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			We are the Pilgrims, master; we shall go

			Always a little further: it may be

			Beyond the last blue mountain barred with snow,

			Across that angry or that glimmering sea,

			White on a throne or guarded in a cave

			There lives a prophet who can understand

			Why men were born: but surely we are brave,

			Who take the golden road to Samarkand.

			 

			The Golden Road to Samarkand James Elroy Flecker
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			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War oper­ations depicted in these pages. Throughout the writing of this book I have endeavoured to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members. 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 in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Forces 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. That being said, I have endeavoured to convey an accurate sense of place, time­scale and narrative to the stories depicted here. Where various accounts appear particularly confused, the methodology I have used 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 treated that account as most likely.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making and I would be happy to correct them in future editions. The best means by which to make contact with me is via my website – www.damienlewis.com

			

			Or you can message me on X or Instagram @authordlewis.

			 

			These are true stories. Any sections of speech are taken from contemporary accounts of reported dialogue, diary entries, letters, or memoirs written by those involved. Any number of the docu­ments I have consulted – war diaries, scribbled notes, signals logs, letters home – were written under the most difficult circumstances and often in haste. Doubtless, they were never intended for publication. Accordingly, I have standardised spelling, corrected grammar and simplified acronym use, to make the book easier to read (i.e. ‘Amm’ is rendered as ammunition; ‘Ack’ becomes acknowledge). References to the source documents can be found in the notes at the end of this book.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			The Diehard Escapee

			June 1943, Lampedusa

			Grasping his Thompson sub-­machine gun, SAS Captain Roy Bridgeman-­Evans lowered himself into the folbot – a collapsible canvas-­hulled canoe. It was a warm Mediterranean night in June 1943, the calm waters lapping softly against the dark hull of the Motor Torpedo Boat (MTB) that had brought them to within striking distance of their target. Ahead, a further clutch of folbots, crewed by commandos of the Special Boat Squadron (SBS), set out to reconnoitre the beach. They were followed by another craft crammed with raiders, and led by SAS Captain Raymond Couraud, a French-­American who had served in the French Foreign Legion with distinction earlier in the war.

			Gently pushing off from the MTB’s hull, Bridgeman-­Evans and his men, including Lieutenant Anthony Greville-­Bell, plus Sergeant Robert Lodge, set out for the shoreline. They slipped the blades of their paddles into the night-­dark water, careful not to create any noise that might alert enemy sentries. This was the third such mission that Bridgeman-­Evans had commanded, including a recent recce of the Galite Islands, which lie off the North African coast. But those previous attempts had ended in failure, the British raiders being spotted by the enemy before they had any chance to achieve their objectives. They were hoping for better fortunes tonight, here at the Italian island of Lampedusa, set deep in the Mediterranean.

			

			It was the early summer of 1943 and the Allied invasion of Sicily – codenamed Operation Husky – was drawing ever closer, after which Allied forces would advance onto the Italian mainland, or the ‘soft underbelly of Europe’ as Winston Churchill had called it. With Lampedusa lying between the coast of North Africa and Sicily, the danger was that it would serve as an early-­warning post for the enemy. The island garrison was known to be on high alert for any Allied invasion fleet that might set sail. Hence Bridgeman-­Evans and his men being ordered ‘to destroy the powerful radar installed on the island as well as an ammunition and gasoline depot’.

			In a mission codenamed Operation Buttercup, a flotilla of three MTBs had set sail from the British-­held island of Malta, arriving off the Lampedusa coast shortly before nightfall. The fact that it was still light had worried Sergeant Lodge, who noted in his war diary ‘the uncanny feeling’ of their approach ‘in full visibility’. While those manning the MTB had argued they could not be seen at such a distance, ‘we had our doubts.’ His misgivings were to prove well-­founded, for shortly all hell was to let loose.

			As darkness descended, Lodge recalled the ‘absolute calm’ of the scene. ‘Heaven and sea seemed glassy, the air still and warm.’ Navigating their fragile craft through the water, they proceeded with utmost care, small ‘whirlpools of phosphorous sparks’ seeming to cast an eerie glow upon their boat. Ahead of them, Couraud and his men had made it to shore, where they discovered a narrow beach lying at the foot of steep cliffs. As Bridgeman-­Evans and Lodge approached the coastline, they were hoping for a signal from those at the vanguard to guide them in. But there was nothing.

			

			They nudged the rocks with their paddles, noted Lodge, as they skirted the shore, searching for where the others had made landfall. But even as they were doing so, a series of blinding green flares erupted into the night sky, rendering everything into a lurid-­tinged near-­daylight. Then there was a yelled challenge from the cliff-­tops, and the first burst of gunfire cut through the night.

			A cry echoed across the water, as one of the raiders gave voice to the shock and frustration all were feeling: ‘Fuck.’

			Moments later more machine guns opened up, bullets ripping into ground and sea all around the raiders. Ashore, Couraud and his men were forced to execute a desperate dash for cover, seeking safety behind some scattered boulders. But even as the raiders tried to return fire, searchlights cut through the darkness, sweeping the terrain to all sides. Probing out to sea, the Italian operators sought to illuminate the MTBs, plus any of the small boats that might still be in the water.

			As Lodge recalled, they were dead in the water if they got nailed in the searchlight’s fierce glare. With more light quartering the seas, their first thought was that this was an enemy patrol boat, perhaps one of the feared German E-boats, powerful and well-­armed motorboats. That would have ‘spelled the end’, Lodge observed. They had ‘about a mile’ to reach their MTB, the crew of which dared not risk moving closer for fear of being trapped in the searchlight’s glare.

			

			Drifting on the flat calm, Bridgeman-­Evans ducked down to avoid a burst from Lodge’s machine gun, as the SAS sergeant sought to shoot out the bulbs of the powerful searchlights. The SAS traded fire with the shore-­based defenders, but still the blinding stabs of illumination drew ever closer to the thin-­skinned craft. With its canvas sides and collapsible frame, the folbot would prove easy meat for any of the cliff-­top machine guns.

			Back on the bullet-­riddled beach, Couraud sensed that the game was up. The element of surprise was lost, if it had ever been theirs’ in the first place. With a storm of rounds pinging off the boulders, he gave the order to pull out. The mission was being aborted. Under intense fire, he and his men made a dash for their folbot, managing to manhandle it back into the water, and grabbing their paddles as they went.

			With Couraud and his team making a desperate bid to escape, Bridgeman-­Evans gave the only order that he felt he could: the mission was being abandoned. He and his men were to head back to the MTB at all possible speed. With fiery arcs of tracer cutting into the water, and the beams from the searchlights quartering the seas, they began to paddle for their lives. A few moments later, one of those beams of light sputtered out, shattered by a round fired from one of the raiders’ weapons. That might buy them a little extra time. Frantically, they continued to paddle, fearing that at any second the enemy would find their range and rake their craft with murderous fire.

			It was an hour before the first of the raiders made it back to the nearest of the MTBs, during which the motorboats were constantly under fire. By now a searchlight had picked out the nearest ship, and ‘we had to move fast’ Lodge noted, or it risked being shot to pieces. Eager arms hauled the exhausted men, plus their boats, aboard. Once the first vessel was full, the MTB ‘deployed a large plume of smoke to blind the enemy and conceal themselves from view as they zig-­zagged through the salvos’.

			

			After their desperate getaway, Lodge slumped down exhaustedly against one of the MTB’s torpedo tubes. While he fretted about ‘the several thousand pounds of high explosives near my head’, he was too tired to move. Two of the raiders were never to make it back to the waiting ships. One of the folbots that had gone ahead would never return. The missing men were Sergeants Alexander ‘Ginger’ Milne and Archibald Sinclair. While an MTB searched for them for most of that night, no trace was ever found.

			 

			Upon their return to Malta, Bridgeman-­Evans and his men were debriefed by Major Oswald Cary-­Elwes, a standout figure of the 2nd SAS Regiment, which had been formed just a few months earlier. This was a third failed mission in succession, and what Bridgeman-­Evans chose to report of the night’s events would rankle. He stated that ‘against his will and his own orders, it was Lee who had given the order to withdraw’. Raymond Couraud had served with the Special Operations Executive (SOE) before joining the SAS, and he had been forced to change his name to ‘Ray Lee’, for the Gestapo had discovered his true identity. For Bridgeman-­Evans to have accused Couraud (Lee) of having scuppered the night’s raid would enrage the former French Foreign Legionnaire no end.

			Another of Bridgeman-­Evans’s men, Lieutenant Anthony Greville-­Bell, was equally aghast at the tone of their mission commander’s report. ‘You can criticise Raymond on some points, but not call him a coward. In battle, I’d rather have him on my side . . . and if he finds out what Roy said, he will kill him,’ Greville-­Bell observed. With Couraud and Bridgeman-­Evans at loggerheads, Major Cary-­Elwes sought to defuse the situation and fast. Sensibly, he opted to separate the two men. Right then, a submarine was preparing to leave Malta, carrying a force charged to raid another Italian island. Seizing the opportunity, Cary-­Elwes dispatched Couraud to join them, while Bridgeman-­Evans would be given a completely separate mission.

			

			Whether or not Bridgeman-­Evans stood by his assessment of the Lampedusa raid, and Couraud’s supposed culpability, was irrelevant. He’d managed to upset several of the men under his command, a number of whom had already labelled him as something of a ‘snob’. In an egalitarian unit like the SAS, where merit mattered above rank or social class, this was not a good reputation to garner. Until recently, the men had found Bridgeman-­Evans’s high-­born gentleman’s persona somewhat amusing, but his critical comments about the battle-­hardened Couraud had changed their perceptions.

			It would take a lot for the SAS captain to regain their trust.

			Fortunately, the chance to do so would come soon enough. Barely a month later, Bridgeman-­Evans and Lodge would be back in action, hungrier than ever to strike a blow against the enemy.

			 

			As the ten men of what was codenamed the ‘Brig’ patrol climbed aboard the Armstrong Whitworth Albermarle aircraft, Colonel Bill Stirling, commander of 2 SAS, and the older brother to the regiment’s founder, David Stirling, shook hands with each in turn, wishing them good luck. At his side was his deputy, Major Geoffrey Appleyard, but the roaring of the engines scuppered any chance for chat. Stirling was there in person to send them off, this being a vital mission behind enemy lines in support of the Operation Husky landings, which were just a few days old. Across the runway, another group of SAS parachutists were boarding a second Albermarle on a sister mission. They made up the ‘Pink’ stick – a stick being a patrol of paratroopers – and Major Appleyard would be accompanying them to the drop zone.

			

			It was 7.30 p.m. on the evening of Monday 12 July 1943. The place, Kairouan airbase in Tunisia, North Africa. Developed as a transport aircraft, the Albemarle had been fitted with a hatch at the rear of the narrow fuselage, from which men could jump, transforming it into a makeshift paratrooper aircraft. It was far from ideal, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and airframes were in high demand at this stage of the war. Once inside, the men took up their positions for what would be a three-­hour flight. Bridgeman-­Evans was in command of the Brig mission, with Captain Patrick Dudgeon serving as his deputy.

			As Bridgeman-­Evans was jumper number ten, he’d be the last man out. This would be his first parachute jump into combat, and for many on that flight it would be their first ever jump, whether into combat or not, and their nerves were on edge. The rushed nature of their mission had meant that corners were cut, and consequently men who had had woefully little parachute training were being dispatched into the skies over Sicily, come what may. Little wonder they kept anxiously checking and rechecking their various jump straps and buckles, the knots in their stomachs growing tighter by the second.

			Preparations for the mission had been fraught. Even Appleyard, who was to oversee the whole operation, had got only the briefest notice, the warning to deploy ‘coming through on a Saturday evening at nine o’clock’, leaving barely half a day to make their preparations. In a desperate rush, equipment had been drawn from the stores and the drop-­canisters stuffed full of supplies. While each man wore American-­style coveralls and carried a Colt .45 automatic pistol on his person, their main armaments, plus all of their explosives and ammunition, were jammed into those containers, which were to be dispatched from the aircraft along with the men. Driven by the urgency to deploy, stuffing those drop-­canisters to the brim was seen as being the quickest means to get airborne.

			

			Until recently, many of these men had been serving with 62 Commando, otherwise known as the Small Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), a unit that had executed a string of seaborne raids behind enemy lines. The SSRF sat under the umbrella of the Special Operations Executive, more often referred to as ‘The Ministry for Ungentlemanly Warfare’. SOE was a clandestine unit founded by Churchill, and formed to do all the things that are forbidden in war: assassinations, bribery, corruption, money laundering, raising guerrilla armies and more. But once 2 SAS began recruiting, it was men like these that Bill Stirling had turned to, to establish the core of his new regiment. Experienced, tough, super-­fit and able to think and act on their own initiative, they’d proved their worth many times over. They were the natural choice to emulate what David Stirling and Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, now the commander of 1 SAS, had achieved across the North African deserts.

			Tonight’s mission was critical. Following victory in North Africa, the Allies were launching a series of thrusts into Italy by sea and by air. In order to get to the Italian mainland, Sicily first had to be conquered. With that aim, on 9 July 1943, just three days earlier, British and American troops had landed on the southern shores of the Italian island, in a combined airborne and amphibious assault.

			

			As Allied forces fought their way ashore, so the men of 2 SAS were to be deployed behind the lines, in a series of missions codenamed Operation Chestnut. Their orders were to land ‘by parachute in north-­east Sicily to harass the enemy by attacking communications, roads, signals and convoys, by destroying cables, harassing headquarters and reporting on movements of enemy troops’. Designed to cause as much chaos and confusion as possible, the aim was to blunt the enemy’s will and their means to fight.

			Acting as an advance party, the Brig and Pink sticks were to establish an operational base, before calling in the rest of the squadron by radio, plus their Eureka homing beacons, which would guide in the aircraft. Bringing in the full squadron was seen as being key to the success of the mission. ‘If no signal message is received,’ read their orders, ‘aircraft will, on night D+6/7 carry reinforcements to area of DZs, but if contact is not established with the Eureka, troops will not be landed and aircraft will return to base and repeat this part of the operation on the next night.’ ‘D+6/7’ denoted the sixth/seventh night after the advance party’s insertion, while ‘DZ’ was short for drop zone. In other words, SAS headquarters would keep dispatching the remainder of the squadron by air, until proper contact was established and they could be parachuted in.

			Thirty minutes after the Albermarles had taken to the dark skies, the men of Bridgeman-­Evans’s stick hooked up their static lines to the hawser stretching the length of the aircraft’s ceiling, buddy checking each other, making sure their straps and buckles were tight, before settling back for the remainder of the flight. Most sat in silence in the cramped confines of the fuselage, amid the deafening roar from the aircraft’s twin Bristol Hercules engines. Despite the racket, Sergeant Lodge, by now a seasoned elite operator, somehow managed to close his eyes and grab some rest, despite the high stakes of tonight’s mission for him in particular.

			

			Lodge was in truth a German Jew. Born Rudolf ‘Rudi’ Friedlander to a wealthy Jewish family in Munich, he’d grown up in relative comfort, studying Law and Economics at Munich university, and graduating with a PhD. But due to the prejudice suffered by Jews once the Nazis came to power, in 1934 he’d moved to Holland, retraining as a carpenter, before relocating to England the following year. Gaining steady employment, he’d travelled the country with work. Fortunately, other members of his family were able to join him before war’s outbreak, his father settling in Newcastle-­upon-­Tyne, where Friedlander was a frequent visitor.

			But from the very outbreak of the war Friedlander had been determined to enlist in the British Army. Nursing a deep hatred of Germany under Hitler, he was desperate to help rid the world of the evils of Nazism. Accepted into the Auxiliary Military Pioneer Corps, a non-­combat unit, he spent months in London during the Blitz, clearing debris and putting his carpentry skills to good use. But eventually, Lodge ‘sparked the interest of SOE’, and the Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare ‘earmarked him for future employment’. That was how he’d been recruited into the Small Scale Raiding Force, a unit closely affiliated with SOE.

			When brought into the ranks of the SAS in February 1943, Friedlander had had to choose a more English-­sounding name, in the event that he might be captured. Being Jewish was a death sentence. He’d opted for ‘Robert Lodge’, the surname being that of his then fiancée, Win Lodge. The new name was designed to protect him, but ‘with his thick, jam-­jar glasses and big, heavy, kindly looks’, Lodge was under no illusion as to how thin was his cover, and the risks of ‘what might happen if he were taken captive’.

			

			With Lodge being all of thirty-­four years old, he was the same age as his commander, Bridgeman-­Evans. Both were decidedly ancient, in a unit that mostly boasted men in their early twenties. They also shared a wealth of military experience, both having soldiered in the SSRF before joining the SAS. Yet there the similarities ended. Bridgeman-­Evans hailed from a very different kind of background to Lodge. While the latter had escaped the horrors of Nazism, and been forced to adopt a nom de guerre in order to fight in freedom’s cause, the former had suffered no such trials and tribulations. In fact, Bridgeman-­Evans had been born with something of a silver spoon in his mouth. Even so, he was possessed of an uncommon courage and a hunger to fight, as events were about to prove.

			Standing at six feet tall, with brown hair and grey eyes, the SAS captain hailed from Richmond in Surrey. Born in 1908 to a successful and prosperous cigar merchant, he’d attended boarding school in Sutton Valence, Kent, after which he’d joined his father’s tobacco firm, Fribourg and Treyer. At the outbreak of war he’d volunteered for officer training. Having been a member of the OTC (Officer Training Cadets) while at boarding school stood him in good stead. Once he’d graduated from officer training school at Shrivenham, Oxfordshire, he was commissioned as a second lieutenant into the 36th Anti-­Aircraft Regiment, Royal Artillery.

			

			After spending two years on anti-­aircraft duties, Bridgeman-­Evans was desperate to get into some real action. Volunteering for the SSRF, he’d been interviewed by Major Geoffrey Appleyard, under whose intense scrutiny he had to somehow argue that he had the right attributes to join this elite fraternity. ‘I had the feeling that he had summed me right up,’ Bridgeman-­Evans would remark of his interview with Appleyard, ‘and that if I had told a lie, he would have known it right away.’ Accepted into their ranks, on 26 October 1942 he was posted to Anderson Manor, Dorset, to undergo specialist training.

			Bridgeman-­Evans had very big shoes to fill. He was following in the footsteps of some quite extraordinary men, including some of the SSRF’s legendary founders – Major Gus March-­Phillips and Lieutenant Anders Lassen. Along with Appleyard, March-­Phillips and Lassen had been involved in a string of daring missions, gaining them a reputation as fearless and audacious warriors. Sadly, March-­Phillips had been killed in action during a raid on the French coast, just a month before Bridgeman-­Evans joined the unit. With March-­Phillips’s loss, Lassen had moved on to the SAS and SBS. In time he would become one of the war’s finest soldiers, being the only member of the British special forces ever to win a Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest award for valour.

			Bridgeman-­Evans had joined the ranks of the best of the best. He had a lot to live up to.

			 

			The Albermarle droned onwards, pushing north across the Mediterranean and drawing ever closer to the DZ, lying not far from the small Sicilian village of Sperlinga. As the aircraft approached the coastline flak reared up before it, while ‘a heavy barrage’ was visible on the ground, as Allied forces traded blows with their adversaries. Then, as if from nowhere, streaks of burning tracer lit up the night sky, arcing towards the aircraft, the pilot banking hard to avoid being hit. The men shifted about nervously, being eager to get down on the ground.

			

			It was approaching 11 p.m. when Bridgeman-­Evans, who was wearing headphones that linked him by intercom to the pilot, was given a verbal warning: they were ten minutes away from the DZ. He alerted his men to make their final preparations. They pulled on their jump helmets and checked and rechecked their straps, even though they knew all should be good from the last time they had done so. Nerves were playing their part, especially for those who had never jumped before.

			As they arranged themselves in line, the cover was removed from the drop-­hole. Immediately the fuselage was swept by a blast of cold air, the noise swelling into a deafening crescendo. The ten men shuffled closer, their eyes fixed on the red light above the exit hole, waiting for the ‘green for go’. The first, Corporal Wilkins, steeled himself.

			‘Action stations in two minutes,’ Bridgeman-­Evans yelled, after receiving word from the pilot.

			Expecting to hear another call to bring them to ‘action stations’, the green light suddenly flashed on, catching many by total surprise. From somewhere, a voice cried ‘Green light! Jump!’ A moment later Wilkins was gone, plummeting through the hole and being sucked into the moonlit night. No sooner had he disappeared than the next man, Private Alan Sharman, leapt into the void. And then, at number three, Captain Dudgeon, too, was gone.

			As Bridgeman-­Evans readied himself to go, there seemed to be a delay further along the line. The man at number six, Sergeant Hawkins, hesitated. Whatever might have caused this Bridgeman-­Evans couldn’t tell, but after a second or so Hawkins too slipped from view. Once Sergeant Lodge had dived out, Bridgeman-­Evans took a gasp of breath and plummeted through the hole, the silk canopy of his parachute snapping open with a resounding crack as he was buffeted by the aircraft’s slipstream.

			

			With his parachute oscillating through the night sky, Bridgeman-­Evans could tell that they had been dropped at a far greater altitude than intended. Beneath him lay a distant, barren landscape of jagged hills and knife-­edged crests – not at all what he had been expecting. He glanced upwards, searching for the parachutes beneath which would be suspended their all-­important drop-­canisters, crammed full of their weaponry and kit. They were packed with everything they needed to survive and to operate. But worryingly, not a single ’chute was anywhere to be seen.

			Twisting and turning in his harness, he sought out the rest of his stick. What he noticed filled him with dread. Those few men that he could see appeared to be drifting further and further away, the group of parachutes appearing as a jagged and disjointed scattering, not as a neat line strung across the sky. Caught on high-­altitude thermals, they were floating off in all directions, and there was not a thing that he could do about it.

			Bridgeman-­Evans felt certain that they had been released at far too great a height and very likely in the wrong place. The lack of a call to ‘action stations’ suggested that something had gone wrong with the drop, but there was little time to worry about that now. He needed to concentrate on getting down in one piece. He focused on the ground, bracing himself as it came racing up to meet him. Moments later, he hit the dirt with a thud, rolling to one side. Quickly he struck the release button that unfastened his chest harness, gathering in his ’chute, while searching about for any sign of the others.

			

			Jumping at such altitude, there was every likelihood that they would have been seen by the enemy. Lodge, who’d gone immediately before Bridgeman-­Evans, had spied ‘many lights’ and thought he’d detected ‘far-­off voices’. He was certain he’d heard the barking of dogs.

			What neither Bridgeman-­Evans nor Lodge could know was that there had been an electrical fault on the Albermarle, resulting in the green light coming on far too early. When one of those in the Albermarle’s cockpit had gone to warn the ten parachutists to prepare for ‘action stations’, he’d found the hold deserted, for all had jumped. Worse still, none of the canisters containing their kit had been dropped alongside the men. As a report from the time noted, ‘Brig party were landed . . . at approx. 2200 hours. The containers were not dropped in same run as personnel, so there is considerable doubt if they found them. If they did not do so they will have no explosives and no arms except .45 Colts.’

			In short, Bridgeman-­Evans and his team had jumped at the wrong time and at the wrong altitude over the wrong location, and apart from what little they carried on their persons, were bereft of all supplies and weaponry. What should have been a heavily armed SAS stick had descended into enemy territory armed with nothing more than a pistol each, plus a few magazines of ammo.

			Making the best of a bad job, Bridgeman-­Evans was able to locate Sergeant Hawkins, and a while later they were joined by Lodge. By now it was around midnight, which meant that first light was some five hours away. Giving the order to move out, Bridgeman-­Evans directed them to scout in three directions, to try and find the others. An hour and a half later, their group of three had become five, having located Corporal Haywood and Private Mason. Those five men had made up the second half of the stick. Where the front five might be, including Captain Dudgeon, was anyone’s guess.

			

			Bridgeman-­Evans got his group moving, for they needed to seek out the canisters. Without them, and the equipment they contained, their mission was pretty much doomed. With the moon having slipped below the highest peaks, he spurred his men on. If they could reach the high ground and find somewhere to lie up, come sunrise they might be able to see where the canisters had fallen. It seemed inconceivable that none could have been dropped. The men marched uphill ‘in single file, carrying our ’chutes’, until they came to a high ridge, with below it an orchard and a clutch of farm buildings. It was there that Bridgeman-­Evans decided to wait out the remaining hours of darkness, hoping for something more positive come daybreak.

			Sunrise brought with it a scene that none of them had expected. Rather than providing some decent cover, the orchard lay on an exposed hillside. To make matters worse, there was absolutely no sign of the canisters. Shortly, they heard cries from below and the sound of people on the move. A patrol of Italian soldiers was approaching along a narrow lane. Fortunately, the five fugitives had not yet been seen. Creeping forward, they searched for more suitable cover. Finding some bushes, they crawled deep inside. Down in the valley more enemy troops could be seen, clearly hunting for the men who had dropped through the night sky. Then, to their rear, a lone Italian soldier appeared on the crest of a ridge. He stood there, scanning the terrain for any signs of his prey.

			

			They seemed to have enemy on all sides. Bridgeman-­Evans held a council of war. Some argued that the cover they had crawled into was of no use. It would only be a matter of time before the enemy chose to search the bushes, and then they would be discovered. One of the men had a carrier pigeon with him, their only means of establishing communication, for of course their radios had been packed in the drop-­containers. Hastily, Bridgeman-­Evans scribbled a message, attached it to the leg of the bird and let it fly.

			Spying a stone wall not too far away, the men made a break for it. At least it might give them cover from fire, if they had to shoot it out with the enemy. Reaching it, the fugitives hid their ’chutes as best they could, before taking shelter behind the largest stones, where they hoped they might ‘outlast the day undiscovered’.

			The Italian troops searched the area, drawing ever nearer. Some thirty minutes after they had moved, a voice was heard yelling out from behind. Turning his head, Bridgeman-­Evans saw immediately that they were in dire straits. A group of Italian carabinieri – part of the Italian armed forces – had the SAS party pinned in the sights of their rifles. They were demanding their surrender. Fleetingly, the thought crossed his mind to put up a fight, but they were sure to be gunned down. The accurate range of their Colt .45 pistols was a maximum of 50 metres. Boasting rifles and machine guns, the enemy could simply hang back and pick them off at their leisure.

			With a heavy heart, Bridgeman-­Evans gave the order to give themselves up.

			Having been taken captive, the five soldiers were driven a short distance to the town of Capizzi. At the local police station, they were given water and told to wait. It was now that Bridgeman-­Evans realised the full extent of the errors made in executing the drop. If they were at Capizzi, that meant they had been released some 15 kilometres north-­east of their intended destination. But in a sense all of that was immaterial now. The mission, as far as Bridgeman-­Evans was concerned, was very much over.

			

			Shortly, the Town Marshal – the police chief of Capizzi – arrived. Resplendent in his Fascist uniform, he had the appearance of a ‘fat bully with a red choleric face’, Lodge noted. Bridgeman-­Evans was dragged into the marshal’s office, whereupon he was relieved of all ‘belongings and money’, including the 150,000 lire he had been given at the start of the mission, ‘for which no receipt was given’. Ignoring the marshal’s aggressive demands for information, the SAS commander offered only his name, rank and service number, despite his inquisitor’s increasing anger and frustration. Finally, he was marched from the room, to be replaced in turn by each of his men. None divulged anything more than the big three – name, rank and number.

			Interrogations over, the captives were thrown into cells, Bridgeman-­Evans being separated from the others to spend most of the day alone. When darkness fell they were again brought before the marshal. They were to be moved to Nicosia, he announced, a village lying to the south-­west, not far from where they had been dropped the previous night. No reason was given. But ominously, standing behind the marshal were a number of carabinieri, holding a long chain. The marshal warned Bridgeman-­Evans that they were to be shackled together for the journey, to prevent escape.

			The SAS captain protested in the strongest possible terms. By way of response the marshal said they could travel unchained, but only if Bridgeman-­Evans pledged not to escape. On both sides of the war, if an officer gave his word – his bond – not to try to execute a getaway this was often viewed as sacrosanct. But Bridgeman-­Evans refused to do so. As a member of the SAS it was his duty to escape, and this was a promise he was not prepared to give. Refusing to offer his bond, he was manacled along with the others.

			

			Bound in chains, the five prisoners were driven to Nicosia and taken to the police station. There, a new marshal greeted them. He seemed to be the complete opposite of his colleague in Capizzi, becoming furious when he saw how the captives had been treated. Ordering them to be unchained, he had food and wine brought. When they had eaten their fill, they were taken to cells with comfortable mattresses, and there they were allowed to rest.

			But sadly, their stay in Nicosia was to be short lived. The next day the prisoners were on the move again, this time by a truck bound for Randazzo, a town lying 50 kilometres to the east, so further away from the Allied advance. As they got on the move they could see the destruction that had been wrought by Allied warplanes – the burned out carcasses of trucks lined the road, while bridges were cratered from direct hits. Often they were pulled from the truck as Allied aircraft flew low overhead, which added considerably to their time on the road. It was the evening of 14 July by the time they reached Randazzo, where they were once more taken to the local police station. Waiting for them was a group of officials. Just as in Capizzi, they were to face more inquisitions.

			Bridgeman-­Evans entered the interrogation room first. The only light came from some candles, the flames flickering on a desk covered in a dark blanket. Standing behind it, almost in shadow, were two Italian Army officers. Immediately they began to bark out a series of questions, mixing seemingly innocuous enquiries about his regiment and his length of service with more pressing ones regarding the nature of his mission. Just as he had done before, Bridgeman-­Evans stubbornly gave them only what was required of him under the Geneva Convention: his name, rank and service number. Nothing more.

			

			The Italian officers became infuriated at their lack of progress. They warned Bridgeman-­Evans that as he was wearing American coveralls, he was technically not in British Army uniform, and could be treated as a spy and shot. If he talked, they suggested clemency might be extended to him and his men. The threat did little to persuade the SAS commander to relent, for they’d been trained to expect such treatment and in the means to resist. He was a serving British officer, Bridgeman-­Evans argued, and his inquisitors would get nothing but name, rank and number.

			Once all the captives had been interrogated – each like Bridgeman-­Evans, remaining stoic in their responses – they were paraded through the streets of Randazzo, before being taken to the local jail. There they were thrown into ‘a cell full of vermin’, as Bridgeman-­Evans would describe it. The place was disgusting. There were no beds, merely clumps of flea-infested straw on a bare stone floor. A heavily barred window offered little chance of escape, but through it they could observe the roadway, and the German units streaming by. Whether they were headed for the front line or retreating, no one could tell. But at least all five of the SAS men were together.

			There they remained for several days, surviving on starvation rations of macaroni, bread and water. Mason, whom Lodge had nicknamed ‘The Old Sailor’, or ‘Pops’, had been a merchant seaman before the war, and was by far the oldest among them. He made their captivity somewhat more bearable, for he kept them entertained with his humorous tales and quick wit. When Mason had been interrogated by the Italian officers and asked what he had intended to do with the money he had been carrying, he’d replied, ‘Buying beer, sir,’ much to the fury of his inquisitors, who threatened to have him shot.

			

			The monotony of their incarceration was broken by the sound of aircraft – Allied planes flying attack missions. Bombs landed close to the jail, the concussive blasts causing their cell to shake. The danger of being killed by their own side seemed very real.

			Permission was given to get some exercise in the jail’s courtyard. Immediately thoughts turned to escape. Bridgeman-­Evans and his men scrutinised the high brick wall, seeking out any means to scale it. But some of the other prisoners – ‘an old man with two leg stumps, and a young rascal’, both of whom were imprisoned ‘for theft or begging’ – warned against it. Recently, they warned, a prisoner who had ‘tried to scale the walls’ had been gunned down. Another idea was to attack the guard force and so engineer a breakout. But eventually all resolved that ‘better opportunities’ were sure to come, and in any case they baulked at falling upon their guards ‘in cold blood’.

			A week after their capture, on 19 July, the prisoners were moved yet again, only now they were lumped together with a number of other Allied prisoners. They were mostly RAF aircrew mixed with airborne troopers, but among them was one familiar face – Private Sharman, one of their fellow patrol members. Incarcerated in a stout-­walled stone barn, which was ‘heavily guarded’ by Italian infantry, plus with ‘sentries on the roof’, the chances of making a breakout seemed negligible. So Bridgeman-­Evans and his men let Sharman regale them with tales of his fortunes.

			

			 

			Sharman had been the second to go from the Albermarle, and he’d carried one of the Eureka homing beacons. Having jumped from what he believed to be close to 3,000 feet – six times the normal altitude for making such a parachute-­borne insertion – he’d landed in a ravine. ‘The rest of the stick appeared to drift round the mountains and out of sight . . . Although I searched for two hours, I was unable to contact any of them,’ he would report. Hiding the cumbersome Eureka, Sharman had climbed the nearest mountain, remaining there for forty-­eight hours, ‘in the vain hope of seeing something of the others’. Deciding to head south towards Allied lines, he was spotted by an Italian patrol and chased, having to hide in a ditch for several hours.

			Once the danger had passed he pressed on, walking through the night and sticking to the hills and mountains. Below him, he could see ‘enemy transport on the road, both German and Italian, and there were many Italian soldiers on foot obviously retreating, some with arms and some without’. As the terrain seemed to be free of enemy troops, Sharman decided to risk moving during daylight hours. ‘This was a mistake because I walked into an Italian patrol of eight men, almost convinced them I was German, but finally had to show my pay book . . . This of course gave me away.’ The Italian troops took Sharman captive, and subsequently he was questioned by the same marshal who had earlier interrogated Bridgeman-­Evans and his men. During the process Sharman learned, as suspected, that the Italians ‘had observed the parachute descent’.

			

			So from the very outset, the Brig mission had been pretty much doomed to failure.

			Sharman’s news of enemy units retreating was music to his fellow captives’ ears. It meant that the invasion had to be going well. Surely, they reasoned, it was only a matter of time before Sicily capitulated and they would be liberated. But on the afternoon of 21 July, nine days after their capture, the SAS prisoners were once more on the move. They were herded aboard a truck, which proved to be ‘full of Italian sailors’, and were crammed in so tight there was little chance to leap off. They learned they were bound for the port city of Messina, which lies in the far north-­east of Sicily, situated a mere six kilometres across the Strait of Messina from the Italian mainland. Upon reaching the harbour, they were placed aboard an Italian landing craft for the short voyage to the mainland, along with scores of other Allied POWs.

			It was a scorching day as the vessel set sail. Despite the sunshine, the mood was bitter. Bridgeman-­Evans and his fellow captives had allowed themselves to believe that the Italians lacked the logistical and organisational skills to transport large bodies of POWs across the sea to Italy. They had been proved wrong.

			Despite being imprisoned on an Italian warship, Bridgeman-­Evans remained alert to any means of escape. As they steamed north, with the sun beating down upon them and the Italian coastline stretching out far into the distance, he gazed across the glimmering blue of the sea. The SAS captain was on the search, studying closely the Italian coastline. As they neared the port of Gioia Tauro, which lay about thirty kilometres from Messina, a plan of escape began to coalesce in his mind.

			Once landed at Gioia Tauro, the mass of Allied prisoners were formed up to march towards the town’s railway station. As they got on the move, their Italian captors became severely harassed and harried, much to the amusement of their captives. Via a kind of unspoken understanding, some of the prisoners walked too quickly, while others hung back, mostly out of sheer devilment, for they could see the guards getting increasingly frustrated. Soon, as Lodge observed, the mass of prisoners had become a straggly line, stretching way back along the street, as the guards rushed back and forth ‘like sheepdogs round their flock’.

			

			Eventually, they reached the railway station where they were hustled into a yard, to await a train. As Bridgeman-­Evans well appreciated, that train was going to spirit them to a Prisoner of War camp, which meant that he had little time if he was to put his escape plan into action. He shared his thoughts with Lodge, and shortly they were joined by Mason – ‘Pops’ – plus Sharman, who was likewise eager to make a getaway. Of the six SAS captives, those four just needed the right opportunity to present itself. (Neither Bridgeman-­Evans nor any of his men make any mention of their two SAS comrades at this juncture, Sergeant Hawkins included, so either they had been separated during captivity, or they were disinclined to attempt a breakout.)

			That evening a regiment of ‘crack’ German troops arrived at the station, en route to the fighting in Sicily. Bridgeman-­Evans called out to one of the officers, who wandered over to the British prisoners, and shortly they were engaged in surprisingly amic­able discussion. The focus of the conversation became their ‘common contempt’ for the Italian soldiery, as they made a ‘mockery’ of their martial prowess. Finally, Bridgeman-­Evans asked the German officer when he imagined the war might end.

			‘When we have won,’ he replied, laughing.

			The station was being guarded, but the sentries – already stressed from the chaotic march – were thinly spread. With the POWs complaining about lack of food and water, the guards were forced to seek some out, which served to lessen their vigilance still further. Sensing this was the moment to chance it, the four fugitives gathered out of sight, sandwiched between the station itself and the perimeter wall. For the moment unobserved, one by one they climbed over the wall and dropped into the street on the far side. The time was 10.30 p.m. on 22 July.

			

			With no shouts of alarm coming from behind, Bridgeman-­Evans figured that phase one of his escape plan had worked. They were out. For the first time in ten days, he and what remained of his Brig stick were free. First priority was to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the railway yard, before it was discovered they were missing.

			As they set out into the darkened streets, Lodge suggested they proceed in pairs, himself and Bridgeman-­Evans at the front, the other two bringing up the rear. Lodge was fluent in German, of course, so it made sense for him to take the lead. As they headed south, he began to converse in that language, making sure anyone they passed would overhear. The few locals that were about at this late hour glanced at them with indifference. Their American coveralls, combined with the lack of light and Lodge’s Teutonic mutterings, made them appear like a group of German soldiers. In this way they managed to slip away from Gioia Tauro. Pressing further south, and keeping the sea to their right, they headed for the spot at which Bridgeman-­Evans had noted there was the means to attempt their escape.

			They were making for a small fishing village, one earmarked by the SAS commander as holding out the maximum promise of executing a daring getaway. But ahead of them, looming out of the darkness, was a long viaduct. If they were to reach their destination before first light, there was no way to avoid it. Standing on guard, and clearly observing the four fugitives’ approach, was a group of Italian soldiers. Should the escapees move off the road now, or otherwise display their discomfiture, then the game would be up. There was no option but to attempt to bluff their way through.

			

			Lodge continued nattering away in German to Bridgeman-­Evans, even though the latter could barely understand a word. While the other escapees remained mute, the SAS captain uttered the odd, unintelligible reply, to keep up the illusion that he and Lodge were deep in conversation. They drew closer, the tension mounting with every step. Finally, the Italian soldiers stepped forward to bar their way. There was nothing the four escapees could do other than brazen it out and trust to Lodge’s boldness.

			He greeted the enemy with a smile. ‘Freund,’ he announced, amiably. ‘Amico. Soldati tedeschi.’ They were friends. German troops.

			Lodge explained that they were German soldiers on their way back to their barracks. Fortune favours the brave. It was a dark night, and the Italians had no torches with which to examine the four shadowy figures. Eventually, they were forced to accept Lodge’s explanation and they stepped aside. He turned to the others and beckoned them forward. As they filed past, the Italian soldiers continued to eye them closely. Conscious not to look in any way discomfited, Lodge chatted away, while Bridgeman-­Evans nodded vigorously. Shortly, the fugitives had passed along the length of the viaduct and were enveloped in the darkness of the open countryside. The bluff had held good.

			

			But it had been touch and go. Accordingly, Bridgeman-­Evans led the men off the road, so as to continue their journey cross-­country. As they pressed on they stuffed their pockets with grapes and pears from the vineyards and orchards that lay to either side of the road, for they had little food or water. Pops Mason, ever the joker, kept wandering off to cram his pockets with more purloined fruit. When Bridgeman-­Evans grew impatient, and Lodge threatened Mason using ‘pretty bad language’, Mason merely quipped coolly: ‘Oh, you are all far too keyed up.’

			It was first light in the early hours of 23 July when they reached their destination. They’d arrived at a cliff. Beneath lay a small fishing village. On the beach were what appeared to be a number of rowing boats. Those were what Bridgeman-­Evans had spotted from the Italian landing craft, and the reason why he had brought them all here. But disconcertingly, the beach was under guard by Italian soldiers, and a couple of sandbagged machine-­gun bunkers could be seen, with huts for the gun crews lying close by.

			Even so, Bridgeman-­Evans’s plan was the best shot they had at getting out of there. If they could steal one of the boats and row it the few miles back to Sicily, they should be able to link up with the advancing British and American forces. With dawn fast approaching, they needed to find somewhere to hide. Come nightfall, they would put their plan into action.

			Halfway down the cliffside there was an old, ruined building set on a ledge cut into the rock face. With infinite care the four escapees descended, careful not to slip, or to disturb any stones or boulders that might tumble down and betray their presence. Eventually they arrived, to discover the ruins made the perfect hideout. While a stone wall shielded them from view, there were gaps in it from which they could observe goings-­on in the village and on the beach.

			

			Taking turns to rest or keep lookout, they endured the long hours of daylight, maintaining an eagle-­eyed watch on ‘the movements of sentries and boats’ and discussing their chances of getting away. They ate the fruit they’d pilfered, mustering their strength for the trials that lay ahead. With dusk descending upon the beach, Bridgeman-­Evans seemed cautiously optimistic that they could steal a boat without being spotted. As the night grew thicker, they decided to make their move, for the terrain below was by now cloaked in darkness.

			Cautiously they made their way down the cliff face. It was slow going, and took far longer than they’d anticipated. They had misjudged just how high up they were, for they needed to descend some 700 to 800 feet. With the cliff dropping sheer in places, they were forced to backtrack repeatedly, seeking out a route via which they might descend in relative safety.

			Finally, they made it safely to the sand. Bridgeman-­Evans had already earmarked what looked like a suitable craft, which lay close to the water’s edge. In the darkness it was impossible to tell whether the fisherman had left his oars in the boat. They would just have to take their chances. The target vessel lay some 350 yards away. Between them and it there were several points of possible discovery, including the Italian sentries patrolling the beach, as well as the machine-­gun positions they had spied from their lookout. There was only one way that they might bypass both. They would have to get onto their bellies and crawl.

			With a soft sea breeze wafting over them, the fugitives edged their way across the sand, stopping momentarily whenever they heard a sentry close by. They inched their way towards the water’s edge, hoping that the rolling surf would mask any noise they inadvertently made. Their senses on high alert, their nerves on edge and with beads of sweat running down the backs of their necks, they pressed on, moving with infinite care.

			

			With Bridgeman-­Evans in the lead, eventually they made it to where sand met sea. Turning a sharp right, they moved off again, their target drawing closer by the second. And then they were there. Quickly, Bridgeman-­Evans took a peek inside. Their luck was in: the oars had been left by the fisherman. If they could only get the boat into the water without being discovered, then they would be on their way.

			But the vessel seemed to be a lot bigger and heavier than it had looked from the cliff, and it appeared to be locked in place by some sort of pulley and wire system. If they could free it, it would still need to be dragged a distance along the sand before it could be launched. How they might get it into the sea without attracting the attention of the enemy was anyone’s guess. Malnourished, and out of breath from their epic crawl across the sand, the task seemed daunting. But they would just have to give it a go.

			Fortunately, Private Mason, the old sailor, knew just what needed to be done. Expertly, he released the craft from its wire bindings, and, as quietly as he could, issued instructions to his comrades. They would have to drag the boat towards the sea from kneeling positions, to avoid being silhouetted against the skyline. It proved nigh-­on impossible, but, bit by bit they made progress. Stifling their grunts, the four escapees edged the heavy wooden craft towards the sea until, finally, the hull hit the water, dropping from a steep fall of sand with a gut-­wrenching crash.

			Each of the escapees held their breath, convinced that the enemy must have heard. But the only noise to break the still of the night was the lapping of the sea against the hull. As Bridgeman-­Evans appreciated, this was the make-­or-­break moment. They would need to push the boat some distance out to sea before climbing aboard. It was not long before they were up to their chests in seawater.

			

			Their nerves on edge, one by one they scrambled aboard and prepared to get moving. In the process they inadvertently banged the oars against the hull of the boat as they tried to fix them into their metal housings. Their impatience was to prove their undoing.

			Suddenly, shouts of alarm echoed across the beach. The sentries must have heard all the din. A volley of rifle shots rang out, bullets cutting through the darkness. Seconds later one of the machine guns opened fire, as a storm of rounds raked the water to either side of the craft. Shortly, the enemy gunners found their aim, bullets slamming into the boat, tearing splinters away and peppering it with holes, which started to gush in gouts of seawater. In desperation, Bridgeman-­Evans ordered his men to jump out, and to try to swim the boat further away from shore, using its wooden bulk as cover from the murderous fire.

			They jumped in and began to swim for their lives. The flashes of rifle muzzles could be seen all along the shoreline. As many as a dozen sentries were letting rip, their bullets whistling over the heads of the fugitives as they struggled through the choppy sea. Bullets continued to smack into the boat, ripping chunks out of its sides.

			And then a cry of agony rang out. Sharman had been hit.

			With bullets continuing to fly and the harsh rattle of the machine guns filling their ears, Mason climbed back into the now semi-­submerged craft and, with the help of the others, hauled Sharman inside, lest he slip beneath the waves and drown. As the boat was now filling with water, and with all in danger of being killed, Bridgeman-­Evans was forced to face the harsh reality – their escape attempt was doomed. The only thing to do was to try to get back to the beach, before they were all shot dead, or drowned.

			

			Immediately he began to shout. ‘Amico! Amico!’

			With Lodge’s help, and with both of them yelling out words of surrender, Bridgeman-­Evans tried to swim the boat back towards the beach. But their efforts did little to stop the Italians from shooting. With bullets continuing to fly, the SAS captain broke away and with all the strength he could muster he began to strike out for the beach alone. Though he was exposing himself to the worst of the fire, he had to try to stop the enemy soldiers, before all were killed. Frantically he pumped his arms and kicked his legs, as bullets cut apart the sea, raising mini geysers. He had to stop the enemy from shooting his men, no matter what. On he went, with only one thought in his mind: a second’s delay could mean death for them all.

			Somehow, Bridgeman-­Evans reached the shallows without being hit. Moments later his feet made contact with the seabed. Dragging his soaking body out of the water, he raised his hands to show he was unarmed and called for the Italians to stop shooting. In an instant he was surrounded by enemy soldiers. He turned his head and gazed out to sea, as bit by bit the firing petered out. Gradually, the stricken boat approached the shoreline, being hauled by Mason at the front, who had taken to the water once again. Lodge was the first to emerge from the surf, raising his hands in surrender. One by one the men were encircled by Italians and dragged onto dry land.

			

			Finally, and wincing with pain, Sharman stood up in the boat. As he was about to climb down, an Italian called for him to raise his hands, but Sharman was unable to do so, due to his wound. The Italian soldier fired his rifle, the bullet hitting Sharman in the thigh, causing him to fall from the boat into the shallows. A few moments later he was unceremoniously dragged ashore, crying out with the pain.

			All four fugitives were surrounded by nervous Italian soldiers now. Locals, curious to see what all the fuss was about, came crowding onto the beach. One, a fisherman, seemed incensed. He was boiling up with ‘fury and hatred’, Lodge recalled, and the Italian troops had to physically restrain him, or he ‘would have attacked us’. The SAS sergeant could only assume that the boat, lying there peppered with bullet holes, was his.

			Bridgeman-­Evans and his men were taken to a nearby hut, where an Italian medic patched up Sharman’s wounds before placing him on a stretcher. After being given a little food and water, the captives were led up a path to where a truck would take them back to Gioia Tauro. As the three thoroughly dejected prisoners climbed aboard the vehicle, they watched Sharman being placed in a separate truck and driven off to hospital. With that, the four escapees had become three. And they were very much back in enemy captivity.

			Upon their return to Gioia Tauro, Bridgeman-­Evans, Lodge and Mason were taken before the Town Marshal. It was around three o’clock in the morning. After ordering some food and drink, he began to question them regarding their escape attempt. Who had assisted them? Who had arranged for them to get the boat? Surely, they hadn’t simply helped themselves and stolen it? Getting nowhere with his questioning, the marshal ordered the prisoners to be taken to a small windowless cell, and kept there for the next several days on meagre rations.

			

			It was now that Mason really served to bolster the men’s spirits, resorting to the comic tales of when he’d been at sea. Pops proved an amazing morale booster, Lodge reflected, as he regaled them all with his ‘dry cynical humour’. But from time to time the conversation grew more fractious. Whenever Bridgeman-­Evans steered the discussion towards politics, Mason expressed his fiercely-­held views; ‘he was for socialism, good and proper,’ Lodge noted. Bridgeman-­Evans countered by accusing Mason of having a ‘warped mind’. Mason’s retort was suitably cutting: ‘Warped mind, my foot – I haven’t got a large private income to fall back on . . . like you, sir.’

			The fact that these men could speak so plainly with each other, regardless of rank, reflected how the SAS was a meritocracy. For a private soldier to feel free to argue, to the point of criticism, with his officer, was perfectly normal in such a unit. They were all in this together, and merit mattered far above rank. Those chosen for the SAS needed to be a certain type; their strength of character and self-­possession were more important than their social background or the position they held in the chain of command. They were self-­starters and free-­thinkers, able to act independently, having the tenacity and drive to continue with a mission when the odds were very much against them. Those attributes were exactly what the SAS founders, David Stirling and Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, had looked for when forming the unit in the North African desert, in the summer of 1941.

			Six days after their recapture, the prisoners were on the move again. Taken once more to Gioia Tauro railway station, they were placed aboard a train bound for a prisoner of war camp at Capua, a city lying 470 kilometres north of Gioia Tauro, and beyond Naples. Under escort by a group of Italian soldiers, the journey became a chronicle of disorganisation and chaos, as their guards repeatedly missed connections, leading to long delays. To add to their discomfort, Mason, who had always served to keep their spirits up, had fallen ill.

			

			At one point they were made to trek a considerable distance along a railway track to meet a connecting train. Mason had to be half carried, held up between Bridgeman-­Evans and Lodge. They proceeded, ‘but very slowly,’ Lodge would reflect, noting that ‘old Pop was now really ill’. All presumed he’d gone down with malaria, a sickness that had dogged members of 2 SAS, for their training base at Philippeville, Algeria, lay adjacent to a stagnant, mosquito-­infested swamp. Despite doses of quinine to combat the disease, many had fallen victim to the debilitating sickness.

			Malaria causes fevers, delusional confusion, headaches, muscle aches, shivering, vomiting and more. The final part of the railway journey was spent in a horribly cramped carriage, that was until a kindly German officer took pity on Mason, who was by this time seriously unwell. The SAS captives were moved to a cattle truck, in which were riding a group of German troops, and where there was room for the ailing Mason to stretch out.

			As the train steamed northwards, Lodge was able to chat to some of the German soldiers. Their conversation proved fascinating. Some were quite open in their opinion that the war was not going well for Nazi Germany. Lodge had to force himself to speak English, as opposed to his native German, for fear they would realise that he was a fellow countryman, with all the dire problems that would bring. Worried sick that he might doze off and ‘speak German in my sleep,’ he fought to keep himself awake. One man confessed to Lodge that he longed for the war to end, so he could return to his sweetheart in Hamburg. A decent-­enough man, still he had been so brainwashed by Nazism that he accused ‘international Jewish finance’ of causing ‘all the evils’ of the war.

			

			Finally, they arrived at Capua, their end destination. Thankfully, Lodge’s cover had held good. He and Bridgeman-­Evans helped Mason get down from the railway truck. Here, they were to be incarcerated in Campo 66, a POW camp situated on a vast plain, with the ancient volcanic peak of Mount Vesuvius glowering in the background. More a transit camp than a proper POW facility, its harsh conditions would give rise to an Allied investigation, entitled ‘Ill-­treatment of British prisoners of war at Camp PG 66 Capua, Italy, April 1941 to June 1943.’

			Here Bridgeman-­Evans and his SAS comrades were to be separated. As an officer, Bridgeman-­Evans was taken away to join fellow captives of a similar rank. Lodge and Mason were to be incarcerated with the ‘other ranks’, as non-­officers were termed. And so, after enduring so much, the three musketeers were separated.

			Undaunted, Bridgeman-­Evans’s thoughts turned once again to escape. Although Sicily was yet to fall, there was no doubt in his mind that an Allied victory was inevitable. Even now, Allied commanders would be turning their attentions to the invasion of the Italian mainland. Getting out of the camp and heading south to meet them was an obvious plan of action. The only problem was just how to engineer a breakout.

			As with most POW camps, the senior officers at Capua ran an ‘escape committee’. Should any man have an idea as to how to get away, then he had to put it before the committee in order to gain approval. ‘All suggestions had to be authorised, approved and controlled by them,’ as the Senior British Officer (SBO) at Capua, Lieutenant Colonel Richard Guy Webb, would declare. The reason to seek the escape committee’s approval was to ensure that whatever scheme someone might be hatching didn’t com­promise other plans that might be in motion. The escape committee could also provide tools, maps and other aids to those given the green light.

			

			Breakouts had to be carefully timed, for ‘any attempt at escape meant redoubled vigilance and closing of loopholes previously overlooked,’ including ‘prowling in the buildings at night, dogs in the grounds’, as Lieutenant Colonel Webb warned. Right away, Bridgeman-­Evans volunteered to assist with the escape committee’s work, for he had unique skills to offer. While training with the SSRF/SOE at Anderson Manor, he’d been schooled in the use of specialist codes, by which intelligence could be secreted within innocent seeming letters. With the Italian censors blind to the hidden content, those letters could be sent out via the Red Cross. Bridgeman-­Evans was able to pass on such expertise to Webb. ‘Captain Roy Bridgeman-­Evans . . . taught me the system,’ as Webb would later acknowledge.

			Though his skills were proving useful, the SAS captain remained hungry to escape. By a stroke of good fortune, there was another SAS officer on the Capua escape committee, Lieutenant St John Carslake Brooke-­Johnson. Brooke-­Johnson had carried out a string of sabotage operations behind enemy lines in North Africa, until, in February 1943, he’d been captured, along with SAS founder David Stirling. He recognised in Bridgeman-­Evans the type of candidate to join an escape initiative that was already well underway. The SAS captain would join a team digging a tunnel ‘25 yards long, starting from the canteen’, via which a mass of prisoners were planning to break out.

			

			Crucial to the tunnelling work was thirty-­four-­year-­old Lieutenant Frederic Long, of the Royal Artillery, who had been serving with 3 Commando at the time of his capture. On 14 July 1943, his unit had been charged to assault the Punta dei Malati bridge near Lentini, a town in south-­eastern Sicily. After intense fighting, in which many of the 3 Commando men had been killed, they were forced back into the surrounding hills. There, Long had been captured. Like Bridgeman-­Evans he had a burning desire to escape and to get back to the war. From now on, Long and Bridgeman-­Evans would form an unbreakable partnership in their repeated escape attempts.

			Sadly, Capua’s tunnel escape plan was doomed to failure. Just forty-­eight hours before its scheduled completion the men learned that they were to be moved on. Bridgeman-­Evans, Long and others were to be transported 445 kilometres north – so further away from the Allied advance – to another camp. On 28 August the tunnel that they had carved out with infinite care had to be abandoned. It was incredibly frustrating.

			Their destination, known as Campo 19, lay about four kilometres south-­east of the Italian city of Bologna, and just two hundred kilometres short of the German border. In terms of places of incarceration, it was about as far away from Allied lines as one could get. Some of lesser fortitude might have given up on their hopes of escape, but not Bridgeman-­Evans. His two foiled escape attempts – one by rowing boat, the other by tunnel – only seemed to stiffen his resolve. The very day after his arrival at Campo 19, he was looking for a route out of there. Together with Long, he set about devising another daring plan and putting it into operation.

			

			Relying upon their Capua experiences, ‘on 29 August we started another tunnel,’ Bridgeman-­Evans noted. Excavations were well under way when world events conspired to scupper their second tunnel escape plan. On the evening of 8 September 1943 – ten days after Bridgeman-­Evans, Long et al. had started their new tunnel – the POW camp commandant, an Italian colonel, gathered the prisoners together. He had important news to impart, he announced. That very day Italy had surrendered unconditionally to the Allies, even as the British and American landings were in progress on the southern Italian mainland.

			There were some in Campo 19 who had seen this coming. Brigadier Ronald Gervase Mountain, the camp’s SBO, had long anticipated such a change in their fortunes. A seasoned career soldier, having served in the First World War, Mountain had been captured at the port city of Mersa Matruh, in North Africa, in June 1942. Along with many other SBOs in Italy, he’d been able to receive regular news via a clandestine radio set secreted in the camp. He was well aware that Sicily had fallen and that Allied troops were advancing onto the mainland. To him, the surrender of Italy had come as no great surprise.

			Brigadier Mountain was also aware of what would become known as the ‘Stay Put Order’, an instruction emanating from MI9, the British secret service unit responsible for escape and evasion activities. The directive, issued months earlier, compelled all British prisoners held in Italian camps to remain where they were and await liberation, no matter what might occur in the wider theatre of the war. According to its authors, Italy was to be conquered quickly, meaning the camps would be rapidly overrun. But as Brigadier Mountain appreciated, German forces were showing little sign of evacuating the country, now that the Italians had effectively switched sides. Instead, there was every indication that they would fight for every inch of Italian soil, especially since Hitler had not the slightest inclination of abandoning the country.

			

			Indeed, the Führer had vowed that Italy would not fall. He’d dispatched one of his most trusted deputies, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, as the supreme commander in Italy, complete with some of the most battle-­hardened of German forces. Kesselring, a decorated First World War veteran, had distinguished himself in the Spanish Civil War, before spearheading operations against Poland, Holland and France, after which he’d gone on to oversee the invasion of the Soviet Union, earning Hitler’s highest regard.

			Brigadier Mountain had an acute appreciation of all this, believing there was no way that Berlin would allow some 80,000 Allied POWs simply to return to their own lines. Whereas many SBOs issued the Stay Put Order blindly, expecting it to be complied with rigorously, and under threat of court martial, Mountain had very different ideas. To him it was unconscionable. He little doubted that Campo 19 would be taken over by the Germans, whereupon the POWs would be shipped off to camps in Nazi Germany. In short, he was not prepared to endorse such a nonsensical order.

			Having learned of Italy’s surrender, Mountain approached the Italian camp commandant for a private word, arguing that ‘the British POWs in the camp should be protected against possible molestation by the Germans’. In particular he asked that ‘gaps in the outside wire fence should be cut at certain places, and that armed support and anti-­tank guns should be provided’, to safeguard the prisoners.

			

			Gathering the POWs together, he briefed them that at dawn the following morning they would break out en masse. Accordingly, the former POWs packed their few belongings and grabbed whatever Red Cross parcels were available, for they would need as much food as they could carry for what lay ahead. Rumours began circulating that German troops were already on the move to take over the camp. Italian guards warned that German forces were massing at the camp perimeter. With not a moment to lose, at 4.30 a.m. all prisoners were roused and told to make their way to the gates.

			Grabbing his gear, Bridgeman-­Evans joined the mass of POWs as they ‘made a dash . . . for the gate at the north-­east corner of the camp’. The Italian soldier guarding the exit told them there were no German troops outside, but refused to open the gates. A moment later, Brigadier Mountain made his way to the front and demanded that he do so. After all, the Italian Army had surrendered and technically, the British were now in charge. Faced with such an argument, the guard relented. Mountain then proceeded to unlock the gates and push them wide open, urging his men to make a break for it.

			No sooner had the first man stepped into the darkness outside, than all hell let loose. Lying in wait for the escapees was a body of German troops. Just as the former POWs made a break for freedom, the enemy opened up. With the deafening sound of rifle and machine-­gun fire filling their ears, those at the front ran for their lives, determined to make a break for it. In the darkness and confusion, some were hit and fell while others dived for cover. As yet more sprinted into the darkness, making for the nearest ditches and the safety of a tree line, bullets tore past their heads and ripped up the ground on all sides.

			

			Finally, the enemy troops seemed to realise that the escapees were unarmed. They stopped shooting at them directly, instead firing over their heads. Still, it was enough to put an end to Brigadier Mountain’s escape plan. With immense reluctance, those at the rear were forced to fall back, their chances thwarted. Many who had made it into the woods were rounded up, while those who had reached the road were stopped in their tracks, raising their hands in surrender. Miraculously, only one man had been killed, a Captain Johnson, who would die of his injuries. While there were many wounded, just four had managed to escape the onslaught and slip away.

			As one survivor of the breakout would report: ‘The Germans herded the remainder of us back inside the camp, and assumed control . . . I was informed that the German authorities had excused themselves for opening fire without challenge on the ground that we were understood to be provided with arms.’ No one had the slightest clue as to how such a misapprehension could have arisen, and it was of little consolation to those who had been shot.

			For Bridgeman-­Evans, it meant that a third escape attempt had been foiled. With German troops now taking over the camp, he feared they would be taken to Germany, making escape ever less likely. Sure enough, just forty-­eight hours after the mass breakout, a convoy of trucks rolled up at the camp. The POWs were to be driven to the nearest railway station, for onward transport to Germany. Yet there was still one last opportunity for escape here at Campo 19, if only Bridgeman-­Evans could seize it.

			With immense foresight, Brigadier Mountain had made sure to get rid of the camp roll, just as soon as the Italian surrender was known about. That meant that the Germans had no idea just how many prisoners were held there. With no list of names, enemy soldiers did their best to round up the prisoners and force them onto the waiting trucks, but some sixty managed to secrete themselves in various hiding places – in lofts, unfinished tunnels, even crammed into cupboards – intending to wait out the enemy’s departure.

			

			Sadly, for Bridgeman-­Evans and Long, there was not a space remaining, much that they might try to find somewhere – anywhere – to hide. Along with hundreds of other prisoners, they were hustled onto the waiting trucks for the journey to the nearest station. Upon arrival, they were herded into the carriages of a long train, which they learned was bound for the Moosburg POW camp (Stalag VII-A), 45 kilometres north of Munich.

			En route to Moosburg, the train would be forced to wend its way through the Alps, via the Brenner Pass, a knife-­cut gap in the mountains that links Italy to Austria. That offered a last chance of escape, before the train would descend into the nation of Hitler’s birth, Austria, and from there into Germany itself. Long before they were crammed aboard that train, Bridgeman-­Evans and Long were planning their means to breakout.

			Before departing Campo 19, they’d hidden on their person ‘part of a band saw and other tools left by a carpenter’ who had been working in the camp. Once the train got underway, they and their fellow prisoners wasted little time putting those tools to work, using the saw to attack the carriage’s wooden floor. As the train trundled its way ever northwards, snaking through the hills and valleys of Italy’s Apennine mountains, they laboured feverishly. Finally, they had cut a hole large enough for a man to squeeze through.

			

			Glancing through that jagged gap, they could see the ground below rushing past at what seemed like breakneck speed. To drop through while the train was moving would mean certain death. The only way to do this would be when they had come to a standstill. Obviously, that limited just how many might try to break out. As Bridgeman-­Evans would later recall, ‘We drew lots as to who should go through the hole first, as we could only drop one man each time the train stopped. I was ninth on the list . . .’
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