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Author’s Note


There are sadly few, if any, survivors of the Second World War Special Forces operations depicted in these pages, or from the French Resistance (the Maquis), or of the Nazi hunters who operated immediately after the war. Throughout the period of the research for and the writing of this book I have endeavoured to contact as many of these individuals as possible, in addition to the 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 with me, as I may be able to include further recollections on the operations portrayed in this book in future editions.


The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Operations Executive (SOE) agents, Special Forces operators, and working with the Resistance was often deeply traumatic, and many chose to take their stories to their graves – especially those who ended up captives of the enemy. Memories tend to differ, and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The few written accounts that do exist of such missions also tend to diverge in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are often contradictory. That being said, I have done my best to provide a comprehensible sense of time and place in the story as written.


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. Where necessary I have recreated small sections of dialogue to aid the story’s flow.


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










Preface


The suggestion for this book came from out of the blue.


I happened to meet up with a Special Air Service (SAS) soldier who had risen to some degree of rank and influence at ‘the Regiment’, as it is known. That soldier – I’ll call him ‘Steve’; he asked for his real name not to be used, as is the wont of SAS operators – and I had become friends over the writing of several books.


I had just published Churchill’s Secret Warriors, the story of the wild Danish Viking warrior Anders Lassen – the only member of the British SAS ever to win the Victoria Cross – and his band of Special Forces desperadoes, those who had taken Churchill’s 1940 edict to ‘set Europe aflame’ and made it a reality, spreading chaos and terror behind the German lines and breaking just about every rule of war.


I gave Steve a copy of Churchill’s Secret Warriors, and mentioned that I was hopeful that a film might be made based upon the book.


Steve glanced around the restaurant – we’d met at BAFTA, the British Academy of Film and Television Arts, for it seemed like a fitting venue for our breakfast chat – and, typically, he cracked a joke.


‘So, do you get to mix with the rich and famous? Do you get to meet – who’s that woman who plays Lara Croft, in Tomb Raider? – yeah, Angelina Jolie?’


Steve remarked that Churchill’s Secret Warriors should make a fantastic basis for a film. Only two veterans of the Regiment are honoured by having their statues at the SAS’s Hereford base. One is David Stirling, the founder of the SAS. The other is Anders Lassen. Steve reckoned a film telling of Lassen and his band of brothers’ exploits was long overdue. The story deserved as wide an exposure as possible.


For a moment he studied the cover of Churchill’s Secret Warriors, turning it over in his massive, gnarled hands. At six-foot-three and wide as a barn door, he wasn’t your average BAFTA visitor, and I could see him getting the odd, surreptitious look from those enjoying their eggs Benedict and espresso.


He glanced at me – level gaze, face all serious for a second. ‘You know, there’s another SAS tale from the Second World War that needs to be told. Never has been. There’s a danger it never will be.’


‘Go on,’ I prompted. ‘I’m listening.’


‘You ever heard of Op Loyton? Most haven’t. But to those of us who have it’s known as the SAS’s Arnhem. In late ’44 an SAS force parachuted into the Vosges Mountains to arm and raise the French Resistance and spread havoc behind enemy lines. Unfortunately, they landed amongst an entire German Panzer division. Bad timing, bad intelligence. Ran out of food, ammo, explosives, weaponry, not to mention anywhere to run. Hence: the SAS’s Arnhem.


‘Eventually, they found sanctuary of sorts in a French village called Moussey. When the Germans realized they couldn’t kill or capture all the SAS, they rounded up the Moussey villagers and carted them off to the concentration camps. But you know the most amazing thing? Not a villager talked. No Moussey villager ever revealed the location of the SAS base or gave them away.


‘For weeks the German military combed the surrounding forests and mountains, and over time they captured dozens of our guys. Handed them over to the Gestapo and SS, at which point they disappeared in the Nacht und Nebel – the night and the fog. And that’s when the story really starts to get interesting . . .’


Steve went on to explain how at the end of the war over thirty Operation Loyton men were listed as missing in action. The then commander of 2 SAS, Colonel Brian Franks, refused to let matters rest there. He promised the families that he would find out what had happened to the missing: he also felt the Regiment owed it to the villagers of Moussey – from where so many had been taken, never to return – to do likewise.


Moussey sits within a densely forested, high-walled valley, one which became known as ‘the vale of tears’, and with good reason. Across its length, approaching one thousand villagers had been carted off by the Gestapo to suffer what was at the time an unknown fate. As far as Colonel Franks was concerned, the SAS owed it to all the missing to trace their whereabouts, to track down their oppressors and to see justice done.


The trouble was, the SAS was about to be disbanded. After the war Winston Churchill had been voted out of power, the minds of a war-weary British public turning towards peace, and the days of what had often been accused of being a private army of maverick rule-breakers looked numbered. By October 1945 the SAS Regiment had lost the battle for survival. It was formally disbanded, or so the official version of history says.


But the reality was somewhat different. In truth, even as the SAS veterans were returned to their units for demobilization, a small cadre of hand-picked officers and men was sent into Germany to trace the Op Loyton and Moussey missing and to hunt down their killers. These men – who wore the SAS beret and the winged-dagger cap badge – were formed into covert manhunting units, becoming known as ‘the Secret Hunters’.


In short, the Secret Hunters refused to accept that the war was over, waging their own private battle to track down some of the most brutal of the Nazi war criminals.


The operations of the Secret Hunters were totally deniable and off-the-books. So covert were their activities that few within the SAS even knew of their existence. They were run from an office in London’s Eaton Square, with direct radio communications to and from the field, and with the full backing of Winston Churchill, whose power and influence post-war was still manifest, despite his defeat in the 1945 general election.


Their operations were orchestrated by a Russian prince who had fought with the Special Forces during the war, and who had a deeply personal reason for wanting to see the Nazi killers brought to justice. Under Prince Yuri ‘Yurka’ Galitzine’s sleight of hand a budget was wheedled out of the War Office for a unit that never officially existed.


Under his and Colonel Franks’ guidance, the Secret Hunters tracked the Nazi war criminals from Italy to Norway, and from western France across Germany and into the Russian zones. They employed every means necessary and proved wildly successful in hunting down the killers, but in doing so they antagonized the hidebound British military and the wider Allied establishment mightily.


The manhunting operations of the Secret Hunters also served to fulfil another vital purpose, as far as the Regiment was concerned. Operating well into 1948, they managed to keep the Regiment alive long enough for Colonel Franks to found 21 SAS Artists Rifles – the Territorial Army unit which would eventually form the basis of the SAS proper, when it was reconstituted in the 1950s.


As Steve pointed out, the Regiment still commemorates the Moussey deportations to the concentration camps, and the hundreds who never returned..The SAS dead are buried alongside Moussey’s own victims in the village churchyard – a place of homage for those who have vowed never to forget the sacrifice so given. Steve figured this was a piece of vital, living history and a book well worth the writing, not to mention a story whose telling was long overdue.


I’d heard something about the SAS Nazi hunters before. One or two other Special Forces friends of mine had mentioned their activities. I’d long been fascinated by the story, but the trouble was: how would one go about telling it? Their activities had been so shrouded in secrecy that little documentation was likely to exist, and I doubted if there were any survivors from their small number.


 


But a couple of weeks later a very special parcel arrived in the post. It consisted of the largest and heaviest ‘book’ I have ever had the pleasure to peruse: a special edition of the official SAS war diary from the Second World War. The war diary made a brief and typically understated mention of the activities of the SAS Nazi hunters. Despite its brevity, it did constitute the first official acknowledgement I had ever seen that the unit had indeed existed.


The Secret Hunters were commanded by SAS veteran Major Eric ‘Bill’ Barkworth, a man of iron principle, unbreakable spirit and a maverick single-mindedness almost without compare. Barkworth would prove himself to be a fantastically gifted investigator, detective, interrogator . . . and a manhunter extraordinaire.


The SAS war diary records: ‘In May 1945 [Colonel] Franks received a report that the bodies of British soldiers had been found in Gaggenau, in Germany, and sent his Intelligence Officer, Major E.A. Barkworth, to investigate. The Barkworth unit set up base . . . and began their hunt. In October 1945, the SAS was disbanded. Franks came to an unofficial arrangement with one individual from the War Office and the unit continued. It operated totally openly, as if it was official. The unit ended its hunt in 1948, three years after the SAS was disbanded.’


Just a few, carefully chosen words, accompanied by four photographs of the SAS at Moussey, paying their respects at the village war memorial – but official recognition nonetheless that the SAS Nazi hunters had existed.


Even this was extraordinary, considering the accepted version of history has it that the SAS was disbanded in 1945 and only reformed again in the fifties to carry out anti-insurgent operations in Asia. For example, Philip Warner’s 1971 official history of the SAS mentions the 1945 disbandment of the SAS, and observes that ‘that was that’, until their official 1950s reformation. Acclaimed as ‘the first complete official history of the SAS Regiment’, this has become the accepted version of what happened.


Such a venture as the SAS Nazi hunters, involving a few dozen carefully chosen men – and even they being instructed never to talk about their work, and to keep written records to an absolute minimum – would, I suspected, be notoriously difficult to research. Fragmentary evidence would have to be painstakingly pieced together – rather as the Secret Hunters themselves had had to painstakingly build their case files on the most wanted of the Nazi war criminals.


So began a research odyssey that took me into some of the darkest of places, revealing the horrors visited upon captured Special Forces operators and commandos by a group of senior Nazis who must have known by then that the war was lost. But it was also a story of the incredible bravery and heroism demonstrated by British and Allied Special Forces operators, not to mention the French Resistance and the ordinary villagers who fought alongside them. There was even the occasional ‘good German’ who risked his life to try to do what was right.


In time the story took me to north-eastern France, to Moussey itself, and to a dark and brooding concentration camp that sits deep within the highland forests some 9 miles to the east of the village. It took me to the National Archives in Kew, and to the few surviving files concerning the activities of the SAS Nazi hunters, most of which are stamped with a ‘destroy by’ date, but which have miraculously managed to survive the predations of those who might wish to censor history.


It took me to the private papers, filed at the Imperial War Museum, of Prince Yurka Galitzine and others – those amongst the Secret Hunters who never believed that their work should remain untold and unrecorded – who had opted (against orders, and against those governmental ‘gagging’ contracts that they had signed) to lodge their papers somewhere they might eventually be rediscovered. Those individuals took considerable risks in refusing to let the truth be hidden, and for that they deserve our admiration and our gratitude.


From the archives of the Imperial War Museum – to whom I’m grateful for enabling such materials to be kept safe for posterity – the trail took me to a few of those survivors of SAS operations in World War Two who are thankfully still with us. And finally, I came to the most unexpected, not to mention shocking, of revelations, ones concealed within a group of CIA files held at the American National Archives, in Washington DC. In September 2007 the CIA was forced, under the 1999 Nazi War Crimes Disclosure Act, to release some 50,000 pages of records documenting relations between the Agency and prominent Nazis in the years following the Second World War.


By the end of the war, Hitler’s Germany was no longer the principal enemy of the ‘free world’; Stalin’s Russia had taken on that mantle. Barely had the last shots been fired when the Allies began rounding up senior Nazis with experience of fighting against or spying on the Russians, in order to shelter and recruit them. They were brought into various covert intelligence outfits – the foremost of which was the Gehlen Organization, run at first by US Army Intelligence, but effectively from 1948 onwards by the CIA.


Those recently declassified CIA files revealed that, in several instances involving senior Nazis with intimate knowledge of operating against the Russians, the justice so resolutely sought by the SAS Nazi hunters may in truth have been denied them.


This, therefore, is a story that delves into secret worlds within secret worlds, peeling away layer upon layer of intrigue and subterfuge. To reach a core of inalienable truth has remained challenging, but at the very least the opportunity of telling the story of Operation Loyton, the Moussey deportations and massacres, and the activities of the Secret Hunters that followed has been a huge and much-cherished privilege.


Some may ask whether it is important that the memory of such horrors and the hunt for the perpetrators is kept alive, some seventy years after the events unfolded? Is it not raking over old coals? I don’t believe so. It is vitally important that we remember the heroism and the sacrifice, and the terrible war crimes and crimes against humanity, so that those dark transgressions may never be repeated.


I am sure there is more to tell about this hidden and compelling chapter of history, and I look forward to whatever revelations may result from the publishing of this book.


But first, let me take you to a lone British warplane flying into occupied France in the late summer of 1944.










Chapter One


The Armstrong Whitworth Whitley bomber thundered through the inky darkness, her twin propellers clawing at the unseasonable skies. It was 12 August 1944, approaching midnight over northern France, and by rights the continental summer should have rendered the weather warm and balmy, the skies calm and clear.


But the flying conditions that war-torn August had proved challenging, especially for an RAF aircrew tasked with dropping a stick of parachutists into a remote, densely forested chain of mountains 500 miles behind the German lines. Several times now the present mission had been called off at the last moment, and for the men squatting on the cold floor of the aircraft’s fuselage it was a relief finally to be going into action. But that didn’t make the atmosphere any less tense or electric, not when they were faced with a mission such as this.


The deafening roar of the aircraft’s twin Rolls-Royce Merlin engines made conversation all but impossible, and the SAS soldiers were lost in their thoughts. As so often seemed the case, the men of the Regiment had been tasked with a formidable mission, but were saddled with the most outdated equipment the War Office had to offer. One glance down the Whitley’s dark and echoing hold revealed how unsuitable she was for a stick of parachutists to jump from.


Designed in the mid 1930s, the Whitley had been obsolete even before the start of the war, and in 1942 she had been withdrawn from front-line operations. A medium-weight bomber, by this point the aircraft was mostly used for towing gliders into action, and she had certainly never been intended as a parachutist’s jump platform. Owing to a design quirk she flew with a marked nose-down attitude, which meant the floor of the cramped, slab-sided fuselage sloped at a dizzying angle towards the cockpit. Worse still, the SAS men would be jumping into the night via a coffin-shaped hole in the floor, and it was the process of leaping through the open grave of the Whitley’s gaping bomb bay that would make for such a perilous exit.


The men of the SAS had nicknamed it ‘ringing the bell’. At the approach to their intended drop zone they would line up on one side of the opening, sitting with their legs dangling over the shadowed abyss. Upon the jump light switching to green-for-go, they would propel themselves forward into the howling darkness. But the bomb doors had been designed for releasing 7,000 pounds of relatively compact munitions, as opposed to a dozen-odd human beings. In jumping through the narrow gap the men risked smacking their heads with an almighty clang: thus, ringing the bell.


Any parachutist who did ring the bell would find himself badly concussed, or even unconscious and plummeting to earth like a stone; hardly an ideal state in which to steer oneself onto a drop zone marked by only a handful of bonfires lit by the French Resistance. Or at least, hopefully lit by the French Resistance. The Gestapo and SS had been known to light signal fires and lie in wait, particularly when they had secured intelligence about the timing and location of an impending Allied airdrop.


The lone aircraft thundered onwards, the moonless night her cloak and her protector.


Armed with only a single machine gun in the nose, and four in the tail gunner’s turret, the Whitworth was highly vulnerable from directly below or above, and with a maximum speed of a little over 200 mph she was hardly likely to outrun the Luftwaffe’s nimble night fighters. The first the SAS men would know of such an attack was when the bursts of cannon fire lanced through the thin skin of the hold, tracer rounds ripping into the fuel tanks housed in the wings, and punching a dragon’s breath of fiery death through the disintegrating fuselage.


The Whitworth’s aircrew hoped to flit through the darkness undetected. The parachutists were about to drop into the Reich’s last bastion of defence – the rugged Vosges Mountains, which straddle the Franco-German border. It was there that Hitler had ordered the Wehrmacht to make a do-or-die last stand, to prevent at all costs the Allies from achieving the unthinkable and driving east into the Fatherland. Accordingly, the stakes on this mission – code-named Operation Loyton – could hardly have been higher.


The Whitley’s bomb aimer crouched in the front turret, directly below the nose gunner. Above him, the pilot and co-pilot/navigator sat side by side in the cockpit. Tonight, of course, the bomb aimer had no steely death to drop from the skies – or at least, not a conventional bomb load. Instead, his task – along with the navigator – was to detect a tiny, matchbox-like clearing in the midst of the densely forested mountains, onto which they would unleash those men whose fighting repute had made them the foremost of Hitler’s – and the Reich’s – adversaries.


If the SAS could be safely delivered, their mission was to raise and arm a French Resistance army of thousands, and to attack the enemy’s communication and supply lines, spreading terror and chaos in their rear. This, it was hoped, would convince the front-line troops of the Wehrmacht that their defences were crumbling, and that US General George Patton’s 3rd and 7th Armies were punching through their lines. If they could be persuaded to abandon their positions along the Vosges’ rugged ‘west wall’ – a series of heavily fortified trenches and formidable gun emplacements set amongst the natural defences of the foothills – the way into Germany would be wide open.


For Captain Henry Carey Druce, the commander of this mission, the phrase ‘sardine can’ came to mind as he surveyed the Whitley’s cramped hold. He was squeezed shoulder to shoulder with the men of his stick, and burdened down with so much weaponry and kit that he was barely able to move. The five-man RAF crew would be exchanging a constant stream of chat over the intercom as they counted off the landmarks leading into the drop zone, but Druce was cut off from all of that, rendered deaf and almost blind in the darkened hold.


It was a hugely unsettling feeling.


In fact, for reasons way beyond Druce’s control the entire genesis of the present mission had been decidedly disconcerting; indeed, even his very recruitment into the SAS had been something of an accident.


Until recently, Druce had been serving with the SOE, a unit born of the iron will of Winston Churchill, and formed wholly in the shadows. In the summer of 1940 Britain’s iconic wartime leader had called for the creation of a clandestine force tasked with setting the lands of enemy-occupied Europe ablaze.


The SOE had been formed under the aegis of the Ministry for Economic Warfare, making it totally separate from the military. It became known as the ‘fourth armed service’ and operated under a series of cover names – including the innocuous-sounding ‘Inter-Services Research Bureau’ and, perhaps most suitably, ‘The Racket’. Officially, the SOE didn’t exist, which made it perfect for carrying out the kinds of missions that broke the rules of war, and which the British government could deny if all went wrong.


Druce felt the contents of his stomach lurch into his throat as the Whitley hit a particularly nasty pocket of turbulence. It wasn’t the first time that he’d flown into hostile territory. On one of his previous operations for the SOE, Druce had been dropped into enemy-occupied Europe to retrieve escaped prisoners of war. But he was betrayed and taken captive. Held in a Gestapo prison, he’d found himself before a Gestapo officer, facing interrogation.


‘Remember, you are my prisoner,’ the Gestapo man had warned Druce. ‘And so, you must tell me everything.’


‘Actually, it is I who should be taking you and your fellows captive,’ Druce had calmly replied. ‘Your military is all but defeated, so you’d best surrender to me.’


In the momentary confusion caused by the remark, Druce had seized his chance and leapt out of a nearby window. He’d escaped the Gestapo’s clutches and, being a fluent French speaker, he had made his way through occupied France to England, disguised as a local. In the process he’d travelled on foot through the very region that he was poised to parachute into now, the Vosges Mountains, but his pending return had come about purely by a stroke of fortune.


Sometime after his epic escape from the enemy, Druce had found himself on a train heading for one of Britain’s wartime parachute training schools. Colonel Brian Franks, the Commander of 2 SAS – the SAS Regiment at that time consisting of 1 and 2 SAS Brigades, plus a number of ‘foreign’ brigades operating alongside them – happened to be sharing the same railway carriage. The two men fell into conversation and Franks asked Druce the obvious question: what he was up to right then?


Druce had shrugged, good-naturedly. ‘I’m really at a loose end. No one seems to want to employ me.’


‘Well, you’d better come and join us,’ Franks had told him.


Thus Druce had been recruited into the SAS. He’d joined A Squadron, 2 SAS, which at the time consisted of some sixty-odd men. As 2 SAS was made up of four squadrons, there were far too many operators for Captain Druce to get to know them all, but he quickly became familiar with the dozen men of his stick. The trouble was, they included few of those presently sharing the Armstrong Whitworth Whitley aircraft with him.


Until that very afternoon the dozen men aboard this warplane had been commanded by another SAS officer, a veteran of operations in North Africa. But just a few hours ago that man had gone to see Colonel Franks and revealed that the almost unthinkable had transpired.


‘I really feel I can’t go on,’ he’d confessed. ‘I can’t lead the mission. I just have lost my nerve.’


He wasn’t the first to fall victim to the acute stress caused by repeated sorties behind enemy lines. Even the most unlikely candidate could find himself at risk of what the men had come to call ‘crapping out’ – not being able to take it any more. It was something that they all dreaded, for if a man’s nerve cracked during a mission he became a serious liability to his fellow operators.


In Druce’s opinion, that officer had proved himself one of the bravest men around. It was hellishly difficult to turn around at the eleventh hour and admit that you couldn’t go through with a mission. Even so, when Colonel Franks had telephoned him out of the blue and asked him to take over, he had been somewhat aghast. He’d had a bare few minutes in which to grab his kit, prepare his weapons and race to catch a train to the airfield from which the mission was being mounted. There had been no time to familiarize himself with his new command.


He’d asked Colonel Franks for one thing: he wanted his own sergeant, the redoubtable Scot, David ‘Jock’ Hay, to accompany him, so he did at least know one man in ‘his’ stick. But as to the rest of the men, Druce could barely put a name to a face.


Of course, it must have been doubly disconcerting for them, as they had done all their pre-mission training and preparations with their regular stick commander. No reason had been given for the man’s sudden withdrawal. It had been judged best to keep his ‘crapping out’ quiet. But Druce was known only as a recent recruit to the Regiment, and that made him an unknown quantity – a wild card.


It was all the more unsettling because Captain Henry Druce was actually to be known as Captain ‘Drake’ for the duration of the coming mission. Having been held prisoner by the enemy before, his real identity would be known to the Gestapo, which might increase the risk of him being captured now.


Druce – Drake – had reached RAF Fairford in Gloucestershire with barely an hour to go before L-hour (the allotted time for lift-off). Fairford had been nicknamed ‘The Cage’, and with good reason. It was a closed-off, high-security facility ringed by searchlights and watchtowers, from which no one slated with a mission was ever allowed to exit. Even going to the loo seemed to require three armed escorts!


Upon arrival at The Cage, Druce was rushed into the ops room to join the others getting the ‘griff’: the final mission briefing. Two of the Regiment’s stalwarts, Major Eric ‘Bill’ Barkworth and his right-hand man in 2 SAS’s Intelligence Section, Sergeant Fred ‘Dusty’ Rhodes, proceeded to outline what was coming.


With the Allies having broken out of their D-Day beachhead, the German retreat was underway. Allied commanders believed that their version of the Blitzkrieg would prove inexorable, as superior Allied air power and ground forces rolled a demoralized enemy back into Germany. There was even talk of the war being over by Christmas. The natural barrier of the Vosges Mountains would form the Wehrmacht’s final defensive line, and Op Loyton was a mission designed to make ‘merry hell’ for the enemy in those densely forested hills.


Having passed through the area in the not-too-distant past, Druce pointed out that the terrain would prove ideal for guerrilla warfare. But Barkworth – one of the ‘old and bold’ within the Regiment, and an ice-cool operator par excellence – made it clear what was expected of him. His task wasn’t to go about blowing things up, or at least not yet. He was to link up with the French Resistance and establish a secure base and drop zone, so that he could call in the main body of Operation Loyton.


Colonel Franks was in attendance in The Cage, and he made it clear that he intended to put two entire squadrons – approximately 120 men – onto the ground in the Vosges. It was Druce’s mission to shepherd in that larger force. Only once that was done could he start blowing everything to kingdom come.


To underline the importance of Operation Loyton, Franks declared that he was keen to deploy; such a senior SAS commander would rarely, if ever, risk heading so far behind enemy lines. One other person was chafing at the bit: Sergeant Dusty Rhodes, Barkworth’s right-hand man. Rhodes – a tough and phlegmatic Yorkshireman – was itching for some action, but his present role largely precluded it. As 2 SAS’s Intelligence Cell, he and Barkworth were privy to every mission presently underway, so if either were captured and forced to talk, the consequences could prove disastrous.


Barkworth and Rhodes had little option but to remain in the rear with the gear, as the saying goes. Yet, as they delivered their eleventh-hour briefing to Druce, little did they suspect that the coming operation would catapult these two uniquely talented men into the assignment of a lifetime – one of unimaginably high stakes, horror and intrigue. But all of that lay many months in the future.


For now, Colonel Franks seemed to have chosen his replacement mission commander admirably. Captain Druce was of medium height, but a real barnstormer of a man. He would demonstrate a tireless stamina when moving through the plunging valleys of the Vosges, but more to the point, considering what was coming, he was blessed with a rare fearlessness – bordering on the reckless. Druce would prove to be a maverick and a high-spirited trickster par excellence.


Just twenty-three years old, Druce had been schooled first at Cheam, in Surrey, where he was in the same class as the Duke of Edinburgh. From there he went to Sherborne School in Dorset, followed by the Royal Military College, Sandhurst. He’d initially volunteered for the Glider Pilot Regiment, but discovered a more natural home for his talents lay within the SOE. Fluent in French, Dutch and Flemish, and blessed with an insatiable thirst for adventure, Druce was also a natural fit for the SAS.


Druce would earn renown within the SAS as being the ‘top hat warrior’. Sporting a black silk top hat and corduroy trousers on operations, he would demonstrate a vital quality amongst those tasked with behind-enemy-lines operations: total unflappability. In one incident he accosted a fleeing German motorcycle trooper, discovering a cured ham secreted within his saddlebag. As the soldier refused to give up his motorbike with suitable alacrity, Druce proceeded to whack him around the face with the ham, unseating him, at which point he passed the meat around his ravenous men.


One of the original Operation Loyton maps – one that Druce doubtless pored over as the Whitley aircraft droned onwards towards its uncertain date with destiny – has been preserved for posterity in the official Operation Loyton war diary. The map is marked with a tiny black circle, with beside it written ‘Captain Druce Party 13 Aug DZ’.


The DZ (drop zone) is sandwiched between La Petite Raon and Vieux-Moulin, two tiny French hamlets lying less than 3 miles south-west of a village called Moussey. Otherwise unremarkable, Moussey would come to have a real significance for the SAS. But as Druce studied that map, he must have wondered where in the surrounding forests and mountains – including the aptly named Les Bois Sauvages (the Wild Woods) – the Maquis might have made their base.


Not so many months before making this flight, Druce had trodden the rugged hills of the Vosges disguised as a Frenchman as he escaped from the enemy. He knew the kind of territory they were dropping into here. He sensed an opportunity to wage shoot ’n’ scoot guerrilla warfare – the SAS’s speciality – using the remote highland forest as the sanctuary in which they would evade an enraged enemy, before regrouping, rearming and resting, ahead of the next hit-and-run attack.


Druce relished the prospect. There was little obvious bravado about him, but somehow his men would come to feel as if they were never truly in trouble when under his command, no matter how bad their situation might seem.


And, as the warplane rumbled onwards towards that distant drop zone, things were about to get very troubled indeed.










Chapter Two


At around two o’clock in the morning the Whitley’s dispatcher roused the parachutists. They’d taken off five hours earlier and most had ended up dozing through the noisy, claustrophobic flight. The aircraft had been routed away from obvious bombing targets and had avoided the enemy night fighters and ground fire, leaving the men free to sleep largely undisturbed.


‘Twenty minutes to the DZ!’ the dispatcher yelled above the engine noise. ‘Twenty minutes to the jump!’


As the Whitley began to lose altitude – the men would make the jump from 1,000 feet – the dispatcher passed around a bottle of rum, in case anyone fancied a last-minute shot of Dutch courage. That done, he gave the signal to ‘stand up – hook up’. Twelve shadowy figures rose to their feet, strapping their parachutist’s tough, canvas kitbag to their right leg, and forming up in line in jump sequence.


Each man clipped the soldier in front’s parachute cord – his ‘static line’ – to a rope that ran the length of the fuselage. As they leapt from the aircraft the static line would remain attached, flipping free the jumper’s Model X parapack and releasing the rigging lines and parachute. Nervous excitement drove away the last vestiges of sleep.


As each man checked the line of the jumper in front, not a few hands were seen to be shaking. With some, doubtless, this was the stomach-knotting surge of fear, but with most, Druce included, it was the effect of the adrenalin that was pumping through their veins.


There was a high-pitched whine of hydraulics as the bomb doors inched apart, their opening accompanied by an inrush of fresh air. It proved surprisingly cold. The Whitley could lose only so much altitude, for the Vosges rise to over 4,600 feet in height and, even in summer, conditions on the higher reaches were known to be bitter.


The dispatcher strode down the line of men, making a final check. To his consternation he found that somehow Druce’s static line had been threaded through his parachute harness. Had he jumped then, he would have been left dangling beneath the fuselage, with no way either to parachute to earth or to ease his way back inside the aircraft.


Every member of Druce’s stick wore a pair of rubber-soled boots – perfect for silent operations – plus a special paratrooper’s Denison smock, with a strap that fastened between the legs to prevent it from billowing out during the descent. Dome-shaped helmets with chinstraps had replaced the old-style, wide-rimmed British Army ‘tin hat’. And in each of their sets of webbing was stuffed the distinctive SAS beret, with the iconic winged-dagger cap badge affixed.


Since the summer of 1944 the SAS had been supposedly ‘banned’ from wearing their distinctive sandy-coloured beret. With the Regiment’s return from North African and Mediterranean operations, it had been subsumed into regular British Airborne Forces. Many argued this was all part of an effort by the military establishment to exert some form of control over the freewheeling, largely self-directed force – one that had faced repeated accusations of being a ‘private army’.


Whatever the truth of the matter, the men of the SAS had been ordered to adopt the bright-red Parachute Regiment beret. Unarguably distinctive and warlike, it was fine for front-line combat troops, but with its high visibility it was hardly suited to a covert force inserting far behind enemy lines. Many vowed to adopt the red beret only once their sandy ones had worn out – and they were proving remarkably hard-wearing. Others had opted for a peaked khaki mountain cap, which would prove a useful head covering for operations in the Vosges.


Other recent kit changes had proved somewhat more popular. The SAS’s old faithful, the .45-calibre Thompson sub-machine guns – the so-called ‘tommy gun’ favoured by 1930s gangsters and 1940s elite operators alike – was still around, but mostly it had been replaced by the lighter-weight 9mm Sten gun, nicknamed the ‘baked bean can’.


The trusty Lewes incendiary bomb had been superseded by the ‘Gammon bomb’. The Gammon consisted of a weight of plastic explosive (PE) housed in a canvas bag, connected to a fuse than would detonate upon impact and no matter the angle at which the makeshift grenade struck its target. The most common size employed a kilogram of PE, and whoever threw it had to keep his mouth open, to avoid blowing out his eardrums. The great advantage of the Gammon over the Lewes was that it could disable heavy vehicles, crucial when going up against the might of German armour.


The talismanic Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife – with its 7-inch blade, heavy handle to give a firm grip in the wet, cross-guard to prevent hands slipping, plus two razor-sharp edges and a sharp, stiletto profile – was still standard SAS issue as the tool for silent killing. But as the war had progressed, most had learned just how hard it was to knife a man to death. Normally, it required two soldiers to do it properly – one to hold the victim, and the other to drive in the blade – and it was invariably a messy, somewhat hit-and-miss affair.


Recently, a ‘Fighting Knife Mark II’ had been developed. Known affectionately as the ‘Smatchet’, it resembled a cross between a hatchet and a machete. A miniature version of the original Fairbairn-Sykes knife was also available. With a flat thumb and forefinger grip, and a 3-inch blade, it was designed to be hidden in the lapel of a jacket. There was also a robust flick knife on offer for the real aficionados.


But, if close-up killing was required, experience had proved that it was generally easier to shoot an adversary in the head with a pistol. To that end, the excellent Browning 9mm ‘Hi-Power’ GP35 had replaced the heavy and cumbersome Colt .45. Likewise, the .303 Lee–Enfield rifle had been supplanted by the superlative American .30 calibre Winchester M1-A1 carbine, which was half the weight of the British rifle. Though not as accurate at long range, it had a semi-automatic rate of fire, and its ammunition weighed half that of the British .303 round, meaning far more could be carried.


The folding-stock version of the M1 carbine was perfect for paratroopers. The M1 – designed by two junior machinists at the Winchester Repeating Arms Company during their spare time – was to become one of the most widely used weapons amongst Allied forces in the Second World War. Captured German weaponry was also much in demand, especially the Schmeisser sub-machine gun. Once such a weapon had been seized, SAS operators tended to be loath to give it up.


Personal kit was stowed in a canvas Bergen – a military rucksack – with an external steel frame. The heavier British ‘Compo’ rations had been replaced by twenty-four-hour ration packs containing tinned sardines, cheese, meat dripping, oatmeal biscuits, soup cubes, tea, sweets and chocolates. A new and super-efficient lightweight stove had been developed, one that burned solid-fuel Hexamine blocks, similar to firelighters.


Each parachutist’s Bergen-load of gear was stuffed inside his canvas ‘leg bag’, which was strapped to his right leg for the jump. The leg bag was held in place by clips, and would be released and lowered once the parachutist had jumped, to be left hanging some 15 feet below him. That way, the bag would land first, taking the impact of its own weight.


Or at least, that was the theory. In practice the leg bag had proved cumbersome to deploy, and was more often dangerous rather than helpful to the parachutist. It had a habit of snagging during exit, or failing to release and lower properly, with disastrous consequences for the jumper.


Writing in the Operation Loyton war diary, Colonel Franks commented on the leg bag as being ‘utterly useless. This has been proved and pointed out time and again. Present leg bags MUST NEVER be taken on operations again.’


Unfortunately, the Op Loyton advance party was saddled with the leg bags. One of those figures strapping on this ‘utterly useless’ contraption was Captain John Hislop, in effect Druce’s second in command. As he prepared for the jump, he reminded himself of the somewhat cumbersome code words to be exchanged with the Resistance – more commonly known as the Maquis.


‘Nous sommes les guerriers de Malicoco’ (we are the warriors of Malicoco), the SAS soldiers were to declare, though no one had the slightest idea where ‘Malicoco’ might be.


‘Bamboula vous attend’ (Bamboula awaits you) was the expected reply, though who on earth ‘Bamboula’ might be was anyone’s guess.


As Hislop was well aware, some of the less erudite of the men had struggled to master the unwieldy exchange. Mostly, they were fighters, not linguists – their new commander, Captain Druce, being the obvious exception. Hislop wasn’t overly happy about their last-minute change of command, and he wondered what kind of man Druce might prove to be on the ground.


‘At the time we had no idea why this change was made, and found it disconcerting,’ Hislop remarked. As Druce had only joined the SAS recently no one knew him well, or was particularly aware of his capabilities.


Hislop wasn’t entirely an SAS man, and he was, if anything, even more of a colourful character than Druce. With his remarkably boyish face, swept-back dark hair and laughing slits of eyes, Hislop was the archetypal dashing Englishman, and he revelled in such an image. His was a slight, polo player’s physique, compared to Druce’s rugby player’s robustness but, on the coming mission, both would prove themselves to have the hearts of lions.


He and Druce had met only once before, at 2 SAS’s then headquarters, which was situated at the end of Prestwick golf course, in Ayrshire, Scotland. Of course, Hislop had heard stories about Druce’s epic escape from the enemy, one that had taken him on foot across half of occupied Europe in ‘phenomenally short time’. It had ended with Druce reaching London and checking himself into Piccadilly’s Berkeley Hotel, as if he’d just been out for a short stroll in Green Park.


As the powerful figure of Druce braced himself beside the Whitley’s uncertain exit, he was trying his damnedest to memorize all the names of his men. Goodfellow, Dill, Lodge, Crossfield, Hall, Stanley . . . he repeated the names like a mantra. Hislop, by contrast, was imagining himself astride a speeding horse on a racecourse; he’d found it was the best way to steel himself for such a leap into the unknown.


Hislop had refused the tot of rum that had been passed around the aircraft – on the basis that most jockeys ride best sober, and parachuting couldn’t be greatly different. Born in Quetta, India, in 1911, at thirty-three years of age Hislop was very much the ‘old man’ of the stick. His father, Major Arthur Hislop, served in India with the 35th Scinde Horse, but his son’s interests had proved to lie more with the racing fraternity. Over the ten years of his racing career, John Hislop had proved himself one of the finest amateur jockeys of all time.


At the outbreak of war he had, by his own admission, tried to wangle himself a position that would enable him to carry on with the main business of the day: race riding. Citing a ‘regrettable lack of military aptitude’, Hislop’s commander at the 21st Anti-Tank Regiment had asked him to find another posting. Unsuited to the regimented constraints of the regular military, Hislop confessed that he had ‘faced the prospect of the future with some misgiving’.


It was the ‘freemasonry of the Turf’ that had come to his rescue. Upon hearing of his predicament, a jockey friend had invited Hislop to join the Phantoms, a little-known unit that would prove to be the making of him. The GHQ (General Head Quarters) Liaison Regiment, as the Phantoms were more formally known, was a small, secretive outfit tasked with embedding themselves amongst the most forward-fighting troops, relaying vital reports about the state of front-line operations direct to GHQ, via wireless.


As with the SAS, officially the Phantoms remained posted to their parent unit and wore its regimental insignia. The only thing that marked them out as anything different was a distinctive shoulder flash – a white ‘P’ over a square of black. Hislop had been posted to the Phantoms’ A Squadron, which was populated by several high-profile racing acquaintances, including Maurice Macmillan, son of the future British prime minister, and John ‘Jackie’ Astor, of the super-wealthy and titled Anglo-American Astor clan.


Somehow fittingly, the squadron was commanded by the actor David Niven, who was fast becoming a household name. Niven had been in America when war broke out, working on a clutch of movies. At that stage, America was two years away from joining the conflict, but even so he had returned to England forthwith and signed up with the Phantoms.


Shortly thereafter he’d been dining with a party that had included Winston Churchill. Churchill had placed a companionable hand on the famous actor’s shoulder. ‘We are all, I am sure, very pleased and proud that this young man should throw up a brilliant and lucrative career in Hollywood to come back to fight for his country – but wouldn’t have thought much of him if he hadn’t!’


For Hislop, his posting to the Phantoms proved doubly fortunate. The squadron had its ‘country headquarters’ at the glorious Stourhead House, in Mere, Somerset, then owned by Sir Henry Hoare and his wife. Somehow, the privations of the war seemed to have passed Stourhead by; imperial peacocks strolled the grounds, and lithesome hunters graced the stables. Hislop was soon riding out over the glorious Somerset countryside.


By the spring of 1942 he found himself back in the racing saddle, riding Overseas in a chase at Cheltenham. He coaxed his horse into the lead, only to fall at one of the final fences. Hislop was thrown, badly breaking his leg. Nine months on crutches followed, after which he was invalided out of the Army. But Hislop refused to go quietly. Instead, he fought his way back to physical fitness and rejoined the unit that he was coming to love.


Hislop was taken into F Squadron, commanded by his friend and long-time racing buddy, Jackie Astor. Astor ran a ‘happy Squadron’, Hislop remarked, one ‘devoid of discontent, mistrust, depression or apathy; a light-hearted enthusiasm pervaded.’


Recently, the men of F Squadron had been asked to join forces with the SAS, which had found itself short of skilled signallers. Since it would doubtless involve parachuting, for which one needed to volunteer, men were asked to step forward.


At the start of the war Hislop had been very much the reluctant soldier. He wasn’t any more; he was amongst the majority of the F Squadron men who did step forward.


Time and again the Phantoms had proved themselves superlative wireless operators, especially during exercises on the remote Scottish moors. Unlike the Royal Corps of Signals (the regular Army’s communications specialists), the Phantoms combined a relentless training regime with a relaxed attitude, and an esprit de corps that encouraged self-starters and those of an independent mind.


There was little saluting or rank-consciousness in the Hon. Jackie Astor’s company. Instead, men were given free rein, being urged to experiment with aerial lengths, frequencies, the positioning of wireless sets and so on. No one minded how unorthodox the methods might be, as long as the Phantoms got the message through.


And, on the coming mission in the Vosges, doing just that would prove of paramount importance. In order to arm the Maquis, details of drop zone coordinates, dates and timings of drops, plus weapons requirements, would need to be radioed through to London. Unless effective communications could be established and maintained, Op Loyton would be finished before it had even begun.


Just prior to mission departure, Hislop had been invited to visit the SOE’s unremarkable, grey-faced 64 Baker Street headquarters in London to pick up some of the specialized gadgetry that the coming mission might call for. He was introduced to a slight, dark-haired man, who squinted at him from behind thick spectacles.


‘Ah, Captain Hislop . . . So very nice to see you! So, you’re going on a little foreign trip? Well, let’s have a look to see what we’ve got that might be useful to you . . .’


The SOE’s gadget man produced a fountain pen which, upon scratching its paint off, proved to have a tiny compass embedded in one end. Alternatively, Hislop could opt for a compass disguised as a button and sewn onto his shirt. ‘It’s attached to you, so you won’t lose it as easily as a pen,’ the SOE man enthused.


Then there was a handkerchief that you had to urinate on and – eureka! – it revealed a map of northern France. Or another in white silk with a number of hidden, coded phrases written upon it, such as: ‘Surrounded by the enemy; expect no more messages.’


‘They look nice with a dinner jacket,’ the gadget man added, somewhat unnecessarily.


Hislop was offered a pen that wrote in invisible ink, paper he could eat ‘in case of emergencies’, plus an escape pack loaded with ‘boiled sweets, Benzedrine and one or two other comforts’. Benzedrine is a potent amphetamine, one that was then popular in London’s swankier nightclubs. With its euphoric stimulant effect, it could keep an operator alert and energized for long periods, an obvious advantage for behind-enemy-lines operations.


And so, weighed down with SOE gadgetry, Hislop and the three fellow Phantoms he commanded had joined the Op Loyton advance party. Corporal Gerald Davis, Hislop’s second in command, squatted at the Whitley’s exit. Davis suffered from a slight speech impediment and he had a somewhat cynical outlook on life, but all of that was offset by a strongly independent nature. He was tall, lean and athletic, and of bulletproof reliability, and he wasn’t overawed by anyone, no matter who they might be.


Once Davis had been on an exercise and his military car had broken down. An officer had arrived on the scene, only to find Davis staring at the vehicle, hands on hips. ‘Hullo, Corporal Davis, why are you standing about doing f-all?’ the officer had asked. Davis had turned and answered casually: ‘’Cause there’s f-all to do!’ In short, Davis was calm, steadfast and utterly dependable, and Hislop had come to like and respect the man.


Squatting beside Davis was Private ‘Jock’ Johnston, a quiet, dour Scot. Johnston was slow of speech but he had a cool, clear head, and he was a demon with a wireless set. No matter what the situation, he could be relied upon to get the signal through, and Hislop could ask no more of the man.


Hislop’s third Phantom operator was somewhat less predictable, though through no fault of his own. Prior to joining the Phantoms, Sullivan had seen serious action with the commandos, and it had served to put his nerves on edge. Never lacking in courage, he became noticeably tense and jumpy in moments of real danger, which Hislop found somewhat disconcerting.


And, in truth, Hislop found the entire Op Loyton undertaking rather daunting – largely due to their present company. His first impression of the SAS had been that they were some kind of rabid, warmongering ‘Foreign Legion’. During operations overseas they seemed to have acquired soldiers of every nationality, including a smattering of Germans. Upon the Regiment’s 1944 return to the UK, there had proved to be no official record of many of their number ever having served in the British Army.


‘All the time I served with the SAS I never quite overcame the impression that I belonged to a species of banditi,’ Hislop recalled. ‘The enterprise of the SAS troops on exercises shook the local authorities accustomed to the more staid practices of home-based troops. On one occasion they held up a train in order to get a lift.’


Following his racing injuries, Hislop’s jockeying exploits had been sadly curtailed. He’d opted instead to start breeding and training racehorses. He’d just started getting serious about it, acquiring two promising steeds, Orama and Milk Bar, when the D-Day landings had taken place, after which he’d been ordered to deploy on the present mission.


Normally, dwelling on such thoughts of ‘the Turf’ served to put steel into Hislop’s soul – a steel that he didn’t quite believe was innately his. As he tensed himself at the Whitley’s bomb-bay exit, lining up with the SAS ‘banditi’, the words of a favourite poem flashed through his mind.


 


So the coward will dare on the gallant horse


What he never would dare alone,


Because he exults in a borrowed force,


And a hardihood not his own.


 


All thoughts of cowardice were driven from Hislop’s head as the Whitley began its run-in to the DZ. Within moments, a forest clearing hove into view, one marked by a series of blazing fires. Even from this altitude the bonfires looked massive, as if groups of French villagers had somehow decided to celebrate Guy Fawkes.


Hislop found himself wondering whether maybe the Maquis hadn’t overdone things a little. Surely, as well as being visible from the bomb bay of the Whitley, the conflagrations would be seen by the enemy, drawing them towards the DZ. He comforted himself with thoughts of their RAF Fairford briefing, at which they’d been told that only a handful of German troops were stationed in the area, and even those were of a low calibre.


The timbre of the twin engines dropped to a throaty grumble as the plane descended. The flames could be seen illuminating the whites of upturned faces, as whoever was below scanned the skies for the aircraft they could now doubtless hear. The pilot began his final approach, the red ‘action stations’ jump light flickering on. Moments later it switched to green, the dispatcher yelling: ‘GO! GO! GO!’


The first stick of six – led by Druce – threw their legs forward, leading with the one weighed down by the leg bag, and, as one, vanished through the floor. The second stick – including Hislop and his Phantoms – lined up beside the windswept, empty grave as the aircraft climbed again, swinging around and aligning itself for a second run.


Hislop felt his heart pounding like a jackhammer as his stick shuffled closer together. The tighter the pack at the moment of the jump, the faster they would get out and the more likely they were not to miss the DZ. The wait seemed to last for an age, and Hislop could feel the tension spiking.


By the time the jump light flashed green for a second time he was shaking with nerves.










Chapter Three


A second row of stick-like figures plummeted through the gaping maw of the bomb bay and tumbled into the dark and howling void. The Whitley’s engines had been throttled right back, but still Hislop was sucked into the churning maelstrom of the aircraft’s slipstream, the pummelling taking his very breath away.


He was spat out on the far side. Hislop sensed himself falling for just an instant, before the static line pulled taut, ripping away his parapack and releasing his chute. A split second later, there was a distinctive crack in the night sky above him, as if a powerful gust of wind had caught a yacht’s mainsail, and a canopy of silk blossomed grey-white in the darkness.


Hislop felt as if a giant hand had pulled him up by the shoulders, leaving him suspended in mid-air. As the oscillations of the chute diminished, he became aware of the vast and arresting silence and stillness of the Vosges night. After several hours cooped up in the aircraft’s suffocating hold, the emptiness felt deafening, but at least no one seemed to be shooting at him.


He reached down to pull the cord that was supposed to release his leg bag and let it fall away. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the mechanism failed. One strap unfastened but the other did not, leaving the heavy bag dangling awkwardly, as if a rabid dog had grabbed one trouser leg and would not let go. With over 50 pounds of kit unbalancing him, there was a good chance that he would land badly, breaking a leg.


The flare of the bonfires was growing ever brighter as he reached down, grabbed the release cord and hauled on it for all he was worth, trying to wrench the dead weight into something like a vertical position. But, even as he was doing so, a sharp burst of gunfire cut the night, hot tracer arcing through the dark heavens.


Hislop had little time to worry about whether the shots were aimed at him, or whether it was just some over-excited Maquis loosing off in high spirits. If he didn’t get this irksome kitbag under control, he was about to break his leg again – and this time deep inside enemy-occupied France, as opposed to the comparatively benign environment of Cheltenham racecourse.


Hislop was so preoccupied with his bag-wrestling antics that he had little time to steer for the clearing. He crashed into a copse of saplings, which fortunately bent and flattened, serving to break his fall. He tumbled through the last of the branches and was deposited on his backside amidst the dew-kissed undergrowth, with nothing but his pride suffering any form of hurt.


Before he could struggle to his feet, three figures were upon him. From their dress – the odd piece of khaki battledress, interspersed with moth-eaten tweed capes and French-style black berets – Hislop figured this was no Gestapo reception party.


‘Nous sommes les guerriers de Malicoco!’ he blurted out, in his best Wellington schoolboy French.


There was no answering cry of, ‘Bamboula vous attend!’


Instead, the Maquis got to work disentangling his parachute – it constituted dozens of yards of highly prized silk – while trying to cadge some cigarettes. One grabbed Hislop’s Bergen, another his helmet, and a third the downright murderous leg bag, and together they made their way towards the firelit muster point, where dozens of excitable figures could be seen flitting through the shadows.
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