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			Dedication

			For all who took part in the raid on Tobruk and never returned.
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			Author’s Note

			This book is entitled SAS Ghost Patrol. I have chosen that title because many of those serving with the Special Interrogation Group (SIG) – the unit that lies at the heart of this story – also appear to have served with the SAS. These include Maurice Tiefenbrunner, who by his own account joined the SAS in July 1941, Lieutenant David Russell, the SIG’s second in command, and Captain Henry Cecil Buck, the founder of the SIG.

			The SIG was deeply enmeshed within SAS desert operations, and at the time of the missions related in this book the unit was formally under SAS (then called L Detachment) command. Prior to that, the SIG appears to have been utilized on many occasions to enable SAS patrols to cross into German territory undetected. Indeed, this appears to have been the unit’s prime function.

			The SIG was chiefly a brainchild of the Special Operations Executive (SOE), and the close relations between the SAS and SOE have been well documented. Once the SIG was disbanded, the handful of survivors returned to the SAS and many soldiered with them to the war’s end. Of course, with a unit of the SIG’s nature – utterly deniable and top secret – nothing is ever absolutely certain, if for no other reason than that many of the official papers concerning the SIG have been destroyed.

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

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as special forces volunteers was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist also tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are often contradictory. That said, I have done my best to provide a proper sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story depicted in these pages.

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

			In earlier press reports and publications about the SIG pseudonyms have been used to protect their identities. With the passage of time the real names of those involved have emerged, and I have used those real names here. The one exception is the German POW and SIG trainer Bruckner, whose real name was very possibly Brockmann. As Bruckner is the official cover name that he was given by British intelligence during his time with the SIG, that is the name I have used in this book.

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

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Epigraph

			It is not only the ‘highwayman’ tactics that appeal to us, but the fact that the men were able to make the journey at all over such hazardous country. Free and easy it may be to these gallant men, but there is a quality of daredevil romance in the exploits of this group which thrills the imagination in these days when warfare has become only grim and horrible.

			From a 14 March 1941 news cutting, source unknown
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			Preface

			A good few years ago I crossed the Sahara desert – once from north to south, and once in the other direction. I did so with the benefit of a relatively modern vehicle and navigational technology, decent maps, and – mostly – generous food and water supplies. I was travelling with a few good friends, we had decent guidebooks and were often accompanied by local guides. We journeyed through Morocco, Algeria, Niger, Nigeria, Tunisia, Libya and one or two other African countries. We did so at a time of relative peace, when the desert wasn’t convulsed by war and those operating in it hunted from pillar to post, watched from the skies by avenging warplanes. Even so, it was still a challenging and at times even fearful undertaking.

			Perhaps that is why for many years I’ve been fascinated by the story of the autumn 1942 attack on Barce aerodrome in Axis-held Libya by Allied special forces. The Barce raid was a spectacular mission almost without parallel and it is generally recognized as one of the most successful ‘beat-up’ raids ever carried out. The attackers had to navigate some 1,900 miles of the world’s most inhospitable and hostile terrain in order to carry out their mission, penetrating deep into the dune seas and burning wastes of the Sahara. The Barce raid, code-named Operation Caravan, remains one of the longest – if not the longest – missions in the history of special forces, an epic of against-all-odds desert survival.

			As I began to study the raid in more detail, I asked my superlative researcher, Simon Fowler, to have a peek in the files held in the UK National Archives, searching for the war diary and any other official documents relating to Operation Caravan. Thankfully, a reasonable body of records has survived. It was in the process of perusing those files that a quite extraordinary and hidden narrative began to emerge – a layer of secret history underpinning the Barce raid itself.

			Operation Caravan was part of a larger spread of special forces missions, all of which were executed on the night of 13 September 1942 with varying degrees of success. They involved a variety of elite units operating across much of Axis-held North Africa. The most important mission of all – indeed, the absolute raison d’être for that night’s audacious series of attacks – was the raid on Tobruk. And to carry off that breathtaking mission a very special unit had been formed, one steeped in utmost secrecy.

			Barely a platoon in size, this unit bore various names during the war, but it was most commonly known as the Special Interrogation Group, or SIG. The SIG’s role is touched upon in some of the files held at the National Archives. The papers reveal how the unit – part Special Operations Executive, part SAS – was founded to perpetrate one of the greatest deceptions and subterfuges of the entire war.

			The platoon of men who made up the SIG consisted entirely of fluent German speakers, who were recruited for one purpose, and one purpose only: to pose as a unit of German soldiers, with the aim of enabling our elite warriors to penetrate the enemy’s lines. The SIGs were to be the masters of deception, disguise and bluff, and they were to use such skills to spirit the desert raiders to their targets.

			In doing so they were to break every known rule of war.

			On the night of 13 September 1942 they were the Trojan horse that took Allied special forces through the series of supposedly impregnable defences that encircled General Rommel’s key stronghold in North Africa, Tobruk. Indeed, the raids on Barce and the other attacks of that night were but decoys designed to blind the enemy to the real target – the port fortress that was the key to victory in the desert.

			The story of the raid on Barce is thus inextricably linked to that of the SIG and the mission to destroy Tobruk.

			During the various operations carried out that night the heroics performed were almost beyond belief or compare. Those recruited into the SIG and the elite forces that accompanied them knew that they were almost certainly going to their deaths. They went anyway, willingly. All were volunteers.

			*

			Every book has an evolution, a path that leads the author to finally put pen to paper. From the starting point of perusing those papers in the National Archives, this proved one of the most surprising and compelling, not to mention edifying journeys. It took me back to the Sahara, a place that I had grown to know, love, fear and respect at first hand. It took me to a stack of musty World War Two documents, some of which have been revealed for the first time as a result of Freedom of Information requests filed with the Archives.

			It took me to the war diaries of some of those who took part in the drama revealed in these pages, and to the personal accounts some had written of the roles they played, penned long after the war came to an end – material which has mostly remained unpublished and largely forgotten with the passage of time. And it took me to the last few survivors from those storied times. I am so grateful for the privilege of meeting those to whom I managed to speak.

			Nevertheless, I am certain there is more to be revealed about the raids of 13 September 1942 and of the wider histories of the units involved, which were populated by real do-or-die heroes. Eccentrics, mavericks and free-thinkers, I remain humbled and in awe of their daring and exploits. I look forward to whatever revelations may result from the publication of this book.

			But first, let me take you to a parched and weary soldier stumbling alone through the barren, war-torn desert, in the early spring of 1942.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The heat rose in shimmering waves off the sun-blasted desert terrain. A lone figure stumbled through the harsh, boulder-strewn landscape. It seemed impossible that anything could survive here, yet somehow this man had, although to the watchers – alert and tracing his every step through their rifle sights – he was clearly on his last legs.

			It was just after dawn on 21 February 1942, and already the air was thick with heat from the rising sun. The war in North Africa was not going well for the Allies. Reeling from a succession of defeats at the hands of Erwin Rommel, the commander of the Afrika Korps, British forces had learned a grudging respect – if not fear – for their adversary.

			Indeed, in recent months Rommel and his Afrika Korps had earned an almost mythical status. Their reputation for invincibility went before them, their lightning armoured thrusts striking repeatedly at the flanks of the British and Commonwealth troops, forcing a series of desperate retreats across miles of unforgiving desert, mountain and scrub.

			Over the weeks of bitter fighting Rommel had acquired a nickname among the British: the Desert Fox. Wily, quick-thinking and smart, who knew what ruse the German general might attempt next? Which made it all the more worrying that a mysterious figure – seemingly a lone Afrika Korps soldier – was making his way towards Allied lines.

			What could he be intending, the watchers wondered? Was this some new and cunning deception by Rommel, one designed to confound the British front-line commanders? Was this something altogether more innocent: an enemy soldier lost in the desert – parched, exhausted and hopelessly disorientated? Or was he perhaps a deserter, somehow intent on delivering to them a choice piece of intelligence?

			The first sign of the incoming figure had been a dust cloud on the horizon far to the west of the British positions, as a vehicle traversed the main coastal highway running east towards the Allied stronghold of Tobruk. It had advanced thus far, but then the cloud had dissipated. In due course a stick-thin figure had emerged, mirage-like, from the early-morning haze, trudging along the lonely road that snaked through the rocky hills making up this war-blasted no-man’s-land.

			Moment by moment the figure drew closer. Finally, a group of British soldiers broke cover, scuttling forward, weapons held at the ready. The enemy soldier was dressed as an officer and maybe this boded well. Perhaps he had made the perilous journey across the lines carrying a crucial piece of intelligence, one that he wished to hand over to Allied commanders, although what his motives might be no one could yet imagine.

			Under close guard the stranger was brought into the checkpoint that straddled the road. He was laid in the shade and given some water, which revived him somewhat. As little by little the captive began to recover his composure, several things became obvious to his captors. First, the Afrika Korps officer looked incredibly young to the British soldiers, who themselves were mostly in their late teens or early twenties. Second, there was something distinguished – almost haughty-looking – about his demeanour, with his thick shock of coal-black hair and the calm, level gaze in his dark eyes. He certainly didn’t have the subdued air of a captive. Third, and most shocking, when this man of mystery managed to utter his first words he did so in fluent English and with a decidedly upper-crust accent. Whoever this soldier might be, he sounded more like an Oxford don or a BBC broadcaster than any Afrika Korps officer.

			Once he’d regained strength enough to relate the basics of his – utterly incredible – story, a force was sent out to fetch the vehicle in which he had been travelling. If he was telling the truth, it contained nine of his fellows who could verify his extraordinary tale. As for the man himself, he was placed in a jeep and rushed to Allied forward headquarters in Tobruk. If he was to be believed, the captive promised a potential bonanza in terms of intelligence.

			Upon arrival at Tobruk the prisoner repeated his riveting story. He was given a stiff drink to fortify himself for the journey that lay ahead and put on a vehicle for the long drive to British Middle East headquarters in Cairo, from where the entire North Africa campaign was being orchestrated. Seemingly he didn’t just have some choice intelligence to impart to Allied high command; he also had a plan, one born of his unique background, innate intellect, cunning and eccentricity, and informed by his life-or-death experiences over the past few days.

			As he was whisked the 500 miles east along the Mediterranean coast towards Cairo, the captive reflected upon the singular nature of the war being fought in North Africa and how it had led him to conceive of his great idea. There was no other theatre of warfare like it.

			Egypt, Libya and Tunisia – the battleground over which the Allies and Axis were waging war – were largely alike geographically: huge desert basins and arid mountain ranges with only a thin strip of fertile land running along the Mediterranean coast, where the towns, villages, farms and ports were concentrated. With over 90 per cent of the land being desert or semi-desert, and inhospitable in the extreme, fighting was restricted to this narrow coastal strip and concentrated around the one navigable highway. Inland lay the Sahara – an expanse of fearful wilderness the size of India, consisting of flat sandy plains (serir), rocky plateaus (hammada), deep dry watercourses (wadis), treacherous salt marshes (shott) and massive deathly dune seas (erg).

			In the depths of the desert it never rained, and temperatures soared to 55 degrees Celsius in the shade. No army – Allied nor Axis – strayed far into the scorched wastes that lay to the south of the coastal strip. The terrain was barren, flyblown, ridden with exotic diseases, featureless, waterless and hostile to human habitation as nowhere else on earth.

			But the ‘captive’ knew of one or two small bands of fighters who were starting to venture into this wasteland. They were making the desert their own, emerging from it to take the Axis forces by total surprise, after which they would melt back into the wilderness. And the ‘captive’ had himself just conceived of the most audacious plan to spur the fortunes of these desert warriors.

			Upon arrival at Cairo headquarters he proceeded to relate his story in great detail. By his own account he was no Afrika Korps officer. Quite the contrary: he was Captain Henry Cecil Buck of the 5th Battalion, 1st Punjabi Regiment – a redoubtable infantry unit consisting of Indian troops led by British officers, which had seen some of the fiercest fighting in the battles to repulse Rommel’s forces.

			Captain Buck hailed from Camberley, in leafy Surrey. The only son of Lieutenant Colonel Cecil Buck, he’d spent much of his early childhood in India, where his father was serving, before going to Oxford to study politics, philosophy and economics. Prior to the outbreak of war he’d joined the British army and been posted to an Indian regiment, only to have his commanding officer lament the twenty-two-year-old’s woeful lack of soldierly capabilities. ‘Has not developed military qualities and can hardly be described as a potential cavalry officer,’ he complained of the young Buck. ‘Of average physique and a thinker rather than a doer.’

			If Captain Buck’s story was to be believed, he had just proved his former commanding officer very, very wrong.

			On 1 February – twenty days previously – Buck had been commanding B and D Companies of the 1st Punjabis, who were dug in around the highway at Derna, a coastal settlement west of Tobruk. Buck also had with him an artillery troop equipped with 25-pounder field howitzers and another with anti-tank guns. A gifted linguist, he spoke numerous Indian languages and was loved by the men of his command.

			Buck’s orders were to hold the line for twenty-four hours against Rommel’s armour, buying the main body of the 4th Indian Division time to retreat to new defensive positions. Despite suffering heavy casualties as Rommel threw waves of tanks and motorized infantry against them, the 1st Punjabis did as they were asked and held firm.

			Then at last light on 2 February Buck and his men spied a column of British armour approaching their positions. In the fast-moving battles favoured by Rommel, and with Allied forces falling back on all sides, Buck presumed this was the remnant of a retreating British unit. Radio communications were hit-and-miss at the best of times, and amid the confusion of battle it was little wonder that no one had called through a warning.

			In the half-light, by the time Buck and his men realized their mistake it was too late: the uniforms worn by those riding in the – captured – British vehicles were those of the Afrika Korps. Fifteen minutes of intense combat followed, but all was lost. Only one platoon, from Buck’s B Company, managed to escape; the rest were captured, wounded or killed.

			Buck himself was injured in the fighting and taken prisoner. But he quickly reasoned that what was sauce for the goose was surely sauce for the gander. If the Germans could make like Allied troops to bluff their way through the British lines, surely he could do the same in an effort to escape? Over the next seventy­-two hours he watched, eagle-eyed for an opening, warning his men to be ready to rise up and make their getaway.

			By acting more seriously injured than he actually was, Buck managed to avoid being included in the first shipment of captives trucked to the POW cages, at Tripoli, 600 miles further away from Allied lines. On the evening of 5 February he teamed up with a highly resourceful would-be fellow escapee, Lieutenant John ‘Jock’ McKee of the Royal Scots. They were being held in a POW camp built by the Italians, who were fighting alongside the Germans in the battle for North Africa.

			As darkness fell, Buck and McKee managed to secure permission to use the wash house. They slipped inside and proceeded to knock out several bricks, opening a hole in the wall that lay adjacent to the camp’s perimeter. This consisted of a heavily guarded fence and watchtowers. Buck and McKee timed the sentries’ patrols along the perimeter. Immediately after one passed, Buck clambered through the hole in the wall, McKee following. It seemed to take an age, but in the thick darkness they managed to worm their way beneath the wire. They crawled for several minutes, coming upon a road crammed with Italian tanks, but in the night they managed to slip away.

			By dawn they were well into the scrub-covered hills, the prelude to the desert proper. McKee had managed to hide a map on his person, which would prove invaluable. Over six days and moving during the hours of darkness, they made their way eastwards, flitting through the hills like ghosts. There were troops everywhere and they were constantly dodging patrols. At one stage they had to dash across an enemy airfield as Allied warplanes rained down bombs, setting the hangars aflame. Here and there they encountered Bedouin tending flocks of sheep. McKee had served in North Africa for several years, and he knew the desert well, speaking basic Arabic. The Bedouin proved friendly, leading the two fugitives to their black-tented camps for rest, food and water.

			Finally, they hit a heavily wooded section of the coastal highway. There they lay in hiding, poised to execute the next stage of Buck’s audacious plan. They waited until a lone vehicle – a captured Ford truck – came trundling along. Then Buck, clad in clothing scavenged from dead Afrika Korps soldiers – a German waterproof; a leather jerkin; and one of the distinctive Afrika Korps forage caps – stepped forward into the road.

			When not in India, Buck had spent much of his childhood being schooled in Germany, and he spoke fluent German. He felt confident that in his attire he would appear like any other Afrika Korps soldier. In his pocket was stuffed a heavy spanner. He flagged down the vehicle. The driver was alone in the cab, which was perfect for what Buck intended.

			Pulling his best imperious German officer’s act, Buck demanded to see the driver’s pass and to know where he was heading. As the man fumbled for his papers, Buck raised the spanner in his pocket to appear like a concealed weapon. Menacing the driver with his ‘pistol’, he ordered him to dismount. ‘Get down from the truck. Down! And don’t resist, or it’ll end badly for you!’

			Bang on cue McKee appeared from behind Buck, a scavenged German rifle levelled at the unfortunate driver. Neither man was a cold-blooded killer. Not yet, anyway. ‘There was no point in killing him,’ McKee would remark of the hapless driver, ‘so we tied him up and left him near the road, where we knew he would be discovered in the morning. For miles we travelled in a German gun convoy and nobody noticed us.’

			After covering some fifty miles they pulled over to take stock of their fortunes. The priority now was fuel. If British forces had held firm on the day that Buck and his unit were captured, they would be east of Derna, holding the Gazala–Bir Hacheim line, several hundred miles away. During the retreat dozens of tanks, field howitzers and anti-aircraft guns had been lost, but on their new defensive line Buck’s parent unit, the 4th Indian Division, had been bolstered by incoming South African, Polish and Free French troops. He and McKee just had to hope that they had held their positions and halted Rommel’s advance.

			Buck and McKee resolved to make for the Gazala–Bir Hacheim line, for which they would need a full tank of fuel. They opted to head south on a little-used desert track, aiming to reach a petrol dump that they knew of. But in the course of scouting that location they were spotted and came under a barrage of fire. They were forced to abandon the truck and make their getaway using the cover of some thick scrub.

			During the week that followed they collected together an assortment of fellow escapees: there were two officers of the Norfolk Yeomanry, five men from the Welch Regiment (motto Better Death than Dishonour), plus an RAF flight sergeant. Together they now numbered ten, and Buck was determined that all should make good their getaway.

			On the evening of 20 February he led the group back to the main coastal road, with highwayman business again in mind. They went to ground some 400 yards east of a German army camp, at a point giving a good view of the route in both directions. At the approach of the first vehicle Buck stepped forward, forage cap pulled low and rifle slung over his shoulder. As luck would have it, he’d pulled over a staff car crammed with Afrika Korps officers. He waved it through: it was too risky and the vehicle too small for their purposes. Then a German truck rumbled out of the darkness. This was more like it.

			Buck flagged it down. ‘Where are you heading, soldier?’ he barked. ‘And how many are you?’

			‘Two, sir, and we’re headed that way,’ answered the driver, indicating the nearby army camp as his destination.

			Excellent, Buck told himself: there was no one else in the rear of the vehicle. He stepped back and raised his rifle. ‘Hands up! Get your hands in the air!’

			Instantly, McKee and one of the other escapees appeared at his shoulder, weapons at the ready. The two German soldiers were forced out and the truck was backed off the road, whereupon the remainder of Buck’s ad hoc force climbed aboard. Leaving the two Afrika Korps soldiers trussed up and hidden in the scrub, Buck and McKee clambered into the cab, each now sporting items of uniform taken from the truck’s previous occupants. It was around 9 p.m. on 20 February when they set off east on the main road, intent on making good their escape. This time they were in luck: the vehicle was carrying a full tank of fuel.

			Nine hours later – having bluffed his way through a series of German checkpoints – Buck had made it back to British lines.

			Following his epic breakout Captain Henry Cecil Buck would be awarded the Military Cross. The citation would read: ‘Captain Buck’s escape is remarkable as an example of gallant, consistent and ingenious efforts to get away in spite of tremendous odds, supported by some extraordinary quick-thinking . . . His powers of leadership in this direction were amply displayed when he led his little band of escapers back so gallantly to British territory.’

			Buck was recommended for the decoration by Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Clarke of MI9, a department of the War Office established to facilitate the escape of Allied prisoners. Dudley Clarke ran MI9’s Middle East section, heading up the top-secret and mysterious Force A, which sought out escapees deep inside enemy-held territory.

			Buck’s daring and singular escape had brought him to the attention of Dudley Clarke and his Force A people, and this dashing British officer was about to propose one of the greatest deceptions of the entire war. To Buck it was clear that if he could slip out of Axis-controlled territory, a force similarly disguised and blessed with the right linguistic skills and nerve, could slip back in again to wreak all kinds of havoc behind the lines.

			The Special Air Service (SAS) and the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) – the Allies’ desert raiders – had to travel hundreds of miles through the hostile interior to launch their hit-and-run attacks. But what if a deception force could be formed, capable of simply driving straight through the German lines? It would require the right combination of daring and bluff, but Buck believed his own escape proved that it was possible.

			The key challenge would be to find the right kind of recruits: men with a hatred of the enemy so absolute that it would propel them to undertake what would prove near-suicide missions, for discovery would mean certain death at the hands of the enemy. Plus they would all need to be fluent – ideally native – German speakers. It was a tall order, but as it happened Buck had an idea as to where he might seek out his first recruits.

			The previous summer he had been riding in a truck in Palestine, where his Punjabi regiment was undergoing desert training. He’d ordered his driver to stop to pick up two pretty female hitchhikers. One, Leah Schlossberg, was just thirteen years old, but already she was an aficionado of the burgeoning Tel Aviv cultural and music scene. Buck declared a love of opera, and Leah invited him to visit the Schlossbergs’ home for tea.

			At twenty-five years of age, Buck had already proved himself an accomplished scholar at Oxford. A fine musician and poet, he was so gifted intellectually that at times he could appear reserved and aloof. Even senior officers could appear uneasy in his presence. But those who knew him well could tease him about his somewhat distant manner – a bringing-down-to-earth that he would take well. Plus they knew that when he chose, Buck could be utterly charming.

			Leah never actually expected the young British captain to take up her invitation, but offering home hospitality to the Allied forces was very much in vogue right then. A letter arrived at the Schlossbergs’, announcing Captain Buck’s acceptance of Leah’s kind invitation. Her parents were somewhat taken aback. ‘Leah, what kind of relationship have you established with this British officer?’ they demanded.

			Upon calling at the Schlossbergs’ home, Buck – known affectionately as Bertie – set about captivating Leah’s parents. Well travelled and cosmopolitan – with his love of India and foreign climes, adventure was in his blood – he quickly won them over. He charmed them with his fluency in German, the family’s first language, for the Schlossbergs were refugees from the dark predations of Nazi Germany. Jews from Königsberg (now Kalilingrad and in Russian territory), the Schlossbergs had emigrated to Palestine in 1933, immediately after Hitler came power. By doing so they had escaped the horrors that were even then unfolding across the Reich, but not all of their wider family had been so fortunate.

			Over the course of his visit Buck took a shine to Aviva, Leah’s older sister, although apparently she didn’t fall head over heels for him. But he also became intrigued by the unwitting discovery that he had made in picking up the Schlossbergs’ hitchhiking daughter: there were native German speakers resident in the region who had every reason to hate the Nazis with a vengeance. The more he probed, the more Buck realized how extensive their numbers were. Thousands of German Jews had fled to the comparative safety of the British Mandate of Palestine, then under British protection.

			Of course, the Jews had not been made entirely welcome, the local Arabs resenting the sudden influx. Conflict had sparked, and the Jews had formed Haganah – Hebrew for ‘Defence’ – a paramilitary organization that even had a German-speaking section. With the outbreak of war thousands of Jews had signed up with the British military, aiming to strike back at the hated Nazis. There were also numerous German-speaking Czechs, Poles and other nationals serving with the British. Surely, Buck reasoned, from their number he could muster the deception force that he now had in mind.

			Buck was forever restless and searching for new inspiration, forever hatching plans. But he was also a man of action. Beneath his scholarly demeanour there lay a core of steel. His daring escape had given the lie to his former commanding officer’s characterization of him: ‘a thinker rather than a doer’. Buck was both a thinker and a doer, plus he had the raw courage to undertake the founding of a unit that might well prove as terminal for him as for all his recruits.

			Rommel had declared his campaign in North Africa ‘Krieg ohne Hass’ – a war without hate. The conflict was to be chivalrous and honourable. Buck had been captured and many of his men wounded and killed through an act of deception – an attack with captured British armour to the fore. Chivalrous and honourable this was not. At Oxford he had been a member of the ju-jitsu squad and a champion fencer with the university team – the aptly named Assassins. The warrior tradition ran deep in the Buck family blood.

			There was to be no war without hate for him any more.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Went the day well? many might have been forgiven for wondering as they nursed pounding hangovers and worried about what trouble they were in now.

			It had all started in the finest of traditions. A blistering 23 August 1942 day in Cairo, it was the custom for this battle-­hardened unit to have a last lunch and a few drinks before heading into the unforgiving desert. A final taste of luxury – carousing in the city’s noisy bars or the fleshpots of the seedy Berka district – before embracing the weeks of hardship and privation to come.

			Whatever one’s predilections, Cairo catered admirably for British servicemen on leave. The city’s downtown Melody Club boasted the best belly dancers this side of Beirut, who performed on a raised platform protected by barbed wire. In the drinking dens a lady of the night – bint in local parlance – would hang on a young soldier’s every word, as long as he kept the cherry brandies flowing.

			Generally, leave in Cairo was strictly segregated between officers and ‘other ranks’. Not so far from the Berka district were a clutch of officer-only institutions: Shepheard’s Hotel, the Sporting Club, the Turf Club and the Anglo-Egyptian Union. But today’s gathering of desert warriors would observe no such privileges: Winchester-College-educated Captain David Lloyd Owen, their commanding officer, was very much one of the boys.

			They’d started drinking in a café adjacent to the Continental Savoy, an arched and pillared edifice of stunning opulence which had hosted T. E. Lawrence before he rose to fame as Lawrence of Arabia. It was an entirely fitting setting for a new generation of desert wanderers such as these. But as the afternoon wore on and the beer flowed, these tough-looking sun-bronzed men with their distinctive keffiyehs – the flowing Arab headdress that their unit, and theirs alone, favoured – got increasingly out of hand.

			The first sign of matters going seriously awry had come when the unit mounted their Willys Jeeps and Chevrolet light trucks and set out south-west for their desert oasis headquarters. A traffic light turned red, the convoy juddered to a halt, and a figure at the front cried out that his truck had become bogged in soft sand – a regular occurrence in the furnace of the open desert, but not so common on the busy streets of Cairo.

			He vaulted out of his seat, unlashed the sand rails – tough sheets of serrated metal roped to the side of the truck – and launched into the drill for freeing a heavily laden sand-bogged vehicle. From the length of the convoy voices roared a chorus of raucous encouragement: ‘Man the sand rails! Man the sand rails!’ Normally the sand rails were shoved under the wheels, providing the truck with firm ground upon which to haul itself out of the baking mire – not something that was entirely necessary here in Cairo. Even so Captain David Lloyd Owen couldn’t help but be amused.

			At just twenty-four years of age Lloyd Owen was younger than many of his men, but he was already vastly experienced. He knew well what lay before them: a top-secret mission of an ilk that had never been tried before, and not even by this unit, the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), nor their sister outfit, the SAS, who would also be involved.

			Indeed, so secret was the operation that only he among his men was privy to its exact nature. Those under his command knew only the very basics: the expected duration of the mission – crucial for packing the vehicles with sufficient supplies – and their supposed destination, the Libyan town of Derna, where there was a busy enemy airbase. But even that was a deliberate falsehood: as Lloyd Owen knew well, they were not heading for Derna at all.

			The LRDG and the SAS lived by the mantra of need to know. What a soldier didn’t need to know to function properly he would never be told, because what you didn’t know you couldn’t tell if captured by the enemy. Lloyd Owen’s indulgence of his men’s high jinks was rooted in what he knew was coming. Creeping past the enemy’s southern flank in terrain that was utterly merciless, they would be under constant threat of discovery, death or capture.

			The lights changed, and the convoy lurched into motion once more, its occupants cheering wildly. But their capers had drawn the attention of the Allied troops who thronged the streets, attracting the disapproval and envy of many of the more conventionally dressed and rule-bound soldiers. There was an exoticism and romance to these desert warriors that earned them few friends, least of all among the British military high command.

			The convoy pressed on, before hitting the area of the Pyramids, on Cairo’s southern fringes. As the Ancient Egyptian monuments loomed large, so a collective decision seemed to have been reached: Something Had To Be Done About The Pyramids. On this day these desert warriors were compelled to pay tribute to an ancient civilization that had also gained a certain mastery over the desert.

			The first vehicle turned off the main highway, heading directly for the Great Pyramid. As was the patrol’s wont, the others followed. In short order the drivers began to execute crazed circuits around the base of the fabulous structures, unleashing volleys of multicoloured Very lights – military flares fired from Very pistols – and girding the Pyramids in fluorescent brilliance.

			The spontaneous lightshow was undeniably spectacular. So too was the response from the Military Police (MPs), who happened to be stationed nearby. The fun and games came to a sudden halt as the enraged redcaps surrounded the LRDG patrol. The commander of the MP unit demanded to know what in God’s name was happening.

			The initial response came from Lloyd Owen’s driver, a diminutive but hard-as-nails former Somerset farmer, who left the redcaps in little doubt as to what he thought of their unwelcome interruption. Just when it looked as if the entire patrol was to be rounded up by truncheon-wielding MPs, Lloyd Owen intervened. He volunteered his rank and explained that he was in charge of the patrol.

			The redcap officer fixed Lloyd Owen with a baleful glare. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he demanded, incredulously. ‘And where d’you think you’re going?’

			Lloyd Owen pondered this for a moment, then decided honesty was probably the best option. He jerked a thumb westwards. ‘Tripoli. More or less . . .’

			The officer’s eyes bulged. Tripoli was a thousand miles behind Rommel’s front line, then lying at El Alamein, a good way into Egypt itself. Obviously, this unit of hooligans could not be headed for Tripoli, he reasoned, and it was all the more enraging to be lied to. Fuming, he invited Lloyd Owen to join him in his office. Still feeling remarkably well fed and well watered, the LRDG captain did as asked, seemingly without a care in the world.

			On one level the officers and men of the LRDG felt they had little to fear in terms of disciplinary action. They were poised to head into the desert, and no MP was about to follow them there. Indeed, most Allied commanders viewed the Sahara as no fit ground for a professional army. To them the idea of special forces such as the LRDG and SAS ranging far and wide across the desert wastes was an affront to proper soldiering. After all, what made them so special?

			The desert warriors were viewed as maverick risk-takers who poached the best men for their private armies. They committed good soldiers and valuable machines to madcap adventures with very little prospect of success. Even worse, these freewheeling units – apparently devoid of proper military order or of discipline – were being unleashed upon the enemy pretty much at will, and operating so far behind the lines as to obviate all forms of formal command or control.

			The special forces knew they weren’t popular. Without the spirited backing of Winston Churchill, they might well have been disbanded before they had even got properly started. It was only the British prime minister’s determination to strike back hard against the Nazis – to ‘set the lands of the enemy aflame’ – that gave them the wherewithal to operate as they did, but even so they knew how insecure was their existence.

			By the time Lloyd Owen was released by the MPs and the convoy got under way again, the high spirits were starting to dissipate. Until recently the LRDG had been based at Siwa, an isolated oasis steeped in history set to the far west of Egypt. Just forty miles short of the Libyan border, Siwa was ideally placed for mounting both recces and hit-and-run offensives against the enemy. It was also the perfect point of return after a long desert patrol. The LRDG operators would dive from ancient stone parapets into Cleopatra’s Pool, a deep lagoon of bubbling water where the queen of the Nile herself was said to have bathed. With its magical setting shaded by palm trees, Siwa was utterly captivating. The men had nicknamed it Pollywood, parodying its film-set ambience and walled pools.

			But after the recent defeats at the hands of the Afrika Korps, Siwa lay in enemy hands. Instead of heading due west, Lloyd Owen’s men had to push south out of Cairo, making for their new base at El Fayyum, a huge depression set in the desert and thick with crops irrigated by the waters of the Nile. Mud dredged from the great river was used to fertilize the fields. Siwa it was not, and the retreat to El Fayyum mirrored the fortunes of the wider British military. Right now Rommel’s armoured legions were massed just 150 miles west of Cairo.

			The German commander looked set to seize the city itself – Britain’s headquarters in North Africa – and an air of panic had set in. The retreating British army was fast losing the respect of the locals. Egypt’s reigning monarch, King Farouk, had refused to pledge his loyalty to the British crown, and nervous British officials were burning secret documents, the ash from which rained down like snow upon the streets. If Cairo fell, the Nile Basin and the all-important Suez Canal would follow, an unmitigated disaster for the Allies.

			Suez provided a comparatively short sea route for the transport of vital Middle Eastern oil to fuel Britain’s ships, tanks and warplanes. It also offered a crucial link to Britain’s far-flung col­onies – India, Australia and New Zealand among others. In short, the canal was essential to Allied naval superiority. If it were lost, supplies of men, raw materials and fuel would have to be routed via South Africa and the Atlantic, a far longer voyage that was more vulnerable to U-boat attacks.

			That was why the Allied line at El Alamein had to hold and Rommel’s hitherto lightning advance had to be thrown into reverse. The mission of Lloyd Owen and his men – risky and daring in the extreme though it might be – was a vital part of the wider plan to overturn Rommel’s fortunes. Getting arrested for lighting up the Pyramids wasn’t perhaps the most auspicious of ways to get started.

			By the time the convoy reached El Fayyum, high spirits were fading into hangovers. Throats were parched, eyes squinted against the burning sun and heads were pounding. More to the point, there was a growing sense of unease as to what kind of trouble they might have landed themselves in. They knew that the case of the Very-lighted Pyramids was to be reported to the LRDG’s commanding officer, Major Guy Lennox Prendergast.

			Major Prendergast had a legendary status among the men. During the inter-war years he had been one of a small band of explorers and adventurers who had mapped the vast wastes of the desert, using the most rudimentary of motor vehicles to do so. At war’s outbreak Prendergast and fellow desert explorer Ralph Alger Bagnold had recognized that if the war for North Africa was to be won, the Allies would need to dominate the desert.

			Conceiving the idea of the LRDG, they’d fought tooth and nail to bring the unit into being. No one had seemed willing to listen. Then in early 1940 General Archibald Wavell, a craggy-faced veteran of the World War One, had taken over command of the North Africa campaign. Bagnold and Prendergast had explained their plans for the LRDG, which boiled down to behind-the-lines reconnaissance and intelligence-gathering, coupled with ‘some piracy on the high desert’.

			At the mention of desert piracy, Wavell’s stern features had cracked a smile. Within six weeks the LRDG was up and running. Volunteers had answered a call for men ‘who do not mind a hard life, scanty food, little water, lots of discomfort, and possess stamina and initiative’. Tough, self-reliant soldiers were recruited, those who would feel at home in the vast desert wilderness. Countrymen, farmers, gamekeepers, poachers and hunters flocked to the call.

			New Zealanders and South Africans seemed peculiarly suited to the harsh rigours of life in the LRDG, as did – rather counter-intuitively – British Guards officers. Of course there were signifi­cant compensations. LRDG soldiers had to endure few of the mindless rules, bull and mucking about of regular army life. They were led by men who lived and breathed the desert. For them it held no fear; indeed, they thrilled to its brilliant starlit nights and the cool of a desert dawn.

			Bagnold’s early plans were for a self-sufficient long-range reconnaissance and raiding unit. ‘Every vehicle . . . with a crew of three and a machine gun, was to carry its own supplies of food and water for three weeks, and its own petrol for 2,500 miles of travel across average soft desert surface.’ His patrols were to carry ‘a wireless set, navigating and other equipment, medical stores, spare parts and further tools’.

			General Wavell referred affectionately to the LRDG as his ‘mosquito army’, pricking and stinging the enemy in the most unexpected and inconvenient of places. Before long they had earned a fearsome reputation among the Italians, the original foe in North Africa before Rommel’s forces arrived in theatre. To the Italians they became known as the pattuglia fantasma – ghost patrol.

			Prendergast was a harsh taskmaster and hugely protective of his creation. Doubtless he would have to do something about the ‘Pyramid assault’ charges, but the men had every confidence that Lloyd Owen would have their back. They felt certain that he would find a way to shield them from any consequences, most likely by shipping them off for an extended period of desert raiding. One thing seemed certain: getting the hell out of Egypt would do them no end of good right now. It would allow the proverbial dust to settle, and by the time they returned from the coming mission, with luck the incident of the Very-lighted Pyramids would have been forgotten.

			Lloyd Owen himself had once come perilously close to being rejected by the LRDG. He’d volunteered as a young captain from the Queen’s Royal Regiment, but was judged wholly unsuited to desert soldiering. He had little experience of the terrain, few mechanical or linguistic skills and wasn’t familiar with the LRDG’s weaponry. Never one to beat about the bush, Prendergast had told him as much, but he had been persuaded to give the young captain a second chance.

			Since then Lloyd Owen, known as ‘the skipper’ to his men, had helped build the LRDG into an outfit that blended the elite warrior spirit with a large dash of maverick derring-do. Their speciality was the beat-up – a shoot-and-scoot attack, striking by surprise from the direction the enemy least expected it and melting away just as rapidly.

			In the dark days of summer 1942 the secret exploits of the LRDG – whispered in Cairo bars and across front-line trenches – gave the average British soldier something to be proud of. They were a huge boost to morale, which was exactly what Churchill had intended of his special forces.

			At Fayyum, tired eyes red with partying turned to the distant horizon. A mystery force was supposed to be heading for their base, one that the LRDG were tasked with ferrying deep into the Sahara. Finally they spotted a billowing dust cloud. All were keen, if not a little apprehensive, to lay eyes on their charges: sheepdogs eager to appraise their flock.

			‘Skipper!’ someone called. ‘They’re coming.’

			Lloyd Owen stepped down from his command vehicle, the nearest the LRDG had to a permanent field headquarters. He too studied the horizon. Tall, dark-haired and blessed with rugged good looks, Lloyd Owen was heavily bearded, as were all his men. This alone marked them out as being outsiders; as being ‘other’. But it wasn’t for effect. With the kind of strictures on water consumption all would soon be facing, they could spare little to wash, let alone shave.

			Lloyd Owen cast an indulgent eye around the men of his unit. Dress was largely a matter of personal choice, and many sported items of uniform from their home nation’s militaries. Lloyd Owen favoured a battered woollen cap-comforter as headgear – akin to a Commando woolly hat. Others sported pith helmets or wide-brimmed Aussie bush hats, but the vast majority wore the Arab keffiyeh headdress.

			Some accused the LRDG of affectation, as if sporting the keffiyeh was a T. E. Lawrence pose. Certainly, it did mark them out as being different, but it was also an extraordinarily useful piece of kit. Nothing rivalled the keffiyeh’s ability to shield a neck from the burning sun, and when the desert wind got up, coruscating sandstorms blasting across the scoured wastes, it could be wrapped around the face to shield exposed skin.

			Even so, Lloyd Owen appreciated what kind of initial impression his men tended to make. He was apprehensive about this first meeting. The British military was famously tribal, and two units from very different traditions and cultures were going to have to co-exist in close proximity, over extended periods of hardship and extreme duress.

			He stepped forward to where he could receive the commander of the incoming unit. A column of heavy trucks – eight in all – thundered out of the heat haze. They ground to a halt in a strict line, the lead vehicle stopping adjacent to where Captain Lloyd Owen was standing. A figure emerged from the cloud of dust. Tall, crisp, erect – dressed in the spotless tartan of a hodden grey kilt – this was Major Colin Campbell of the London Scottish regiment.

			Hodden grey, a tough, coarse dun-grey cloth, had been chosen by the regiment’s founder, Lord Elcho, for the following reason: ‘A soldier is a man-hunter. As a deer-stalker chooses the least visible of colours, so ought a soldier to be clad.’ In the coming days Major Campbell would prove just as tough and unyielding.

			Older than most, Campbell was a strict disciplinarian, but he was also iron-willed and indomitable, and a brave and courageous leader. Lloyd Owen was well aware of this: the two had shared each other’s company while planning the present mission back in Cairo.

			Campbell’s force consisted of seventy-seven officers and men, and a hard-looking bunch they were. Bigger than your average soldier, they had the air of an elite fighting unit. All had volunteered for the present mission – described to them only as an extremely hazardous special operation – and the majority were commandos. These were men who could be rough and dangerous when it came to a fight, and they knew it.

			Of those who weren’t commandos, most hailed from the kind of outfits that needed to be attached to a special operation such as this: signallers, sappers (demolitions experts), gunners and the like. Oddly for a desert mission there was also a detachment of the Special Boat Service (SBS) – the water-borne special forces, and sister unit to the SAS. Why were what amounted to sailors being taken deep into the desert? Not even the SBS unit’s commander, Lieutenant Thomas ‘Tommy’ Bennett Langton, knew the answer to that. It was just one of the many mysteries surrounding the present mission.

			Langton, a square-jawed Cambridge rowing blue, was a towering giant of a man and a veteran of numerous behind-the-lines seaborne raids. An accomplished sportsman prior to the war, his first love was rowing, but he’d also boxed at a good standard, was a fine swimmer and had played rugby at club level. Langton had studied law and was working as a barrister when war was declared. The twenty-six-year-old had signed up for officer training in the Irish Guards, but he’d soon tired of regular soldiering and had volunteered for the commandos.

			Posted to North Africa, he’d fallen in with David Stirling and others of a like mind, and had been recruited into special forces. He’d gone on to win a mention in dispatches in 1942 for a seaborne raid on one of Rommel’s key ports. More recently, Langton had been ordered to hang on to the rear rail of a speeding motor torpedo boat (MTB) and lob sticky grenades – an explosive device covered in glue and encased in a removable metal casing – onto enemy barges. On paper the mission was a fine idea. In practice the mines had tended to stick to Lieutenant Langton as much as they had to the targets. It was a miracle that he had escaped with his life.

			Despite his rank and battle-experience, Langton knew precious little about the coming mission. But one thing was clear: this was a bespoke force, one that their commanders had put together for a very specific task.

			Lloyd Owen shook hands with Major Campbell, and the two men turned towards the command vehicle, heading for a chat in the shade. The commandos, meanwhile, did what they always did when there was nothing obvious to do. From each truck a can of sand was produced, doused in petrol and set alight, so that the men could boil water to brew tea.

			As they supped their brews the two forces – LRDG and commandos – eyed each other warily, each weighing up the other. The commandos wondered what good this scrawny, scruffy, unshaven bunch might be in a fistfight. For their part, the men of the LRDG wondered how these big, beefy commandos with their cumbersome three-ton army trucks might fare once they hit the first of the burning desert sands.

			As commandos tended to, these ones cherished their identity, and they were immensely proud of the war record of their unit. They wore their crisp uniforms, berets and cap badges with un­abashed pride. But in truth the unit they hailed from had only survived due to an eleventh-hour reprieve, one delivered by the personal intervention of Winston Churchill himself. Their original units, 50 and 51 Commandos – known collectively as the Middle East Commando – were sadly no more.

			In July 1940, as Britain had stood isolated and besieged, Churchill had called for the creation of irregular fighting units to take the war to the enemy. The men of 50 and 51 Commandos – all volunteers – were some of the first to respond to that call, being sent to North Africa to combat the growing menace from Italy. Mussolini had poured over half a million troops into the region, whereas Britain’s General Wavell had an army of 50,000. The Italians also boasted a fast and modern navy and a well-equipped air force. On paper Wavell barely stood a chance.

			The commandos had been dispatched to even up the odds a little. As matters transpired, Wavell drove the Italians back into the sea, with the commandos playing a leading role in a series of lightning victories. But then had come the Desert Fox, with his Afrika Korps and his panzers, and a complete reversal of Allied fortunes had followed.

			In the intense fighting the commandos had suffered terrible losses, their ranks being decimated. Cairo headquarters responded by disbanding the Middle East Commando, but not on Churchill’s watch. When the British premier learned of their fate, he’d ordered the unit reformed, but now under the direct command of the Special Operations Executive (SOE).

			A 5 April 1942 ‘Most Secret’ memo decreed that Middle East Commando would become a ‘fifth-column organization under SOE’. They would specialize in ‘all forms of subversive or sabotage work, in or out of uniform, in territories occupied by the enemy, or, in certain circumstances, neutral territory . . . Parties to be in disguise or uniform according to circumstances.’ In one fell swoop Churchill had removed the Commando from top brass predations and wrangling, freeing them up to do the utterly unexpected.

			‘How wonderful it would be if the Germans could be made to wonder where they were going to be struck next,’ he had declared in early 1940. Shortly thereafter he’d formed the Ministry for Economic Warfare – a cover name for the Special Operations Executive. SOE was charged with doing the unthinkable, making ‘stabbing attacks . . . between the chinks of the enemy’s military and economic armour’. Sabotage of every sort was to be the order of the day. Shadowy, deniable and secretive, the SOE would become known as the ‘fourth armed service’, hiding its activities behind a series of cover names, including the innocuous-sounding Inter-Services Research Bureau, the Firm and perhaps most suitably the Racket.

			From the very first the SOE was charged with overturning every known and accepted principle of warfare. Churchill’s first minister in charge of this new outfit was Dr Hugh Dalton, a Labour member of his coalition government. Despite their differences in politics, Dalton rose to Churchill’s challenge, keen to consider any means of striking back at the enemy, no matter how unorthodox.

			‘We have to organize movements in enemy occupied territory comparable to the Sinn Fein movement in Ireland . . .’ he declared. ‘We must use many different methods, including industrial and military sabotage . . . terrorist acts against traitors and German leaders . . . We need absolute secrecy, a certain fanatical enthusiasm, and willingness to work with people of different nationalities.’ The force now brewing tea in El Fayyum oasis had been formed in that image.

			The commandos had retained their unit designation, ‘partly as cover and partly because the prime minister wanted the name “Commando” to continue’. In keeping with the SOE’s mandate, their coming mission with the LRDG would break every known and accepted rule of warfare. Not that any among them – barring Lloyd Owen and Campbell – knew that yet.

			They were in the dark, and for now at least it was very much better kept that way.
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