects. They had incriminating evidence of tourers and they forced reactions from us that prevented us from doing what we were supposed to be doing. They photographed us at every opportunity and occasionally they took a shot that could be used against us in tit for tat complaints when our Soviet counterparts in West Germany, Soxmis, had been caught themselves. It was a big game. The word reciprocity had significant meaning for us. If the anti-Soxmis White Mice9 unit in West Germany gave our Soviet counterparts a hard time then we were sure to feel an equal and opposite response the other way. The Stasi worked closely with the Soviet GRU10 and KGB11 intelligence services as well as their Spetsnaz12 troops. They were able to call for, coordinate, and set up anti-Mission ambushes that usually involved extreme violence. These incidents were few and far between, invariably coinciding with events on the world stage, mirroring the Cold War as it was played out in the larger political arena.
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One of the many nark teams in attendance. It is hardly sophisticated surveillance but they were making their point. Their car and number-plate would be recorded for future tourers to check against. The tour crew would remain unprovoked.
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Different car, different number-plate, same effect.





The occupants of the passing car were locals, probably off to fill up at the garage down the road or coming home after a night shift at the local shoe factory in Buchholz. Pete created a cigarette from his never-ending supply of roll-ups and baccy, opening the window a touch to let the smoke out. I never allowed people to smoke in the vehicle apart from Pete. He performed much better as a result and his pouch tobacco was pleasant to smell, unlike the packet cigarettes some of the other guys used.


‘So far we’ve had sixteen Guards Tank Division (GTD), two Guards Tank Army (GTA) and ninety-four Guards Motor Rifle Division (GMRD), Boss.’ Geoff had already worked out the unit designators. They were returning from exercise and Buchholz was their home garrison. I would never have known exactly which units we were observing without looking it up. That was normally Geoff’s job back in Berlin when a crew returned with the information. I would have been aware what the composition of the unit was and I could probably have hazarded a guess at the unit but I was still relatively new to the game to predict it exactly. From the number and type of vehicles, I would have been aware that the wheeled column was a support unit to a tank division, but Geoff’s extra detail allowed me to pinpoint where the main vehicles would be coming off the tac-route13 to get back to the barracks or at which railway ramp their fighting vehicles would be off-loading possibly later that evening. It saved us tripping round all the possible combinations until we stumbled on it.


‘We’ve still got this bloody helicopter with us, Boss,’ said Pete. In the confines of the vehicle and under these exceptionally close operational conditions, we dispensed with the formalities of ‘Sir’, ‘Staff’ and ‘Colour Sergeant’. The officer called the NCO and driver by their christian or nickname. The officer was called Boss. Leadership was based entirely on experience and ability in this environment. Titles were not important.


The helicopter was shadowing the convoys as they travelled down the main road. It was probably a divisional or possibly an army commander watching his troops move. He’d spotted us and we were bugging him as much as he was bugging us. The people in the helicopter were almost irrelevant. It was the helicopter itself that took on the persona of the hunter. Because we could hardly make out the crew or passenger faces we couldn’t really determine their intentions. It wasn’t necessary, the body language of the helicopter was doing that for us.


Dropping to about 50 ft off the ground, it hovered over the road junction. The co-pilot, or more likely the senior officer passenger, gesticulated furiously at the reggie, pointing in our direction. The reggie was doing his best to avoid any contact. He probably knew there was a high-ranking officer in there and was studiously ignoring him, hoping not to get involved. We could make out four in total in the cockpit and assumed there would be more in the hold. The door to the hold was open and with the bins14 I could see someone crouching in the doorway. The reggie, who couldn’t see us anyway so wouldn’t have been able to understand what the waving and pointing was all about, continued to ignore them. We withdrew further back into the alleyway ready for the next column as it came into view about a kilometre away. We tried to disregard the antics of the pilot and concentrate on getting the cameras ready.


‘This guy is not going to give up. He’s really pissed at us, Boss.’


The helicopter moved towards us, now about 30 ft off the ground and doing what can only be described as a cross between a peacock fan dance and a scorpion striking stance. His nose was pointing down and towards us, the back end up in the air waving from side to side. He was hovering over the road only 20 metres to our front and perilously close to the line of tall poplar trees that bordered the road. He looked like a giant wasp with a bad attitude. He came forward, dangerously close to the buildings that we were sheltering behind. A rope was dropped out of the side hold door. That was enough for me. They were clearly not happy and were going to do something about it.


‘Bollocks! Time to go please, Pete.’


I didn’t know who or how many were in there, or even if it was a feint, but we couldn’t operate with this attention and I certainly wasn’t going to have them rappelling out onto the top of the vehicle.


‘Get out before the column, turn right down the minor road and we’ll work our way back.’


We drove straight out onto the junction we were observing and turned half right down the joining minor road. The reggie, prompted by the sight of a military vehicle, raised his magic ‘pajalsta’ stick15 to try and direct us left. Slowly but surely he realised who we were, put two and two together with the helicopter and lunged at the vehicle, but far too late. Pete, anticipating such an attempt, neatly manoeuvred the vehicle around him in a sidestep that an All Black fly-half would have been proud of. The helicopter swung away up the road to the approaching column. Unless he was in comms with them or he physically put down in front of them there was still nothing he could do.


‘150, turn left down the track to your front. Trip. Into the wood and we’ll firkle our way back to take the column on the side.’ The wood we had entered paralleled the road that the columns would travel on after they had made the turn. The front of the wood was about 40 metres from the road. We threaded our way to the front, square on to their direction of travel. This was fine for me with the imagery, I merely swapped to a 180-mm lens but it was too far for Geoff to make out the number-plates without bins. He either had to wait for the vehicles to go some way down the road past him to his right, getting their rear plates, or look to his left back to the junction as the vehicles turned left towards us and at our 10 o’clock position. Letting them pass would put the imagery out of ‘synch’ with the calling, making it more difficult for him back in Berlin. I’d already used 38 rolls of film at 36 or 37 frames per roll, which meant a minimum of 1,300 vehicles for him to identify alone that day. He didn’t need it made any harder.


We just got out to the front of the wood in time for the first vehicle to round the corner. Geoff chose to call at the junction rather than letting them go past him. Very wise. He then had the second chance as they went past him, if there were one or two he didn’t recognise it allowed either Pete or myself to call them.


‘Christ, he’s back again.’


The HIP-C red white outline 16 swooped into the open space between us and the column on the road. He must have guessed we wouldn’t leave and it was just a matter of time before he spotted us again. The foliage at that time of year was minimal and offered little protection from view. He was almost at ground level now, facing us and slowly advancing. Two Sovs jumped out of the hold at the side, bounced up from a near 10-ft drop and motioned the first column vehicle to pull off, pointing purposefully towards us and the wood line that we were backed into. It carried straight on, ignoring or not understanding the signals. However, the BTR-8016 behind him got the message and swung off violently towards us.


‘Straight out Pete. Go, go, go! Join the road and we’ll take the column on the move.’


Pete launched the vehicle into the open ground between us and the road. It was about the width of a football pitch. The helicopter spotted us leaving. The Sovs on the ground directed more vehicles onto us in an effort to close us down. Two more jumped out from the other side of the helicopter and ran towards us. The helicopter pilot was going mad. The passenger in the copilot seat was shaking his fist at us. Pete dodged round the men on the ground, giving them a wide berth and in doing so avoided the BTR which had emerged from the blind side of the helicopter. He was forced to swing round in a wide loop to get behind us.


It wasn’t him that was the immediate threat. The HIP came straight for us still at ground level and swung violently up to avoid a collision. It passed a couple of feet overhead, his landing gear nearly skewering the G-wagon but at the last moment rising parallel to the windscreen as if deflected by a force field around the vehicle. The noise was deafening and the downwash rocked the vehicle. The G-wagon was a solid beast weighing nearly 3 tons and very difficult to dislodge.


‘Stop and face him,’ I shouted at Pete.


Pete spun the car round to rest and looked at me. He had been doing his best to get away. The two guys on the ground were a good 30 metres away and the BTR was still making his turn. I was furious at having been flushed from an OP for a second time and furious at this helicopter’s antics. It was highly dangerous and could easily have resulted in loss of life for us or for him. I threw the cupola open in the top of the roof and took aim with the 180-mm. The wheels came terrifyingly close to the vehicle again as he made another pass. He pulled up sharply but slightly further away. I made it very clear that I was photographing him and for an instant I caught the recognition in his face that he knew he’d pushed us too far. He’d frightened the hell out of us and he knew it but I could also see that he was suddenly aware of the consequences of his actions, not to mention that I was putting it on the record with the camera.
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Close detail of a HIND-E revealing a range of technical details from weapons and communications aerials to markings and designators.





Whether it was the camera or the abrupt stop, I’m not sure. Either way the communication between our two respective vehicles was clear. I pulled my camera lens in flush with the top of the G-wagon as he went over the top of us for a third time before backing off. Several rapid shots of the undercarriage, at no more than 3 or 4 metres range, later revealed rivets and openings previously unknown.


‘Get in Boss, we’re off.’


Quite rightly Pete had decided that now was not the time to mess around but to get the hell out of there. We rejoined the road having missed only five or six vehicles in the excitement and took the rest of the column on the nose. In the mirrors we saw the HIP having to put down to pick up the dismounted passengers as well as take the opportunity to remonstrate with the reggie and BTR driver for their inability to close us down. Geoff had kept quiet throughout the whole short episode and merely exclaimed ‘Shit’ as we rejoined the road and ran the column. The whole incident had lasted no more than two or three minutes.


‘Get on with the calling,’ I chided him.
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Nine ‘reggies’ on the Herzberg junction. Trying to work out what would happen next was the art of ‘regiology’. How many convoys were they monitoring? Which direction were they travelling in? How could you cover all the possible options without missing anything?





I swapped lenses back to the 85-mm and continued to snap away. Pete had managed to save his roll-up in the excitement and was puffing away contentedly. He was a really cool customer. Geoff carried on with the calling and we ran the column to the end before moving to another OP for the next column.


* * *


‘Turning off coming up in 200. Trip please, Martin.’


The road was deserted. We made sure of that before pulling out of the vehicle lay-up. It was late spring. Consequently, the wait in the lay-up had gone on until 10 p.m. before it was fully dark enough to revisit the target. The designated turn-off loomed up, highlighted against the darker frontage of the wood line.


‘OK. Kill the lights, Ernie. Pull off. Let’s listen up.’


We pulled off left into the wood that flanked the left-hand side of the road. Ernie Wilson toggled off the master light switch and pulled up 30 metres along the dirt track. There would be no external lights showing on the vehicle. All headlamps were isolated from the controls and the brake lights would be isolated from the brake pedal. A brake light could be seen a mile off at night and in this flat land possibly a good deal further. All other lights were disabled so that there would be no possibility of accidentally flicking on indicators, reversing lights or sounding the horn as the car was being flung around by an animated driver. The rear door window was blacked out on the inside with a permanently drawn curtain and painted over on the outside with drab olive green for good measure. The turn-off was no more than the opening of one of many fire-breaks regularly spaced at kilometre intervals throughout the whole wood. The track had been cut by the Forstmeister (head ranger) as a safety precaution against rampaging fire in this massive expanse of mixed deciduous and evergreen woodland.
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Liaison crossed with the art of regiology included befriending them, feeding them and, in the process, taking information off them. Captain Stephen Harrison (on the left) exemplified this skill!





I pulled my side curtains across left and right windows in the rear to contain the map reading light. The light was little more than a pinprick on a stiff but flexible extension, like a bendy ruler bar, illuminating a very small circle of the map resting on my lap. The Mercedes Geländewagen, one of fifteen in the fleet, was a vehicle that had been finely tuned over the past few years for silent running, both audibly and visibly.


‘Tracks are one way, Boss. They didn’t come back this route.’


We cranked the windows open for a final listen. The target was a further 1,200 metres down the track. We had to stop not just to listen but also to give us a few minutes to become accustomed to the dark after travelling on the road with lights on. The next move would be in the dark. There was no moonlight to help and the forest we were about to cut through had been closely planted, making it even more difficult to see and navigate through.


‘Can you hear them?’


The question did not require an answer. A moving tank makes a distinctive noise. The gas turbines of a T-80 emit a high-pitched whine that crescendos into a roar similar to a jet engine as it moves away. The sound is very directional, coming or going away as its back end, housing the power-pack, either swings towards or away from you. A T-80 coming towards you with its rear exhaust shielded by the hull is as quiet as a pussy-cat tiptoeing on all fours. As it goes past you, exposing the back end, it’s like a lion roaring in anger. The Sovs had managed to camouflage the noise as well as the appearance. If an infantryman, squatting in his hole in the ground, survived to hear the change in volume then he would be a very lucky person indeed.


The other tank fleets, the T-60s (62 and 64) and T-72s, were all diesel. They made a much more conventional throaty engine sound and were generally much louder all round. The sound, being less directional, made it more tricky to determine their movement. It was also difficult to distinguish from the noise alone which diesel varieties they were. Although the T-80 had become quieter, once detected it was readily discernible. These were diesel engines we could hear and definitely tanks but which sort and what they were doing up here required further explanation.


Five minutes elapsed. I conferred with Martin on the map for routes in, routes out and in this particular case the presence of a small stream on our immediate right-hand side once into the chosen OP we were making for. The stream and the railway track to the front of the OP meant that it was a one-way-in, one-way-out option and therefore more easy to become trapped.


‘It restricts our way out, Boss, but on the other hand it will stop anything coming for us other than on foot or in one of the tanks themselves and they’re very unlikely to want to hurtle the tanks around these woods at night. There’s no way they know we’re here. We’ll keep it that way. Go in, do the biz, back out and away.’ Martin Brain was an enthusiastic tour NCO, a Royal Artillery sergeant and still relatively young for the Mission. He was keen to try anything and that suited me down to the ground. But I would still take the rap for any incident.


I had to be sure that there was no other course of action before committing the crew to a balls-up17 approach. It was the Chief of Mission’s maxim that nothing in the DDR was worth dying for. It was the tour officer’s responsibility to ensure that only a sensible level of risk was undertaken. Unfortunately, there was no measurably prescribed level of sensibility beyond which the risk could not go. It was simply left to the tour officer’s judgement out on the ground. At the end of the day there were no rules. If it worked then it must have been right and the proof was more in the accomplishment than in the untried theory. The Missions had already lost two officers, one French, one American, killed deliberately in the pursuit of their duties and both in the last five years. There had been many notable hospital cases and countless very near misses. There was no need to boost these statistics unnecessarily.


I had to consider whether the gain would outweigh the risk. It wasn’t always the case that getting caught or being observed might produce a violent response. Invariably the reaction was completely unpredictable. Sometimes we were mistaken for a Soviet vehicle and the reaction would be a cursory wave and complete indifference. On other occasions the speed of reaction was too slow and too predictable to be effective against us. More often than not we chose the time and the place to conduct operations. But every now and then the scales would be tipped against us and we would be forced to corner ourselves in order to achieve objectives. It was much more the time wasted and the raising of the profile of a particular target than the being caught, that was to be avoided. Furthermore, if caught, then the danger that all the intelligence we had gathered so far might be forcibly removed from the vehicle was even more concerning. The ramifications were far too worrying to countenance. Violence in all its forms was a constant worry but the risk of being ineffective as an intelligence gatherer was more motivating.


If they were bog-standard tanks loading on to a train or out-loading from one then the Mission had probably seen them somewhere before. But I couldn’t work out why they were in this particular part of the DDR. On balance I thought it was worth investigating further and, furthermore, we could do with the practice!


We had visited this railway loading ramp on our way up to Schwerin earlier that day, really as a matter of routine rather than expecting to find anything. It hadn’t been visited for a good while and therefore deserved a call. At best we might determine from a litter sweep or an examination of track and tyre prints whether or not it had been used recently. At worst it would be an opportunity to check the ground for going, likely OPs, the state of the ramp and track, new construction and so on, in order to update the target file for future tours. As luck would have it (Ops18 would put it down to inspired tour planning) there had been signs of activity before we got anywhere near the ramp. A TATRA had dropped off a bunch of NVA19 at the mouth of the same fire-break we were now sitting on, some eight hours ago. We chanced upon them, our arrival in the afternoon coinciding with theirs. We observed them walk down the track and moved on to find out what they were up to. They didn’t see us. Having threaded a circuitous route down what passed for the main road to the station on the other side of the wood, we watched them arrive at the ramp. They lounged around, clearly indicating that they were here for some time and intent on performing some sort of loading or out-loading act. Given that this road was the only way in and out for vehicles and therefore the likely route for loading or unloading then it would certainly be off limits to us. But why had these guys been dropped off at the main road and not been taken all the way down to the ramp? Were they trying to conceal the fact that there was a move in the offing or were they local and knew it was probably quicker on foot than taking the twisty road to the ramp that we had just used? If they were local, which their knowledge of the forest, or this particular track at least, seemed to suggest, then it was likely that these were the drivers and commanders come to collect. Therefore it was more than likely to be an off-load at the ramp than an out-load. But why NVA and why this remote station? We couldn’t make sense of it and it therefore required fathoming.


We took the opportunity, while watching them, to check available lighting for night photography and a likely OP from which to take it. Which way any artificial light was likely to shine was critically important for the Modulux.20 The ramp had one lamppost positioned at the end away from the slope. It was preferable for the light to shine away from us towards the target rather than reflect back towards us and flare out the tube. To a large extent this predetermined the area for a night OP if imagery was critical. If it was an off-load then we would have to take them as they arrived on the train. The sheer size of the equipment on top of their respective flatbeds21 would block any available light from the station but the single ramp light would be shining directly down on them. If they were out-loading then they would go on to the flat-beds one at a time, be better illuminated and allow us greater flexibility as to where we shot them. The light was workable for both options. We counted the number of railway staff at the station, noted their beats and their apparent level of interest in these guys. Finally we identified a possible OP given what we had seen and what we anticipated happening.


This ramp was set at the end of a spur line off the main Berlin–Schwerin railway line, in the middle of a huge forest with a long twisty access road in and out to the main road that looped around the forest about 4 kilometres away on the far side as we were placed. The road-rail crossing had a single light and no barriers. An old Prussian-style wooden building served as the railway station itself but looked more like a traditional timber-framed farm building in need of some repair. The station building was set on the other side of the line to the ramp. The forest came up to the edge of the line, the edge of the access road and almost up to the station itself. The only clear area was immediately around the ramp, where equipment was parked up ready for loading onto a train or formed up prior to departing en masse by road. Apart from that, it looked as harmless as Hansel and Gretel’s gingerbread house! The soldiers loafing at the ramp were all armed, the final clue that there was an equipment move afoot. We retired gracefully without being seen to plan an alternative route in, to watch the proceedings unfold.


Current activity always took precedence over the tour plan unless specifically directed otherwise. All subsequent targets would be rearranged or missed out depending upon what happened now. Current activity was important because in its most dramatic form it might be part of some larger operation. When put together with other tour observations, Sigint22 and satellite imagery, patterns emerged which could range from routine training exercises at unit level to divisional or larger exercises. On the other hand it needn’t just be exercise.


It was Brixmis who observed the first signs of the Berlin Wall going up in 1961, were able to alert the allied military governing authorities and test the resolve of the Khruschev-backed fledgling DDR. Nothing was done and the obscenity that divided families in their own houses was erected over night without challenge. Ian Wellstead, a legendary Brixmis tour officer of the day, observed the first blocks being mortared together and could have kicked them down himself had he been given the nod, but the politicians of the day let it go unchallenged. It was Brixmis in 1968 who observed the invasion of Czechoslovakia from the deep south-east of the DDR, a potential repeat performance into Poland against Lech Walesa throughout 1980–1 and it was Brixmis in 1989–90 who was observing without invitation and therefore impartially, the scale and validity of politically agreed troop reductions throughout the Western Group of Forces. It was not unreasonable to claim that the Missions were the eyes and ears of Nato, its most forward troops already on the ground, committed, sacrificed and deep inside enemy territory even before the proverbial balloon went up. We were fighting a Third World War before it had been officially declared.


Pulled up in the track we were going over it again on the map. All of this information already existed on the target file back in Berlin and we had gone through it meticulously, able to commit the target map to memory with routes in, routes out, likely OPs, problem areas, fields of view, sentries’ fields of fire and so on. But there was nothing like a final recce to give you confidence that no fences or barriers had suddenly gone up since the last visit, right across a likely escape route. In this case there was little or no change. We were not expecting the ramp to be occupied so now it was imperative to be sure where we were going, how we were going to do it and what we were going to do.


‘OK, you ready to go, Ernie? Do you need PNG?’23


‘No, Boss, I’m nearly there.’


‘Martin, I’ve got the map to take us to target, you take us away when we leave, prematurely or otherwise. Doors locked, windows up. 200 metres, Ernie, stop and cut. Let’s go.’


It was a familiar routine. All windows were wound up while on the move. Needless to say having an unlocked door would be doubly awkward! There were too many other things to do when the vehicle was moving to have to wind up windows if you were jumped: reading the map, juggling cameras and controlling the vehicle were consuming enough. The last thing we would need if trying to leave forcibly was a Soviet or East German soldier hanging on by his fingertips jammed in an open window, or worse still, trying to rip you out if you left a door open. Narks we could be a little more robust with but they were unlikely to tackle us without backup. They were not the military enemy, nor did we actively target them, but they were a nasty devious organisation who operated along the same lines as us. We had to work round them rather than against them in order to get the real intelligence that we were after. At least the soldiers were only doing their job. It wasn’t their fault that they were on the wrong side and badly misguided. They were just people taking orders and as such were treated with enormous respect. There was nothing personal against them and certainly no hate for them. We, too, were just doing a job and unfortunately for them that required shafting them whenever the opportunity arose.
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Loading kit on to rail flats was not always straightforward! This BMP, side-number 636, has overshot. The soldiers display a classic indifference: ‘It wasn’t me, Guv, honest!’





We rolled forward quietly and stopped 200 metres further into the wood. Ernie cut the engine. The windows were cranked in the front and we paused to listen. More audible now, but still not visible, the vehicles were clearly manoeuvring in the open area adjacent to the ramp. It still remained unclear if they were loading or off-loading. It was important to know. Was this an outside unit come to exercise in the area or a unit from the area leaving to exercise elsewhere? Either way it was a strange occurrence because although this was a well-known East German military district it was very much the preserve of the local Soviet regiment. It was very unusual to see NVA here.


‘400 metres and stop, no need to cut, route out is reverse to the main road and away right. Trip please, Martin.’


‘Thanks, Boss!’ Ernie had probably worked out for himself that going forward to the station and saying hello to the sentries was not my preferred option but it gave me confidence that we were absolutely clear what we would do if we were bumped there and then.


‘You just keep your eyes on the road behind as well as ahead in case anything comes up our chuff,’ added Martin. It was this sort of sharp banter that helped keep a lid on rising apprehensions.


We always tried to avoid going into an occupied target. It was always the last option. Invariably it meant having to reveal yourself and this in turn might reveal routes and OPs you had used, allowing them to be set up for ambush in the future. But in some cases there was no alternative to the direct approach if you needed the intelligence. It was rarely practised on an installation or barracks unless you were sure of your ground or the intelligence was absolutely guaranteed to be worth the risk. It was more feasible on training areas and among equipment deployments because there was always the option of using the open ground or the route the target vehicles themselves had come in on. We normally had the distinct advantages of speed and surprise in those situations to achieve it. The only thing we wouldn’t know is whether or not the route would be blocked by their vehicles. It was a rarely practised option because it was asking for trouble and it sullied the integrity of the intelligence gathered: they knew you knew. On the other hand there was nothing that knocked people off balance more than actually driving right at them and through them.


Anticipating Ernie’s next question, I added, ‘If we have to go forward to the ramp this track joins the road just left of the crossing light and we’ll join it going left away from the crossing. But we’ll need to cross the lines to do it. It’s only single track.’


The atmosphere in the G-wagon was relaxed, Martin was smiling and Ernie was smirking. This was pretty routine stuff so far. We were still 500 or 600 metres away from the ramp at the next stop. There was no need to turn off the engine, the tanks were louder now and they would certainly mask the very slight noises we were making. Nevertheless, the mood began to change with the increasing volume of noise coming from the target. They couldn’t hear us, we were certain of that, but equally we found it difficult to hear anything approaching us. We were close enough now for a response. The anticipation of what might happen was enough to concentrate the mind considerably.


Martin adopted his customary bracing position, leaning right forward on the edge of his seat, one hand on the front of the dashboard, the arm straight to brace the rest of the body, the other hand clutching the tape recorder in his fist, the base of his fist holding down the 1:50,000 strip map ready for our withdrawal to the next target. He was scanning forward and back, loathe to use the PNG unless he absolutely had to. Once you put the PNG up to your eyes you increased your night viewing capability enormously but when you lowered them you lost your natural night vision immediately. The same was partially true of the Modulux. The eerie green hue of the image intensifier screwed up night vision. Fortunately with the camera it was only in one eye. With practice it was possible to keep one eye open maintaining night vision while taking photographs with the other. Ernie shifted in his seat, unclipped his safety belt for full movement and gripped the steering wheel a little more tightly.


Between the three of us we probably had over 200 tours under our belts, but the adrenalin rush as you closed in on the target was always present. It was a reasonably common experience that towards the end of your time in the Mission you tended to take more risks as you became more and more confident of the ground, the equipment available to you and the crew’s respective abilities to get you out of a situation either by talking, driving or navigating. There was no doubt that the danger increased the closer one got to a target and it was this overwhelming fear that either motivated tourers or broke them. There was an occasional tourer who simply couldn’t perform once out on the ground. By and large, selection procedures determined who on balance would be suited to these operations but doing it for real and training for it made men react very differently indeed.




[image: Illustration]


A typical air tour operating at the perimeter of an airfield. The tour officer is photographing with the 1,000-mm lens out of the cupola. The tour NCO is spotting and identifying the aircraft for the benefit of the tape. The driver, in this case Stan Matthews, is keeping a lookout for security.





We paused briefly at the 400-metre mark. ‘50 metres turn right, small track. Trip.’ It was good practice to issue directions one stage at a time. There was nothing more infuriating for a driver to be told three moves in advance. We’d gone through the route well away from here earlier this afternoon and again briefly as we paused on leaving the road. Ernie had a good mental picture of the map in his mind but he had enough to concentrate on without remembering lefts, rights and straight-ons delivered at once.


The track opening was barely visible against the forest wall, only becoming obvious after we passed it. Ernie reversed up slightly to make the turn. We could no longer see the tyre tracks so Martin quickly used the PNG to confirm that they went straight on where we were turning off. It would not have been too clever to follow them in and find a TATRA looming up in front of us.


‘50 metres the track turns sharp left back towards the ramp and it’s 200 metres on the nose. Trip.’


‘Roger.’


We were very much alert now. Martin and Ernie were scanning constantly while I kept bobbing my head up and down from the map to the outside, continually checking position.


‘The way out remains backwards, there is no forward now unless something comes up behind us.’


‘Roger.’


The continuous chatter between all three seats was deliberately calm and businesslike, similar to the constant communication between aircraft crews and air traffic control – clipped, succinct and clear.


We manoeuvred very slowly into the final OP, which effectively marked the end of the little track that we were following. It looked as though the only vehicle or people to have used this particular route in were probably previous mission vehicles. It certainly wasn’t on the 1: 50,000 OS, merely marked in on the 1:25,000 target map made up by ourselves. The vehicle was just tucked inside the edge of the wood where it fronted on to the railway line. In front of us to our right and on the other side of the line was the ramp, a simple brick and concrete construction in some disrepair, rising up level with the flat-beds allowing the vehicles to drive on to them. It was a side-loading ramp, rather than an end loader. The railway line ran on for a further 200 metres to the right where the empty flatbeds had been shunted having disgorged their load. The track ran on into buffers but we were unable to see that far. The train’s flatbeds continued to our left for about 50 metres, at the head of which was the locomotive. The whole train was stretched in front of us, effectively creating a barrier. If we were forced to go forward here we would have to run parallel to the train before being able to cut across the line. Not a great option to get so close to the rolling stock and the troops on top.


‘T-72s, one, two, three . . . I count eighteen, Boss. What do you reckon?’


‘Agreed. I only see one side-number24, it’s three-figure, not easy to read. Two, zero, three. It’s pretty vague.’ Soviet side-numbering was invariably three numbers, sometimes two but never four. Four-figure side-numbers were reserved for the NVA.


The NVA soldiers we had seen earlier were taking the tanks off the flatbed and parking them up in the open area adjacent to the ramp. They’d just about finished the process but the noise was still loud enough for us to have to talk above it to make ourselves heard. They were no more than 30 metres away. We were peering out from the cover of the wood into a dimly lit area of the ramp. It would have been difficult for them to see beyond the curtain of light that framed their activity towards us, even if they knew we were there. The light was good enough for some sharp definition with the Modulux. I caught the one single side-number that was visible. It seemed as though all the others had been removed.


‘They’re definitely unloading and they’re definitely Sov. So why the NVA? Hello, who’s this then? On the platform, Martin, seen?’


‘Seen.’


A Soviet officer, senior lieutenant, tank epaulettes on the black backing of his tunic lapel, was standing on the platform with a couple of NVA officers in attendance watching the unloading procedure.


‘I think they’re handing them over, Boss.’


That the NVA were equipped by Moscow was well known. Knowing how, when and with what was not so well known. The T-72 was very much a mainstay of the Soviet tank fleet, if no longer state-of-the-art following the introduction of T-80. This little gem of a sighting told us several things. The side-number would tell us which Soviet unit was now upgraded with T-80, the location of the ramp told us which NVA military district was being upgraded with T-72 and with both bits of information we would now know the very latest state of the orbat25 of the respective Warsaw Pact units ranged against the West along this sector of the front line. Ops would probably be picky and want to know where the current T-62s and 64s were being held that the T-72s were replacing. They were never satisfied, but that would be someone else’s job. This was a very nice night’s work indeed.
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