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			For the great escapees as depicted in these pages.

			And for all who slipped the clutches of the enemy,

			so as to continue the fight against Nazi tyranny.

		

	
		
			

			The hero is commonly the simplest and obscurest of men.

			Henry David Thoreau
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			Author’s Note

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			Preface

			In 2016 I had the good fortune to be approached by an influential member of the Special Air Service regiment, who asked if I would be interested in telling the story of how the SAS had hunted down Hitler’s war criminals in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. I had heard about this incredible tale, but knew that without access to solid source material – Second World War-era reports, war diaries, personal recollections – it would be impossible to relate. That individual offered me all of this and more, for which I am hugely grateful. The resulting book – The Nazi Hunters – is one that I am immensely proud to have written.

			At one stage in the story related in that book, in the autumn of 1944, a Canadian airman was shot down over the border between occupied France and Germany. That man, Flight Officer Ronald Lewis ‘Lew’ Fiddick, managed to evade the enemy and, with the help of the French resistance, linked up with SAS forces operating deep behind the lines in the Vosges Mountains of north-eastern France. Those men would go on to form the core of the SAS Nazi-hunting unit that would track down some of the most elusive war criminals, until their operations were brought to a precipitate end in 1948.

			The SAS’s hit-and-run exploits in the Vosges were legendary. Aiming to ‘cut the head off the Nazi snake’, this elite, behind-the-lines unit targeted senior enemy officers, shooting apart and blowing up their staff cars, before melting away, wraith-like, into the Vosges’ dark forests and hills. But Fiddick’s story particularly stood out. Made an honorary member of the SAS following the dramatic way he slipped the enemy’s clutches after his aircraft was shot down, his subsequent escape and evasion took him from the war-torn Vosges all the way back to friendly lines.

			From there I developed a fascination for similar tales of astounding bravery, resourcefulness and endurance, as members of the SAS risked all to evade enemy capture from the earliest years of the unit’s formation until the end of the Second World War, and across all nations in which they served. There are scores of such stories, and my selection of the seven related here reflects the many theatres and wide means by which such escapes were executed, and features some of the key individuals involved. Suffice to say, a dozen more volumes of such tales could be written, featuring similarly compelling and dramatic tales.

			The seven stories I’ve chosen embody the wider esprit de corps and attitude of the Special Forces’ great escapees of the Second World War. Of course, the incredible endeavours portrayed here were not the exclusive domain of the SAS: other elite forces and indeed regular units have their own share of similarly heroic tales. But as the SAS pioneered and perfected such escape and evasion techniques, it is only right that the stories of their exploits should lead the way.

			So, in that spirit let me take you to the first in a dramatic series of escapes and evasions, which last from the earliest years of the Second World War until its very final stages.

		

	
		
			Great Escape One

			Escape from Colossus

			The fleet of eight Armstrong Whitworth Whitley medium bombers flitted across the moonlit Sicilian countryside, destin­ation mainland Italy. Inside the aircraft were thirty-six raiders hell-bent on pulling off a mission of unprecedented daring, but one on which the odds were stacked against anyone returning alive. Forming part of No. 11 Special Air Service Battalion – the forerunner to the Special Air Service proper – they included some of the British Army’s finest.

			Four days earlier they had been shivering in the bitter winter rain and fog of an English winter, as the seemingly invincible Nazi war machine attempted to bomb the island nation into submission. Now, they were poised to execute an utterly audacious operation, one that had the personal blessing of Winston Churchill – dropping into the heart of Mussolini’s Fascist Italy, to blow up that nation’s life-giving watercourse, the Aqueduct Pugliese, which supplied fresh drinking water to three million Italian souls.

			If they succeeded, they would destroy not only the water supply for the major cities in the south of the country, but also that supplying the country’s key ports, including Taranto and Brindisi, which were vital to Italy’s campaign in North Africa. Depriving those ports of water could shut them down completely, massively boosting Britain’s fortunes in the war.

			According to the raiders’ commanding officer, Major Trevor Allan Gordon – ‘Tag’ – Pritchard, their mission, codenamed Operation Colossus, would be ‘an experiment to see just what we can do. We’re pioneers, or guinea pigs, whichever way you prefer to look at it.’ They were indeed guinea pigs, for this was to be the first ever airborne operation by Allied forces, no Allied troops ever having parachuted into combat before.

			One of Pritchard’s men, Lieutenant George Paterson, of Canadian origin and a sapper – a demolitions expert – by trade, was to play a pivotal role. At six-foot-three, Paterson – known as ‘the Big Canadian’ – was an easy-going but tough giant of a man, hailing from the city of Kelowna, in British Columbia. But as they flew towards the target Paterson’s mind was consumed by one thing only – the sense of his nerves knotted tight in his stomach.

			Over his headphones, Paterson heard the Whitley’s pilot announce that they were twenty minutes away from jump-hour. Shaking his corporal, Jack Watson, awake, he began to rouse the others. His men had seemed to suffer few of the nerves that he had, for most had slept soundly through the long flight.

			With the red jump-light switching to green, Paterson took a grip on his fears and leapt into the darkness, drifting down towards the shadowed countryside. Below and above him the fellow men in his stick were likewise suspended beneath swathes of parachute silk. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he caught sight of the aqueduct, its silhouette bold and clear on the mountain­side.

			Once safely on the ground, he and his men broke out their weapons and explosives from the containers, which had also been dropped by the Whitley. Armed up, they began to climb the ravine leading to the aqueduct itself. In the distance, a faint rumble of explosions broke the silence. That had to be two Whitley bombers carrying out their diversionary attacks on Foggia rail yard, a vital link in Italy’s wartime logistics. Hopefully, any watchers who had seen the fleet of British aircraft fly overhead would presume that all had been engaged upon that bombing mission. That at least was the plan.

			As Paterson and his men reached the aqueduct, the mission commander, Pritchard, brought them up to speed. On two counts there was bad news. One: the Whitley carrying the main team of sappers was missing, along with the bulk of their explosives. Paterson being the only sapper remaining, it now fell to him to come up with a plan to demolish the aqueduct. Two: as the raiders gathered together all their explosives, the sum total amounted to less than seven hundred pounds in weight, or just a third of the amount they’d expected. Some was lost on the missing aircraft, while the rest must have frozen solid in the Whitley’s bomb-racks, and failed to drop.

			Undaunted, Paterson went about assessing the target. The mission briefings had stated that the aqueduct’s three piers were constructed of masonry, but Paterson soon discovered the grim truth: they were made of reinforced concrete, and that took much more explosive power to destroy. The plan had been to blow all three piers, shattering the aqueduct from end to end. That was now impossible, with such limited explosives to hand and knowing the true nature of the aqueduct’s construction. All Paterson could suggest was that they concentrate all their charges on the one pier, and hope for the best. He began packing the crates of explosives against the target, before adding the detonators and a length of fuse, at which point he informed Pritchard that all was ready.

			At 0029 hours on 11 February 1941, with everyone backed away a safe distance, Paterson lit the fuse and rushed to join Pritchard in the cover of some boulders. But as the seconds ticked by there was no detonation. Eventually, Paterson decided to go and see what was wrong, taking Pritchard for company. After creeping forward a few yards, they were stopped in their tracks by a sound like a massive clap of thunder erupting before them.

			A whirlwind of debris erupted skywards, showering the men with clouds of blasted rocks and mud. As the thick pall of dust and smoke dissipated, the two men held their breath in hope: had the charges done the trick? The air cleared to reveal a beautiful sight: half of the aqueduct was down. The target pier had been demolished completely, and another was leaning badly, leaving the precious water of the Apulian Aqueduct cascading down the ravine and away into the valley beyond.

			Against all odds, Operation Colossus had succeeded. It was now that Tag Pritchard revealed to his raiders their escape plan: they were to trek westwards through the Apennine Mountains, which form the spine of Italy, making for a coastal rendezvous with a British submarine, HMS Triumph. Six days hence, Triumph was scheduled to pluck them off Italy’s western shores and to safety – but only if they could make it.

			With no time to lose, the men split into smaller parties, in an effort to escape and evade a vengeful enemy. Major Pritchard led one group of would-be escapees, along with Lieutenant Anthony Deane-Drummond, his second in command. Lieutenant Paterson took charge of another. They formed up and headed into the snowbound mountains, in a desperate effort to avoid capture and whatever grim fate would then follow.

			Paterson led the way with his group, heading up the mountain slope over treacherous ground. In no time they were ankle-deep in freezing mud, which sucked at their every step. Husbanding their precious reserves of water, they stopped to quench their thirst at every stream they came to. Just before dawn, they took refuge in a shallow ravine. Over portable stoves they brewed tea, before trying to eat their pemmican, the fatty porridge that constituted their main rations. But its heavy, greasy consistency made the men gag, and those who did manage to get it down them soon found it paying an unwelcome return visit.

			Sticking to the cover of that ravine, they hid during the hours of daylight, only setting out again come nightfall. Moving through the high peaks of the Apennines, the going proved horrendous, as Pritchard and his men struggled to keep going in the bitter cold. Despite a second night’s hard march, they’d barely managed to cover seventeen miles come daybreak, their every footfall dogged by treacherous ice and snow.

			Having lain up in hiding for a second day, Paterson decided they had no choice but to risk taking to a road, to speed them in the direction they needed to travel. They were exhausted, frozen stiff, famished and their progress through the mountains was proving too slow to make the rendezvous with the British submarine. By contrast, taking to that night-dark road enabled them to cover six miles in the first two hours. Spirits lifted. Paterson pushed them on at pace, moving past a crossroads, before coming to a stone bridge. But they were barely over that, when a group of heavily armed Carabinieri – the Italian military police force – burst out of hiding, weapons at the ready.

			At first, Paterson and his men tried to argue that they were German troops on a night exercise, but it fooled no one. By now local villagers had gathered: men, women and children, over a hundred of them, and some armed with shotguns. Sensing resistance was futile, Paterson and his men were rounded up and taken to a small village. Handcuffed, they were packed onto mule carts for the journey to the local town gaol. At gunpoint, they were ordered into the cells, whereupon they discovered that some of their fellow Operation Colossus raiders, including their CO, Tag Pritchard, were already present, having been taken captive just a few hours earlier.

			After an uncomfortable night in the cells, the Operation Colossus captives were transported to the city of Naples, by train. On arrival, they were driven to the military prison – an archaic building that resembled a medieval dungeon. There, Paterson was thrust into a cell, his guard stating in broken English that he was to be shot. The grim reality finally hit home. In the cell that night, believing he faced imminent execution, Paterson thought about his family back in Canada and his life before the war – studying hard, drinking beer with his mates – and of the pretty blonde typist he had had his eye on. Come daybreak, he was led into another room, to undergo interrogation by the Questura, Fascist Italy’s secret police. But despite their many attempts to extract information, and the death threats, Paterson maintained a rigid silence.

			Days passed, and Paterson still hadn’t been executed. Instead, he was informed that as they were parachutists, the Operation Colossus captives were to be treated as Air Force POWs – prisoners of war. When they were sent to an Italian airbase, as a temporary holding camp, conditions dramatically improved. The commanding officer there, a Colonel Montalba, appeared to be a compassionate, principled individual. He ensured they had decent food, a bath every second day and that they were allowed exercise. Essentials such as toothbrushes, soap and towels were even provided.

			But when Colonel Montalba wasn’t around, the Questura continued their pursuit of the Colossus raiders. One morning, a Questura photographer and finger-printing expert arrived. Pritchard refused to cooperate, stating that they were prisoners of war, not common criminals. On returning to his base, a furious Colonel Montalba tore apart the Questura’s equipment, smashing the photographer’s plates and his camera, plus the finger-printing kits.

			After three weeks of this relatively benign existence, the prisoners were summoned into Colonel Montalba’s office. With great cheer he announced they were to be moved to a camp in the mountains, at Sulmona. It promised magnificent scenery, excellent food and plenty of wine and cigarettes, as well as the company of their fellow British POWs, Colonel Montalba declared. It was regrettable, he added, that the only thing they would not be allowed was the company of women!

			In due course Paterson and his fellow POWs travelled by train through snowy peaks and dense pine forests, with only the occasional village breaking up the scenery. Finally, the small town of Sulmona came into view. Guarded by thirty-five Carabinieri, the Colossus captives were taken on a five-mile march to the prison gates. Upon arrival, they were confined to cramped cells with little to do, and with no fellow POWs for company. The men became irritable and downhearted. Colonel Montalba’s promises of the good life – of fine food, wine, company and song – seemed to have been wildly exaggerated.

			Several weeks into their incarceration at PG 78 Sulmona, a Colonel Fisk from the American Embassy, in Rome, arrived to check they were being treated fairly. Paterson and the others pleaded with him to get them moved to somewhere they could exercise and where they could mix with fellow POWs. Shortly afterwards, they were transferred to the officers’ compound. The huts there were bigger, there was space to exercise, but best of all, they were finally among their fellow captives. Paterson was assigned a bed in a hut called ‘Dominion House’, which housed Australians, New Zealanders, South Africans and British among its number.

			In his new surroundings, Paterson learned that their Italian captors even provided each POW with half a litre of wine per day. Most saved up the wine over several days, in order to throw a special party. But at Dominion House the inmates had got into the habit of drinking all the wine they could right away. With Paterson on hand, there was hope that they might rely on the Big Canadian’s self-discipline and iron will to curb their excessive boozing, and he was duly appointed Dominion House Wine Secretary.

			With Paterson’s strictures over the wine ration rigorously imposed, escape became uppermost on the captives’ minds. But with Sulmona lying four hundred miles from the Swiss frontier – neutral Switzerland offering the nearest promise of safety – those few who had previously attempted to escape had all been recaptured and returned to the camp.

			Even so, the men of No. 11 SAS – Britain’s first ever airborne forces, who were all volunteers for hazardous duties – remained undaunted. They had been subjected to months of harsh ‘commando style’ training in Britain, plus the rigours of learning parachute jumping, including from static towers, tethered balloons and aircraft; they were in no mood to sit out the remainder of the war as POWs.

			At Sulmona Paterson befriended an RAF fighter pilot called Garry Garrad-Cole, among other POWs. Garrad-Cole asked him if he’d like to join an escape attempt they were planning. Paterson, fired up by the thought of some action at last, replied: ‘You’re damn right I would!’

			Garrad-Cole had managed to escape once before, in the company of a naval lieutenant. They had reached Italy’s eastern – Adriatic – coast but had been caught in the process of stealing a boat to make good their getaway. The plan of escape now was to dig a tunnel leading from inside the broom cupboard of their hut, out under the camp’s perimeter. Garrad-Cole showed Paterson where several floor tiles had been removed, revealing a dark and narrow shaft. Each day the excavated soil was passed around the hut inmates, before being discreetly dribbled out via their trouser legs and scattered around the camp.

			Over the coming day, the tunnel excavation progressed well, and Paterson felt his spirits lift in anticipation of the break-out. But one morning a mule, loaded with supplies, suddenly disappeared down a large hole, as it made its way along the path running just outside the camp perimeter. Within minutes, the escape shaft had been discovered.

			Even so, Paterson and Garrad-Cole weren’t inclined to give up. Some weeks later they managed to execute a daring dash past the wire, but Paterson only got as far as a ditch, before some angry farmers descended upon him with their hunting rifles at the ready. Garrad-Cole was also quickly recaptured. Sentenced to thirty days’ solitary confinement, by the time they were released rationing within the camp had become severe. The Italians, realising that the war was unlikely to be over anytime soon, had switched the prisoners’ diet to a few slices of stale black bread and a watery vegetable stew.

			The weeks passed, and Paterson and his fellow prisoners grew increasingly despondent. They seemed to be permanently plagued by hunger and could foresee no opportunities for breaking out. Finally, all of the Special Forces officers were brought before the Colonel of Sulmona POW camp. He informed them that as they were the main instigators of all the escape attempts, they were to be shipped off to another place of incarceration, one that was far more secure.

			Following a long train journey under close guard, Paterson and his fellows arrived at an ancient, glowering monastery in the town of San Romano, central Italy. The monastery had been split into two, with one section still occupied by the monks, but the other walled off and tightly patrolled. Inside, there were some fifty Greek POWs, who greeted the new arrivals warmly. Despite their lack of a common language, the Greeks immediately offered to share their Red Cross food parcels with the newcomers, who they could see were half-starved.

			His spirits somewhat reinvigorated, Paterson once again began considering thoughts of escape. During the first few weeks at their new place of internment, he carefully studied the POWs’ section of the building, but every conceivable exit was covered by rifle-posts and machine-gun emplacements. However, the monks’ quarters, on the far side of a bricked-off corridor, remained unexplored.

			One of Paterson’s fellow Operation Colossus raiders decided to attempt a reconnaissance of the monks’ quarters, by pronouncing himself a Roman Catholic and demanding that he be allowed to attend services in the chapel. Under heavy guard he began his daily visits, each time gathering vital intelligence of the monastery’s layout. From this information Paterson, an engineer by trade, drew up an accurate plan of the building. It revealed that behind the bricked-off corridor separating the POWs from the monks lay a rarely used cloister – a covered walkway. If they could remove a few bricks, they might be able to slip into the cloister and make good their getaway.

			It was a sound plan, but they would need a distraction to cover the racket made by chiselling away the bricks. A few weeks back the Greeks had gathered together enough wine and goodies from the Red Cross parcels to throw a party in honour of St George, the patron saint of England. Now, Paterson and his fellow escapees figured it was time to return the gesture with a party all of their own. With luck, the drunken singing would provide the perfect cover as they excavated a hole in the wall.

			Over the next fortnight they got busy. Identity cards that might pass a fleeting inspection were cleverly forged. Clothing was shared around and careful alterations made to enable the men to blend in as civilians in the outside world. Routes were planned and money put aside.

			The evening for the party arrived. Paterson played his role as the genial host, passing around the wine to intoxicate the Greeks – who were known to be enthusiastic singers – while remaining stone-cold sober himself. Behind the scenes, others got busy attacking the wall. After a short while they succeeded in getting one brick free. They reported to Paterson that it was tricky to break the mortar without making too much noise, but that they should be ready in an hour or so.

			With the party in full swing, word reached Paterson that the hole was nearly big enough. It was time for Paterson and the group of British officers to slip away unnoticed. They raced for their rooms to make their final preparations, disguising themselves as best they could as civilians. No sooner had they done so than Lieutenant Deane-Drummond, one of Paterson’s fellow Operation Colossus raiders, came tearing down the corridor.

			‘It’s all off!’ Deane-Drummond cried. ‘One of the bloody monks heard a brick drop and decided to investigate. He’s just yelled for the guard. They’ll be here in minutes. Hide everything incriminating and let’s get to bed.’

			Paterson, Deane-Drummond and the others had barely slipped under the sheets, when the Carabinieri came storming into their rooms, announcing that there had been an escape attempt. Paterson protested their innocence, claiming that none of them had been involved. The accusations were deeply unjust, for they were all fast asleep, he insisted. Paterson’s play-acting would have succeeded had it not been for one of the Carabinieri discovering his carefully drawn plans of the monastery, hidden under his bedside table.

			As punishment, Paterson was marched off for a month’s solitary confinement. He told himself, ruefully, that perhaps the peace and quiet would do him good. But he wasn’t to be alone for long. Most of the British officers joined him, as the Italian guards decided to punish them all. Even so, Paterson remained determined to break out.

			The first of the Operation Colossus raiders to do so would be Lt Deane-Drummond. Faking mastoiditis – an infection of the bone behind the ear – Deane-Drummond got himself moved to Florence Military Hospital. Early one morning he managed to sneak past his guard on the ward and catch a train to Milan, some three hundred kilometres north and that much closer to Switzerland. From there he travelled on to Como, which lies on the Italian side of the Swiss border, and managed to slip across the frontier.

			Having made it into neutral Switzerland, Deane-Drummond proceeded to cross the border into France, in the company of some fellow escapees, making his way to an isolated beach lying some twenty miles east of the French port city of Marseilles. It was there that a small British naval vessel, disguised as a Spanish fishing trawler, managed to land during the dead of night and rescue them all.

			But Deane-Drummond’s successful breakout, coupled with the escape attempts of Paterson and fellow POWs, turned the attitude of the Italian camp guards distinctly hostile. Come late summer, Paterson and fellows were informed they were to be transferred to Gavi, a camp twenty miles north of the city of Genoa. Supposedly escape-proof, it was at the Gavi camp that the most mutinous and restive Allied prisoners were held.

			On their arrival, Paterson could see why. Perched high on one side of the mountain was an ancient fortress, surrounded by sheer drops on all sides and accessed by a narrow winding road. Each wall of the fortress was lined by machine-gun posts and squads of patrolling guards. By now, Paterson had been in captivity for eighteen months, and the very sight of the Gavi camp sent his spirits plunging. But, he reminded himself, nowhere was one hundred per cent escape-proof. There had to be a way.

			During the long months of incarceration, Paterson had learned to adapt to his circumstances. Keeping mind and body active was key. Learning languages, mathematics, art – anything, so long as it didn’t give the mind too long to brood. At Gavi, he busied himself with Italian, and they even managed to organise a drama club and a casino to pass the days.

			As the months ground by, fresh POWs arrived, bringing encouraging news of the war. The battle for North Africa had been won, and Sicily had been taken by Allied troops. Then came news that was like a bolt from the blue. Benito Mussolini, Italy’s Fascist dictator, was removed from power. Seeing which way the wind was blowing in the war, Italy’s leaders had signed an armistice with the Allies on 3 September 1943. When this was made public on the 8th, most of the Italian guards at Gavi seemed euphoric. They announced that the war would soon be over and they would all be going home.

			Gavi’s fearsome machine-gun posts were left unmanned and the sentry boxes unattended, as guards and prisoners mingled in celebration. With the gates left unguarded, all the prisoners could have walked out, but they’d received word via secret channels that they should stay where they were, the better to assist with their repatriation in due course. Sadly, this ‘stay put’ order, instigated by Allied high command, would backfire catastrophically.

			As morning came, the jovial atmosphere evaporated. When Paterson gazed out from the fortress, he realised that the guards were back at their posts. More chillingly, he could see the distinctive grey uniforms of a unit of German troops moving through the valley below.

			‘We will be shot if any of us let you go,’ confided one of the Italian guards, dejectedly.

			The routine at Gavi returned to what it had been before, while the German forces remained in position, to pressure the Italians into keeping a close watch. Then, in mid-September 1943, the Germans dismissed the Italian guards and moved into the fortress themselves. The prisoners were told to prepare to be moved early the next morning. Paterson and his fellow detainees realised this could mean only one thing: they were about to be shipped to Germany, the very last place they wanted to go.

			Desperate to escape, several tried to hide in out-of-the-way-sheds, cupboards, attics and disused storerooms, only to be discovered. Their last-ditch attempts delayed the journey for twenty-four hours, but no more. Finally the prisoners were lined up and strip-searched, before being loaded aboard a convoy of trucks. As the POWs sat there, silent and downcast, Paterson knew that once they were in Germany there would be little chance of ever breaking away.

			After travelling all day, the convoy pulled into a freight yard in the northern Italian region of Lombardy. There, they were ushered into a goods warehouse, where several hundred POWs were crammed together. Word reached Paterson that they were to be taken by train over the Brenner Pass, the dramatic mountain chasm that straddles the border between Italy and Austria, and onwards into Germany. Paterson realised that their worst nightmare was about to begin.

			Under the hot September sun it seemed like an eternity before they were marched towards a long line of goods wagons. Interspersed between them were groups of heavily armed SS troopers, who would be riding in open vans. Once Paterson and the others had been herded inside the wooden-sided carriages, the doors slid shut and were locked tightly closed.

			With a sharp blast on the whistle, the train lurched forward. Inside Paterson’s wagon, it was hot, airless and very nearly dark. As the locomotive steamed northwards, the men’s hunger began to stir. From Red Cross supplies they’d brought with them they pulled out whatever biscuits, raisins and chocolate remained. It wasn’t long before the conversation turned to escape.

			One of those riding on that train was Major David Stirling, the founder of the SAS, who had been taken prisoner while on operations in the North African desert in January 1943. Stirling had escaped almost immediately from his German captors but was quickly retaken by a force of Italian troops, who delighted in having got one over on their German brothers-in-arms by recapturing ‘The Phantom Major’, as Field Marshal Erwin Rommel had dubbed Stirling.

			Stirling would go on to make repeated escape attempts, and he and Paterson had become friends in the Italian POW camps, bonding over their shared desire to be free. In short, the determin­ation to break out from that train, as it steamed north towards Germany, was palpable, and the conversation ebbed back and forth about how best they might do so. Finally, a group of South African POWs figured it was worth seeing if they could cut a hole through the wooden planking that formed the carriage’s sides.

			‘Anyone manage to bring a knife?’ someone ventured.

			One man handed over a small pocket-knife, while another produced an item he’d managed to get his hands on shortly before their departure, very much with escape in mind – a pair of heavy-duty dental pliers with the tips shaped like a parrot’s beak. With the use of those improvised excavation tools, a small hole was torn through to the outside, at the point where their car linked with the next.

			A buzz of excitement rippled through the carriage, as the prisoners realised their chances of escape were now very real. But as luck would have it the train began to slow, before eventually coming to a stop. Thinking quickly, Paterson urged one of the men to stuff the hole with his sweater. Thus blocked up, when the guards passed, checking all the carriages were in order, the damage should remain undetected.

			After fifteen minutes, the train began to move once more and no one had raised the alarm. The cutters set to work again, tearing at the wood, desperate to be free. Every now and again the train would slow and stop, to let other locomotives pass; each time the men stuffed the hole with their clothing. Finally, at just after midnight, the gap was declared big enough for a man to squeeze through.

			Filling their pockets with as much food and cigarettes as possible, each of the would-be escapees lined up, and waited for the train to slow enough to chance a leap. Two South Africans went first, followed by another pair of desperate fugitives. As Paterson poked his head out, readying himself to follow, he saw one of the figures ahead of him inch his way onto the coupling linking the two carriages. Suddenly, the train gave an almighty jolt, knocking the figure off his feet and throwing him beneath the wheels.

			Paterson looked on in horror, but the men behind – unaware of the tragedy – were growing restless. Plucking up his courage, Paterson squeezed himself out onto the coupling. By now the train was powering down into a valley and picking up speed. He would be killed outright if he jumped. Eventually the train slowed and the Big Canadian summoned up his courage . . . and leapt. Seconds later he crashed onto the sharp stones of the gravel embankment, where, despite the pain he was in, he forced himself to lie utterly still.

			Spreadeagled on the ground, Patterson’s mind raced. Would a guard see him and open fire? As the carriages flashed past, he braced himself for a burst of bullets in the back. But eventually, the red tail-light zipped by and he breathed a sigh of relief. It was to be short-lived. Some eighty yards further on, the train ground to a halt. The rattle of semi-automatic gunfire broke the silence, with bullets spraying along the tracks. Had he been spotted? If he stayed put, the guards could leap down and race back towards him, and he would be finished.

			Glancing around, to his right lay only a steep mountainside; there was no escape that way. But on the opposite side of the tracks lay a scrub-covered hillside running down to a broad river. Paterson decided he would have to chance it. Jumping to his feet, he dashed over the rail-tracks, before rolling down the bank into the undergrowth on the far side. In a low crouch, he proceeded to race down the hill, brambles and branches tearing at him, his only focus being to get away. Finally, his way was barred by the river.

			Knowing he had to press on, he removed his clothes and boots, bundling everything together, before strapping it onto a piece of wood lying near by. Entering the icy mountain water, he gasped. Pushing the bundle before him, he started swimming, but the current was stronger than he had imagined and it began to sweep him away. Gradually, he made progress, but then an eddy – a fierce current forming a small whirlpool – snatched his precious bundle, wrenching it from his grasp. Though he tried desperately to recover it, within seconds his possessions had been sucked out of reach.

			More crawling than swimming, Paterson made the far bank, where he collapsed, struggling to catch his breath. As he looked down at himself, he realised his dire predicament: he was on the run in hostile country and stark naked. With night-time setting in he had only one choice: he would have to get moving to stay warm, hoping to find some clothing and shelter along the way. Shuffling forward and limping noticeably, he made slow progress through the darkening terrain, conscious all the time of his nakedness.

			He felt terribly weary and desperately in need of sleep. To his left he spied the lights of what looked like a small village, plus a nearer farmhouse. Moving warily, he noticed an open basement window. Taking his chances, he lowered himself down to what appeared to be a vegetable storehouse. Over in one corner, he found a pile of old sacks. Craving rest, he lay down and covering himself with the makeshift bedding fell quickly asleep.

			Unbeknown to Paterson, David Stirling was among those who’d failed to break free from the train carriages. ‘I escaped, he didn’t,’ was how Paterson would write of this parting of the ways, after the war. Stirling would go on to be incarcerated in Colditz Castle, in the German state of Saxony, a high-security facility for Allied officers who were seriously ‘troublesome’, until the end of the war.

			Hours after drifting into an exhausted sleep, Paterson awoke to footsteps moving about in the house above him. It was still barely light outside and he knew he must find clothing and seek help. When he climbed back out through the window, the morning air was cold on his skin. To the rear of the house, he saw some bedsheets hanging on a washing line. Grabbing one, he wrapped himself in it, before pounding on the farmstead’s door.

			Silence. Paterson knocked again and finally there was the sound of a bolt being drawn back, whereupon the door was swung open by a dark-haired girl.

			‘Signorina,’ Paterson began, but before he could utter another word, the girl had shrieked and run off, clearly shocked by the sight of Paterson’s almost naked body draped in one of their best bedsheets.

			Within minutes an older woman appeared. In his make-do Italian, learned during his months in captivity, Paterson explained that he was an Allied prisoner of war on the run and desperately in need of clothing and food. Could she help? The woman, although clearly frightened, seemed sympathetic.

			‘You need to see the village priest,’ she told him, ‘for he may be able to help. My daughter will accompany you there.’

			The girl reappeared. Now, she seemed more curious than shocked as she led Paterson along the village street. She stopped outside a house and knocked. An elderly woman answered. Once more, Paterson explained his predicament. The woman beckoned him inside, before leading him into a small, stark room with only a crucifix for decoration. At the table, a priest in a threadbare robe sat having his breakfast.

			Paterson retold his story while the priest listened attentively. Once he was done, the holy man explained that Paterson could not stay there, for the Germans were in the next village and would surely find him. However, he would find Paterson some clothes and his housekeeper would give him a meal. Paterson felt his spirits lift at the kindly priest’s offer of help.

			Half an hour later, the priest returned with an assortment of garments and a pair of boots. At six-foot-three, it was a struggle for Paterson to prise himself into the clothing, which proved too tight and short, and the boots impossibly small. The priest hurried off again, and minutes later he was back with an ancient pair, with soles that were cracked and worn. But at least he could get his feet into them.

			Thus attired, Paterson was led to the door and pointed towards a series of hills. ‘Past those is Lake Garda,’ the priest explained. ‘Travel on the north side, then work south-west. You will find passes from there that lead into Switzerland. It is a long journey, may God be with you.’

			Thanking the priest, Paterson set out under a warm September sun. That day he marched across meadows and up wild and rugged hills, until in the late afternoon he caught sight of Lake Garda shimmering beyond. As he headed down from the heights, hunger and tiredness overtook him. Ahead he could see a small village with a church. Perhaps the priest there might also help. As he approached, he saw the congregation leaving, after the early evening service.

			When the priest appeared, Paterson moved towards him. ‘Padre, I’m a Canadian officer on the run from the Germans,’ he explained. ‘Can you help?’

			The priest, evidently well fed by the look of his plump cheeks, responded with outright hostility. ‘No, not at all! You must leave immediately.’

			Paterson didn’t see the point in arguing. This ‘holy man’ clearly had sympathies with the wrong side. He hurried away. Tired, hungry and cold, and with his feet throbbing in his old, worn boots, he had no option but to make for a small clump of bushes high on a barren hillside. There, he tucked himself away for the night as best he could.

			The following day matters hardly improved. With few streams near by, his thirst worsened. By afternoon he had made it to a shepherd’s hut, where an elderly woman offered him some bread and milk, but with nowhere to sleep he again spent the night in the open. By morning he knew he had to find food, water and shelter, and he resigned himself to taking his chances on the road. The going would be easier and maybe he would find a church or a monastery that would take him in.

			By midday, the sun was beating down and Paterson was utterly spent. He knew that if he lay out in the open, people would become curious. Fortunately, he spotted a dry culvert – a water drain – which he could crawl into and rest. By mid-afternoon the sun’s heat had lessened and he dragged himself out. A sign ahead on the road declared: ‘Brescia 5 Kilometres’. He knew that if he couldn’t find help in that town, he was finished.

			As Paterson entered the outskirts, his shabby, ill-fitting attire began to draw attention. Out in the fields he’d gone largely unnoticed; here in the town’s streets he looked distinctly out of place. His mouth and lips parched with thirst, he could do nothing but stumble forward, desperately searching for somewhere he might find sanctuary.

			A cyclist stopped and turned his head, staring back at Paterson. The rider, who looked to be in his thirties, was small, with dark hair and dressed like a workman. He seemed to be waiting for Paterson to catch up.

			‘Inglese?’ he whispered, just as soon as Paterson was within earshot.

			Paterson nodded. English was as good as Canadian around these parts, he figured.

			The cyclist explained that he had helped another Englishman and he could help Paterson. Too tired to resist or argue, Paterson allowed himself to be led along narrow streets and back alleys, until they reached a courtyard where a group of children were playing.

			‘This is my home,’ the man declared simply, introducing himself as Luigi.

			Once he’d been ushered into the front room, Paterson collapsed in the nearest chair. Under Luigi’s instructions, the ladies of the house got to work removing Paterson’s ill-fitting boots and bathing and bandaging his blistered and bleeding feet. Spaghetti and coarse bread were produced, plus wine. Luigi explained that he and his friends loathed the ‘German pigs’, and would do anything they could to resist their occupation of Italy.

			Paterson, feeling utterly relieved to be among friends, and with his hunger and thirst quenched, began to close his eyes. Luigi, noticing his fatigue, helped him to his feet and suggested that he stay at his sister-in-law’s house, just near by. Her husband was away in the army, so there was space. Luigi led Paterson to the house, where they made for the bedroom. Opening the door, there was a panicked shriek, as a young naked woman leapt from the bed and fled, leaving an equally naked man looking more than a little embarrassed.

			Luigi laughed. ‘This is the other Inglese.’

			‘I’m Corporal Jack Harris,’ explained the red-faced figure. ‘I arrived five days back and have been looked after by these wonderful people.’

			‘So I see,’ replied Paterson, drily, before slumping down, exhaustedly, and falling into a deep slumber.

			After a few days’ rest Paterson’s feet started to heal, but he was anxious at just how safe he – and Harris – were. Luigi’s open hatred of the Germans surely would draw unwanted attention. Harris, who was fluent in Italian – he, too, had learned it first in the POW camps – had heard Luigi and his friends talking about ‘the partisans’ – the Italian resistance. Maybe they would be safer out in the countryside with the partisans. As Paterson was an expert in explosives, and Harris a dab-hand at wireless communications, they would be an asset to any guerrilla force seeking to take the fight to the enemy.

			They shared their idea with Luigi, who seemed equally enthused. A day or so later they set off for the country on bicycles. After several hours they arrived at the partisans’ headquarters – a stone barn set amid a small pasture and surrounded by trees. Inside, amid the firelight, twenty figures were ranged around the floor. After Luigi had made the introductions, they greeted Paterson and Harris warmly. Over wine and food, they shared their stories, plus their hatred of the Germans, before sleep took over.

			The following morning, Paterson and Harris set about getting to grips with the partisans’ set-up, but far from being a proper fighting unit, they seemed more like a poorly run boy scout troop. There was little discipline or purpose, few weapons to speak of and hopeless security. Everyone seemed to have big dreams about what they would do to the enemy but no means to achieve it. Meanwhile, those living in the nearby villages knew the whereabouts of their camp and it was only a matter of time before someone would talk.

			Paterson knew they weren’t safe here. He requested Luigi’s help to get them to Milan, some thirty kilometres short of the border with Switzerland. From there, they would have to find their own way across. Within a couple of days Luigi had made appropriate arrangements, furnishing Paterson and Harris with bicycles, whereupon a young woman arrived riding her own bike.

			‘This is your guide,’ declared Luigi. ‘She will take you to your next hiding place.’

			After bicycling through open countryside for a day, the trio arrived at a large farmhouse. The girl knocked on the door and after a brief conversation, she beckoned Harris and Paterson to come forward. ‘The Riccinis will look after you,’ she announced. ‘You will be safe here.’ With that, she bade them farewell and cycled off.

			Signora Riccini stood there with Gabi, her attractive, dark-haired daughter, welcoming Harris and Paterson like true heroes and offering assurances that they would do all they could to help. At dinner they met the man of the house – Signor Riccini – who announced that they were welcome to stay as long as they needed. Signora Riccini told them that her husband’s tailor would arrange for new sets of clothing, after which she would link them up with a man who could guide them to the border.

			She warned that it might take a week or so before everything was arranged. As life with the Riccinis was proving a happy and enjoyable interlude, Paterson wasn’t overly worried. In Gabi, their pretty nineteen-year-old daughter, he had found a willing teacher of Italian, and despite the rationing, food was plentiful on the Riccinis’ farm.

			One evening there was a visitor, a Roberto Oreste, who was the man who would help get them to Switzerland. While it wouldn’t be easy, Oreste knew a Spaniard living in Milan who would help. After saying their heartfelt farewells, Paterson and Harris left the Riccinis’ place, setting off with Oreste for the nearest train station. Now dressed smartly, like affluent businessmen, they could pass as native Italians going about their daily routine. With no identity papers, they feared they might have to dodge the police at the railway station, but as luck would have it their smart attire saw them through.

			Upon arrival in Milan they followed Oreste out of the busy station, and it wasn’t long before they reached an apartment block. Oreste knocked on one of the apartment doors which was opened by a thin man with burning eyes. ‘This is Pedro, my Spanish friend who hates Franco,’ Oreste declared. ‘He will help us.’ By ‘Franco’, he meant General Franco, the Fascist dictator of Spain.

			As a plump blonde – Pedro’s girlfriend – helped them to coffee, Pedro explained that many POWs had made it across into Switzerland, but it was becoming more and more difficult, for the Germans had strengthened their border patrols. They would need a guide. Pedro knew of a woman who was strongly anti-fascist and who had friends living around the border. Her name was Maria Resta and she would be able to help.

			Shortly, Paterson and Harris were taken to a luxury apartment in a fashionable neighbourhood of Milan. There they met a young woman, plainly dressed, who was Maria Resta.

			She explained that she had two acquaintances who were involved in cross-border smuggling, who might be prepared to act as guides. She would have to track them down but knew the wine bars they tended to frequent. If Paterson and Harris were willing to accompany her, they would travel there that very afternoon.

			The four made their way to Lecco, a resort lying at the foothills of the Bergamo Alps, in the far north of Italy and on the shores of Lake Como. Over several hours, they trailed Maria Resta around a succession of wine bars, but no one had seen or heard of her smuggler-acquaintances for some time. As dusk began to set in, Maria Resta suggested that the only sensible thing to do was to return with her to Milan.

			Paterson resisted, arguing that they should try to steal a boat to get across the lake, for the Swiss border lay tantalisingly close on the far side. But Maria was adamant that hundreds of guards patrolled the area between there and the border. ‘Only a guide who knows the way can get you safely across,’ she warned. Paterson and Harris reluctantly took the train back to Milan. Over a late meal of spaghetti and wine, Maria suggested there was another man they should talk to. He had assisted many POWs. The following day, she led Paterson and Harris to a meeting with Signor Rossi, a well-dressed, middle-aged man who spoke near-perfect English. An engineer by trade, Signor Rossi welcomed the two fugitives into his office, asking them to explain how they had arrived in Italy. After listening attentively, he announced himself satisfied that they were who they said they were, and not Gestapo agents out to trap him.

			Signor Rossi explained that his wife was English, hence his ability to speak the language so well, and that he had helped several prisoners to cross the border. He would be willing to do the same for them, but . . . He paused. If they were prepared to stay, he could put them to good use. After Italy had surrendered, hundreds of POWs had taken advantage of the resulting confusion to disappear, heading deep into the countryside. He needed help to track them down and to assist them in their escape, before the Gestapo caught up with them. Since Paterson and Harris both spoke Italian and could stay at the Riccinis’, he would be grateful for their help.

			He left the two to consider his surprise offer. Paterson’s immediate sense was to refuse. He was tired of being on the run and he wanted to get out, especially as they were this close to the border. But upon reflection, he realised that Signor Rossi’s plan had merit. The Italian had impressed him with his focus and purpose. Also, if he and Harris agreed, they would no longer be ‘the hunted’. Instead, they would be able to strike back at the enemy.

			‘I think we should agree,’ Paterson told Harris. ‘He’s working for our men and I’m willing to stay.’

			Paterson’s one concern was how it might affect the Riccinis. It was dangerous for them to have hosted POWs for just a few days, and he didn’t want to further encumber them with their presence. He needn’t have worried. When they returned to the Riccinis’ house, Signora Riccini declared herself overjoyed that she could help foil the enemy. Gabi, too, seemed very happy at the return of Paterson, but for quite different reasons.

			For a brief period life took on an easy pace for Paterson. While they weren’t exactly dating, there was a wonderful flirtation going on between him and Gabi, which lifted his spirits enormously. In return, the teenager was clearly enjoying her time with a young, good-looking and dashing foreigner. Perhaps fortuitously, Signor Rossi’s escape organisation began to move into action. Word reached Paterson and Harris of groups of escaped POWs hiding out in the hills, sheltering with friendly families.

			Harris and Paterson travelled to their hideouts. Once there, they attempted to persuade the POWs to escape across the border. Many had built up relationships with their hosts, and were reluctant to leave, believing the Allies would soon liberate all of Italy. Paterson had to disabuse them of that fact. The Allied frontline was still many hundreds of miles away. Fighting had proven fierce, and they were unlikely to reach the north of Italy for at least a year. The chances of the fugitives being caught were high, and the families sheltering them would very likely be shot. Fortunately, in light of the dire consequences for their hosts, most agreed to make a break for Switzerland.

			Several weeks into their escape work, Paterson and Harris had assisted dozens of prisoners to cross the border, but there were still more. Reports reached them of a group of partisans headquartered in the mountains, which had been embroiled in a major battle with the Germans. Word was that many of the partisans were actually escaped POWs. Leaving Harris to liaise with other escapees, Paterson and a local guide hurried into the hills, but the only evidence of the partisans they found was a helmet with a bullet hole, hundreds of empty bullet cases, plus a machine-gun pit with a smashed-up weapon.

			Unable to find any of the partisans, they returned to the Riccinis. By the time they reached the farmhouse it was dark and raining. As they approached, something made Paterson stop. There were no lights showing in the front room. The Italian guide offered to investigate, suggesting that Paterson wait in the bushes to see what transpired.

			As Paterson looked on, worried for his friends, the guide knocked. Suddenly, the door was flung open and the guide was ordered inside at gunpoint. Paterson froze. Within minutes, the door opened and the guide was shoved out again. Paterson watched him head back down the drive. After a few moments, he crept out of the bushes, before hurrying to catch up. It turned out that the Questura had seized the Riccinis, but Gabi had managed to get away. There was no sign of Harris anywhere.

			In due course Paterson learned that both Gabi and Harris had had forewarning and had managed to slip away. They most likely had headed for Milan. With no viable base for his escape network any more, Paterson decided to follow. He made his way to Signor Rossi’s house, where he recounted the entire story. Signor Rossi didn’t think the Riccinis were in any great danger, since the Questura had failed to seize the real evidence – Paterson and Harris.

			‘But what now?’ Paterson asked.

			Many British soldiers still remained in the villages, Signor Rossi explained. He’d like to get them out before the winter set in. ‘By the way,’ he added, ‘I heard from your friend Gabi. She is very worried about you and I’m sure she’ll be glad to hear that you’re safe.’

			Agreeing to stay and help, Paterson moved in with an elderly couple who were caretakers at a local factory. They seemed quiet but friendly, and sympathetic to the cause. The next evening, there was a knock at the door. Paterson tensed, as the woman of the house went to answer. He heard a girl’s voice at the door. Moments later Paterson found a sobbing Gabi hugging him, her head buried in his chest. The elderly woman quietly took her leave, shutting the door gently behind her.

			‘Thank goodness you’re safe,’ Gabi whispered. ‘Hold me.’

			Paterson pulled her close and moments later they kissed. Aware of the dangers their attachment posed, Paterson insisted they would have to say their goodbyes, at least for now.

			If the Questura connected Gabi to him, they would arrest her, and he couldn’t bear that. Eventually, Gabi accepted that he was right. They kissed each other goodbye, and Paterson watched as Gabi walked away. It was the last that he would ever see of her.

			The following day, Paterson was given a tour of Milan to acquaint himself with the layout of the city. He would need to familiarise himself with it, especially as he would very likely be working alone now. They covered all the sights: the grand La Scala opera house; the Piazza del Duomo, Milan’s beautiful and historic city square; plus the Gestapo headquarters and the central police station. Finally, they arrived at a forbidding mass of interconnected buildings, protected by a high stone wall and towers – San Vittore prison.

			‘If you get taken there, you’ve had it,’ Paterson was warned.

			Over the coming weeks, he managed to get a number of Allied prisoners smuggled over the border, but one day he was travelling back from Lake Como on the train when it pulled to an unexpected halt. Leaning out of the window, Paterson could see a group of black-shirted Fascist Youth – the notorious Milizia Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale, more commonly known as the ‘Blackshirts’ – lining up to board the train.

			‘Identity check!’ shouted one.

			Paterson froze. He had no such ID card. His only chance was to get off and somehow get away. Hurrying back down the train, he searched for an unguarded door, but the Fascist Youth were everywhere. Pushing his way along the crowded aisle, a Blackshirt demanded he show his ID. Paterson refused, saying he’d already presented it and was in a hurry. But just as he figured he’d managed to bluff his way through, another more authoritative voice rang out.

			‘Just a moment, Signore.’ A middle-aged, balding man in a suit blocked Paterson’s way. ‘I am an officer of the Questura. You must produce your identity card.’

			Within moments the Blackshirts had surrounded him. ‘All right, all right,’ Paterson declared. ‘I haven’t got an ID card because I’m an escaped British officer.’

			There was a moment’s stunned silence, before the Blackshirts hurled themselves upon him, wrestling him to the ground. Paterson was dragged off the train and frogmarched to the local barracks. After questioning by the Questura, to which Paterson’s only answer was ‘I can’t remember,’ he was led to San Vittore prison, its dark, menacing walls and towers rising before him.

			There, Paterson was received by two SS men, who manhandled him through a series of iron doors, before shoving him into a cell, the heavy door being firmly bolted behind. After a night of broken sleep, Paterson awoke to a sparse meal of watery soup and a small dry roll. Shortly, two men arrived claiming to be Gestapo. They marched Paterson out of the prison and down the street to the Gestapo headquarters. Inside, the questioning began and it proved relentless.

			‘How did you escape?’

			‘Who has helped you?’

			‘Where have you been living?’

			‘Who gave you clothes and money?’

			‘Have you been spying and passing information to your colleagues in Switzerland?’

			Paterson knew that if he cracked and revealed any details of what he had been up to, his brave Italian helpers would pay with their lives. For hours on end, he endured the interrogation, sticking rigidly to his cover – that ever since his escape he had wandered the Italian countryside, getting help from locals, none of whose names he could remember – despite the repeated threats that he would be shot as a spy.

			San Vittore prison was renowned for being escape-proof and Paterson could see why. Built in the form of a star, it had six cell blocks, each four storeys high. Exercise courtyards lay between the blocks, at the end of which rose a twelve-foot-high wall. A gravel road ran around the entire cell-block complex, with another, higher wall enclosing that. Soldiers with machine-guns lined its outer perimeter. While the guards were mostly Italian, those in charge – Gestapo and SS officers – were German. According to Paterson’s fellow prisoners, they were ‘sadistic monsters’. Two men in particular, Sergeant Major Schwartz and his assistant, Corporal Franz, were the masters of brutality. It wasn’t long before Paterson saw this with his own eyes.

			Prisoners who stepped out of line were made to crawl up and down the exercise yard on their elbows and knees, until their clothing was ripped and their skin bleeding and raw. If anyone spilt anything, Sergeant Major Schwartz would force them to lick it up with their tongue, relishing their pain and discomfiture. When Sergeant Major Schwartz tired of his brutal punishments, his sidekick, Corporal Franz, would turn on a prisoner, treating him like a human football, kicking him until he lost consciousness.

			Paterson was set to work changing lice-ridden blankets and cleaning out cells. He tried to keep his head down and to remain unnoticed by the guards, but some things he witnessed were almost beyond his capacity to endure. There were men, women and children – whole families – held at San Vittore, but only temporarily. Paterson learned that they were Jews, and that they were bound for the Mauthausen concentration camp complex, in Austria.

			Moved almost to tears by the plight of these families, Paterson risked passing words of encouragement to them, while trying to share what little food he could and even though he was always hungry. Witnessing their bitter plight fuelled his own thoughts of escape. If he could only get away, he could take the fight to the Nazi enemy once again – those who were responsible for perpetrating such unspeakable atrocities. But after much watchfulness and deliberation, he realised all his schemes were hopeless. San Vittore did indeed appear to be escape-proof. He resolved that his only purpose had to be to stay alive and to remain sane for long enough to see an end to the war.

			The seasons passed – winter bleeding into spring. It brought little relief for those locked up in San Vittore. As the Allied forces advanced north through Italy, the savagery of the German guards increased, with some prisoners being driven to a local quarry and shot out of hand.

			Then, one early afternoon in June 1944, Paterson caught sight of someone he had hoped never to see inside the prison walls: it was Signor Rossi, the mastermind of the Milan escape network. Sandwiched between two thickset guards, the slightly built figure was hustled into an isolation cell. Paterson’s heart sank. Desperately hoping to speak with Signor Rossi, he knew he would have to wait for the right moment.

			The next morning, he learned that Signor Rossi had been taken for interrogation. Paterson hoped that if the Gestapo could pin nothing on him, he might be transferred into a cell along with the rest of them, but his interrogation and isolation continued for many days. Paterson had almost given up hope of seeing his friend again, when Signor Rossi appeared. It seemed that he had been given some of the same menial duties as Paterson, which placed them in the same part of the prison.

			Finding themselves in an empty cell, they seized the chance to exchange a few words. It turned out that Signor Rossi had been sold out to the Gestapo by a supposed friend. They had nothing on him, barring a report that he had recently compiled, listing the number of POWs that he had helped escape.

			‘Nearly three thousand,’ he whispered, proudly. ‘They got nothing from me despite all their questioning.’

			Paterson was consumed by worry for his friend. He asked what would happen to him now. ‘I’ll appear before a court-martial, and then most likely be shot or, if I’m lucky, locked up.’

			Horrified, Paterson was determined to do something to help, despite the fact that the prison seemed escape-proof.

			‘There is always a way out if you have money, George,’ Signor Rossi reassured him. ‘One of the warders is being bribed and he’ll help us escape. Plus, I want to take another three men, who were also working with me. If things go to plan, we could all be out in a week.’

			Paterson could barely believe his ears. It was five days before he and Rossi spoke again. It was in the exercise yard, and Signor Rossi was casually leaning against a wall, when he beckoned Paterson over.

			‘Have you still got your civilian clothes?’ he whispered.

			‘I have. They’re in my cell.’

			‘Excellent. Here’s what we’re going to do.’

			Signor Rossi explained that they would make their escape attempt during the guards’ siesta that very day. They would dress in their civilian clothing, but with their prison overalls thrown over the top. They would carry blankets to give the impression that they were going about their menial duties, and would leave the cell block, passing through a courtyard and a gate, which would have been left open. Right then they would be positioned between the two security walls.

			‘Are you with me so far?’ Rossi quizzed.

			Paterson nodded and Rossi continued. To their right, about fifty yards away, would be a shed. Inside they would remove their prison overalls. When they came out they would find a door in the wall that was always kept locked, which meant it was never guarded. A duplicate key had been made by the warder, the man that Signor Rossi had bribed. With that they would unlock the door and slip through, but the last escapee had to close the door and lock it after him. That way, they would hide the means of their escape. The door led onto the open street, where they must get away quickly and hide.

			There was one last detail, Signore Rossi explained: they would have to make their escapes one by one, for a crowd of prisoners would be sure to attract the attention of the guards. Paterson returned to his cell buzzing with excitement, but at the same time he was acutely aware of what would happen if they failed. Sergeant Major Schwartz and Corporal Franz would escort them to the quarry and deliver a bullet to each of their heads. The minutes seemed to drag by, as he rehearsed the plan over and over again in his head. Finally, it was time.

			Changing into his civilian clothes, he pulled his prison overalls on top, grabbed a stack of dirty blankets and set off for the designated cell block. Guards lined the corridors, but they were either dozing or reading – siesta time – and Paterson’s presence went unnoticed. As he crossed the first courtyard, he began to feel hot and sweaty, sensing the eyes that were tracking him from the guard towers above. Reaching the far side, he opened the door and slipped into the neighbouring cell block. A guard sat smoking and their eyes met, but the bundle of blankets must have convinced him that Paterson was going about his menial duties, for the bored guard looked the other way.

			Paterson reached the end of the corridor, and dropped the blankets into one of the latrines, before exiting through a side door into the final courtyard. There, across the open space, lay an open gate. Trying not to run, he forced himself to keep at a steady and relaxed-looking pace. He slipped through the gate and was now on the gravel road lying between the perimeter walls. Over on the right, fifty yards away was the shed.

			He snatched a glance at the sentries above: they seemed not to have noticed his presence. Counting the paces to the shed, and expecting a challenge to ring out at any moment, he reached it and slipped inside. Sweating and with his heart pounding, Paterson ripped off his prison overalls. Reshaping the fedora hat that he had hidden under one arm, he hesitated for just a moment. Would he make it those last few steps to freedom? What if a guard spotted him and opened fire?

			Driving the doubts from his mind, he slipped out of the shed and took a few steps around the corner. There was the door that Signor Rossi had assured him would be left unguarded and unlocked. Turning the handle, he breathed a sigh of relief when the catch clicked and the door swung open. Stepping through and closing it behind him, Paterson found himself on the far side of the prison walls. Freedom beckoned. He heard a tram rattling towards him. If he could reach that, his getaway would be all but guaranteed.

			Suddenly, Paterson’s stomach gave a horrible lurch. Coming around the corner was the stocky figure of one of Corporal Franz’s henchmen, with whom Paterson had already had several bruising encounters. He could not turn away, for fear he’d raise the man’s suspicions. There was nothing for it but to brazen it out.

			Pulling his hat brim low, Paterson stepped straight ahead. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the guard glance at him, but Paterson strode purposefully around the corner and was gone. With the nearest watchtower well behind him now, Paterson headed for the tram stop. The tram seemed to move at a snail’s pace, creeping closer by the second. Moments later, Paterson stepped aboard, the bell jangled and they were off.

			Incredibly, Paterson had just broken out of the supposedly escape-proof San Vittore prison in Milan.

			He made his way to Maria Resta’s apartment, where he knocked tentatively. The door opened and she rushed to embrace him. ‘It’s so good to see you, Giorgio.’

			Paterson related his story to Maria and her husband, while he feasted on a meal of spaghetti, cheese, fruit and wine. Later that night he awoke, his stomach in spasms. After the near starvation of the prison rations, he was unaccustomed to such rich food. Maria Resta’s news had been hugely encouraging. Like Paterson, Signor Rossi had also escaped. He planned to head for Switzerland and was adamant that Paterson should do the same. Mentally and physically exhausted, Paterson accepted that this was the only sensible option, for he longed to be back in Britain. He had been variously held captive or on the run for three and a half years now, and he hungered for a little security and safety.

			That afternoon, he ventured out onto the streets of Milan, allowing Maria Resta to take him to a local photographer, to obtain a passport-sized photo for his identity card. Fearful that he would be recaptured, Paterson did his best to steady his nerves. The plan was for a Milanese fireman, known only as ‘Orlando’, to accompany Paterson as far as Lake Como, just short of the border, from where a local guide would lead him across the frontier.

			At noon the following day, Maria Resta took Paterson to the fire station where Orlando was waiting. After bidding a heartfelt farewell, Paterson followed Orlando to a small room at the back, where he was given a fireman’s uniform to change into. With his newly forged ID card to hand, Paterson mounted a fire engine alongside Orlando, and they set off for a small farmhouse in the vicinity of Lake Como.

			There, Paterson was introduced to ‘Francesco’, a professional smuggler. This man, according to Orlando, was ‘the greatest rascal unhung’.

			With Francesco in the lead, Paterson made his way up the steep hill behind the farmstead, and they were soon in open moorland. A path snaked across the high ground, while below Lake Como glistened and glinted beguilingly, small boats sailing hither and thither. It looked so picture-postcard perfect, but here the enemy’s eyes were everywhere.

			After an hour on that winding path, they came to a slight ridge and a small patch of bushes. Francesco dropped into a crouch, Paterson following suit. Down below was a well-worn path, which Francesco explained was the route taken by the border guards. The next patrol was due in about ten minutes. Once that had passed, Paterson would have around half an hour to make it down the slope, across the path and under the high wire fence on the far side.

			They waited for the patrol. Once it had snaked by, Paterson thanked his roguish guide, before hurrying down the bank in a half-crouch. He dashed across the path before dropping to his belly and half-sliding and half-crawling under the wire fence. Once he had wormed his way through, he jumped to his feet and ran towards a clump of beckoning trees. There, he stopped for a brief moment to catch his breath, and to reflect with disbelief that after three and a half years as a prisoner of war, a fugitive, and an escape-network organiser, it seemed he was finally free.

			His spirits soaring, he took to a path leading down from the high border fence. But shortly, he rounded an outcrop of rock, only to blunder into a squad of soldiers dressed in the green-grey uniform so redolent of enemy troops. For a long moment Paterson was rooted to the spot. Had he somehow erred, and re-entered Italy? Had he been betrayed by Francesco? But shortly, he realised the truth: these were not German soldiers, but Swiss.

			After a polite welcome from the Swiss patrol, they advised Paterson to continue on his way, heading for Bellinzona, a town set a dozen kilometres or so from the border. There, Paterson would be formally processed by the Swiss authorities. Shortly, he reached a mountainside cottage. The woman of the house brought him milk, fresh bread, cheese and cold meat. It was delicious and he ate and drank gratefully, feeling refreshed for his onwards journey.

			Upon reaching Bellinzona, there followed the formalities of an interview with a Swiss captain, after which Paterson was obliged to spend a few weeks in a nearby quarantine centre. There, to his immense joy, he was reunited with Corporal Jack Watson, his second-in-command on Operation Colossus. Watson had made his own epic escape, after discipline had collapsed in the POW camp where he was held, following Mussolini’s fall.

			Paterson and Watson were transferred to Montreux, on Lake Geneva, where a large number of British and Allied escaped POWs were being held. The Allies had set up offices to handle the influx of escapees, and to provide them with money to buy clothes and other essentials. On his first night, Paterson, desperate to celebrate his freedom, hit the town. Come morning, he’d spent all his money and had a stonking great headache as proof of the partying!

			Deciding the Lake Geneva beaches offered a cheaper and healthier form of relaxation, he headed there for a swim. This became a daily routine. One morning, he noticed a couple talking near by. One was an utterly striking figure: she was tall, slim and blonde, with piercing blue eyes. Oddly, Paterson figured he recog­nised the young lady’s companion, but he couldn’t decide from where. And then it hit him: it was one of the many escapees that Paterson had helped usher across the border.

			Remembering the man’s name, he called out: ‘Charles! Charles Gray.’

			Gray in turn recognised Paterson and the two shook hands vigorously. It was an emotional reunion. Gray introduced his companion to Paterson. Her name was Karen, and as their eyes met Paterson felt an instant attraction. Having bid his reluctant goodbye to Gabi, Signora Riccini’s raven-haired daughter, in Milan, now, on the shores of Lake Geneva, he felt the first stirrings of an equally powerful attraction. Over the days that followed, Paterson and Karen’s friendship blossomed and Gray, tactfully, retired from the scene. Speaking English but with a strong trace of a French accent, the enchanting Karen, who had a Swiss father and an English mother, had been brought up in and around Geneva. But otherwise her life remained something of a mystery, and Paterson didn’t pry too deeply.

			He was captivated, finding they had much in common, enjoying the same kind of hobbies – swimming, dancing and hiking. Their time together almost erased the dark memories of the war, but of course in the autumn of 1944 it was still far from being won. Not long after meeting Karen, Paterson received a mystery summons. He was asked to meet with a certain Mr McTavish, in the British military’s Press Office, which had been established in Montreux. Puzzled, Paterson took a taxi there one morning.

			McTavish, a tall, grey-haired Scot, invited Paterson into his office, before enquiring how he was enjoying Montreux. After a little more such small talk he got straight to the point. The Press Office was actually a front. In truth, McTavish worked for the Special Operations Executive (SOE), Churchill’s so-called Ministry for Ungentlemanly Warfare. SOE had been established to break all the rules of war, taking the fight to the enemy no-holds-barred. In that spirit, McTavish’s job was to despatch SOE agents into Italy, seeking information that London desperately needed, or charged with acts of assassination or sabotage, or raising resistance armies.

			McTavish was forever receiving requests for arms and explosives from the Italian partisans, and while some were genuine, others were not. One of his agents had been about to go in but had gone down with meningitis. Accordingly, McTavish urgently needed a replacement. Paterson had a good record. He spoke Italian and had been living with the partisans. McTavish figured that he would make an ideal SOE agent.
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