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			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages. Throughout the period of researching and writing this book I have endeavoured to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will attempt 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 being said, I have endeavoured to provide a proper sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

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

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct 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.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Italian admiral was a proud man and justifiably so. Before joining the resistance he’d commanded a good proportion of the Italian fleet. Too old to operate like a partisan any more, fighting against an occupying force, his role now was to observe Allied airstrikes from this mountaintop fastness positioned well behind enemy lines, and to radio through battle damage reports to Allied headquarters.

			Entirely military-like in his attitude, he had an eye for detail and for range and bearing that made him ideally suited to his task. But on this late-September evening in 1944 he’d put away his binoculars, turning his mind to entirely different and more urgent matters.

			Captain Michael Lees felt the admiral’s firm grip shaking him awake. He’d been drifting into sleep, hoping for a rare night uninterrupted by enemy ambushes, shellfire or raids. It was remarkable how comfortable a rickety old hayloft could prove, after so many weeks living rough behind enemy lines. It made a passable billet for himself, assorted Brits and other nationalities who’d come here to assist the Italian partisans, striking with lightning speed from the mountains.

			‘There’s a message from Major Temple,’ the admiral hissed. ‘You’re to get to his headquarters immediately.’

			Lees fumbled for his boots, hurrying to pull them on in the chill night air, the admiral’s tone reflecting the import of the major’s summons. In Major Darewski – ‘Temple’ was his operational cover name – Lees had discovered a fellow adventurer who hungered for action. After parachuting into the unknown and executing a tortuous and perilous route to get here, Lees was keen to lead the kind of guerrilla operations for which Major Temple was famed.

			Lacing up his boots and pulling on a jacket, he set off at a run. The path ahead glistened blue-white in the moonlight, the night beautifully starlit and crystal clear. As his feet pounded upon the rough, stony ground, Lees felt the excitement rising within him. He wondered what might lie behind the major’s summons. It was either a juicy sabotage mission, or perhaps the Germans were launching a sweep through the valley, in an attempt to encircle the partisans, in which case they would need to act swiftly to organise their defences.

			Such efforts as this – to raise, train and arm the Italian partisans for war – were largely at the behest of Winston Churchill. The Allied invasion of Italy in the summer of 1943 had been at Churchill’s urging, designed to drive a dagger into the ‘soft underbelly of Europe’. By doing so, Britain’s wartime leader intended to strike at Nazi Germany via Italy, so splitting the enemy’s defences in the run-up to the D-Day landings. Initially the proposal had met with fierce opposition, especially from the Americans. By way of response Churchill had sketched out a picture of a crocodile, pointing out how it was just as good to strike at the belly as the snout.

			Eventually the Americans had been convinced that hitting Europe’s ‘soft underbelly’ was the right thing to do. Yet despite early successes in southern Italy, the Italian campaign had proven anything but ‘soft’. Hitler had little intention of leaving the back door to Europe open. He’d rushed reinforcements into the country, the Germans fighting a series of die-hard battles, first under the command of General Erwin Rommel, and then under another of Hitler’s favourites, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring.

			Come the approach of winter, the Allied advance had stalled on the Gothic Line, a string of formidable defences – thousands of machine-gun bunkers, concrete gun emplacements, deep tunnels, minefields and razor wire – stretching from coast to coast across northern Italy’s Apennine mountains. The forces manning the Gothic Line were some of Germany’s finest. They included the 1st and 4th Parachute Divisions, arguably some of the best troops in the Reich, plus two Panzergrenadier – mechanised infantry – divisions equipped with heavy armour.

			All of Italy south of the Gothic Line had been seized in fearsome fighting by the Allies. But territory to the north of the line remained in enemy hands, excepting pockets of remote, mountainous territory held by the Italian resistance – Major Temple’s mission being one such example. At Churchill’s urging, the partisans were being armed and trained to rise up in the enemy’s rear, to help achieve a decisive breakthrough. Lees and Temple’s operation, headquartered towards the western end of the Apennines and just to the rear of the Gothic Line, was intended to strike hard at enemy lines of supply and communications.

			Whatever tonight’s mission, Lees felt an immense sense of respect and camaraderie for Major Temple, who’d already won a DSO (Distinguished Service Order) in the war. Formerly an officer with airborne forces, but now serving as an agent with the Special Operations Executive (SOE) – Churchill’s shadowy ‘Ministry for Ungentlemanly Warfare’ – Lees was second-in-­command here, and in Major Temple he believed he had found a real kindred spirit.

			On his earliest operations with the SOE, Lees had earned the nickname ‘Mickey Mouse’. It was Yugoslav guerrillas who had coined the name, Mickey Mouse being the only ‘Michael’ they had ever heard of. But there had been nothing Mickey Mouse about the long months Lees had spent soldiering with them: he’d led dozens of dramatic raids on enemy railway tracks, blowing trains laden with war materiel to smithereens.

			When told to cease offensive operations with the Yugoslav guerrillas, Lees had decided to interpret his orders rather literally: he’d stopped working with the resistance, launching a string of solo sabotage missions instead, ones of breathtaking – some might argue suicidal – daring. In doing so he’d earned a somewhat more apposite nickname – Michael ‘Wild Man’ Lees. His linking up with Major Temple promised fireworks and heroics in equal measure.

			With delicious irony, Temple’s mission had been codenamed Operation Flap. In truth, no one was inclined to ‘get a flap on’ with Temple – or Lees – in command. At thirty years of age, Major Neville Lawrence Darewski was comparatively old for an SOE operative. (By contrast, Lees was still in his early twenties.) The son of Polish-born Herman Darewski, a famous music hall musician of the time, and the English actress Madge Temple, it was from her that Darewski had coined his nom de guerre.

			Major Temple had been operating behind the lines for months now. He’d parachuted in to link up with the partisans prior to Italy’s signing the 3 September 1943 Armistice of Cassibile, in which the Italian people had renounced their deal with the devil – the alliance with Nazi Germany and Japan, forming the Axis Powers – surrendering to the Allies.

			The signing of the Armistice was a watershed moment, as far as Temple was concerned. Prior to that, he’d reported to SOE headquarters on what a perilous existence he’d been forced to lead with the partisans. It was a ‘cloak-and-dagger affair, only moving at night . . . minimum of smoke from fires, kit always ready for immediate move . . . I covered some one thousand miles on foot carrying my kit and arms . . . We had to cross rivers, roads and railways all held by the Germans . . . in small, very mobile parties . . .’

			Come the Armistice, all that had changed. Temple had urged his partisans to seize the moment and embrace the spirit of resistance. Taking advantage of the ensuing confusion, he’d led his band of fighters to strike at a major airbase lying just to the rear of the Gothic Line, in a daring mission that had proven spectacularly successful.

			‘We surrounded the airfield and held it for long enough to destroy eighty-nine Italian planes on the ground, and all the hangars and buildings,’ Temple had reported. Then with characteristic flair: ‘We flew away one CR.42 to start the Partisan Air Force . . .’

			In destroying those dozens of enemy warplanes, Temple’s operation was on a par with some of the most successful raids of the war. The lone CR.42 Falco – Falcon – that his force had liberated was a biplane fighter widely used by the Italian air force. Despite its seemingly archaic design, it had scored an enviable kill ratio on many fronts due to its robustness and manoeuvrability.

			In the aftermath of the raid, Temple’s forces had been hunted remorselessly by the German military using armour, artillery and dive bombers. The lone CR.42 Falco that they’d ‘liberated’ was blown up by a tank. Temple responded in textbook fashion: ‘We withdrew from direct offensive tactics and went back to guerrilla warfare.’ While the enemy held the main population centres, his bands of partisans began to tighten their grip on the remoter villages and hills.

			‘Outside the perimeter of the towns the Germans put up notices: BEWARE, YOU ARE NOW ENTERING BANDIT TERRITORY,’ Temple reported of the time. He sent out his men at night to turn the signs around, so that ‘BANDIT TERRITORY’ became the German-held towns. ‘The Hun got very annoyed and threatened the direst of penalties to anyone caught doing this,’ Temple pointed out, which only served to encourage him.

			By late September 1944, Major Temple was master of all that he surveyed. Set at an altitude of some 3,000 feet, his headquarters lay in a mountain hut nicknamed ‘The Farm’. It boasted views across the plains to Turin – once Italy’s capital, and a major business hub – and the Alps beyond. On a clear day the glistening peaks of Mont Blanc and the Matterhorn were visible. On a flat patch of ground several thousand feet higher Temple had established his dropping zone (DZ), into which the Allies were flying loads of kit, explosives and weaponry.

			From their Apennine valley fortress Temple’s 500-strong band of partisans launched daring raids, using captured vehicles to execute fast hit-and-run strikes. As Mike Lees was about to learn, Temple’s night-time summons was the result of one such recent mission.

			After thirty minutes dashing through the moonlit landscape, Lees arrived at The Farm. Typically, he was in standard British battledress. By contrast, Major Temple cut a very different kind of a figure. A big part of Temple’s remit here was intelligence-­gathering, and he’d just paid a clandestine visit to Turin disguised as a local. Such derring-do was all part of a normal day’s work as far as Temple was concerned. With his dark looks plus his tanned and weather-beaten features, he could easily pass as a local.

			‘Dressed as he was,’ Lees remarked of Temple that evening, ‘he could never have been recognised as an Englishman.’

			At well over six foot and with a broad, rugby-player’s physique, Lees towered over most of his contemporaries. Blessed with no-nonsense, honest looks, he was a man born and bred for plain-speaking action, as opposed to subterfuge. Hailing from a family with a long history of soldiering, he had cousins and even a sister serving with elite forces in various theatres of the war.

			Temple and Lees had operated together for little more than three weeks here, and for much of that time Temple had been away in Turin on clandestine business. It was precious little time to really get to know each other. Temple viewed Lees as a hard and a tough operator, but what he was about to propose would test any man’s resolve. It would be the measure of Lees as to whether he accepted the mission. No man could be ordered to do as Temple intended, especially as all in SOE were volunteers.

			‘Sorry to drag you out at this time of night,’ Temple began, ‘but we’ve got an important decision to make.’

			As he spoke, he gestured at the two – presumably Italian – civilians who were with him. Lees had never laid eyes on either of them. They were older, better dressed and somehow more distinguished looking than your average partisan. Lees closed the door firmly behind him, sensing that tonight’s business was especially sensitive. Temple introduced the two strangers, using their war names only.

			‘Salvi’ and ‘Piva’ hailed from Turin, he explained, and they were senior members of the Italian resistance. They had crucial ­intelligence that they somehow needed to get into Allied commanders’ hands. ‘This information from Turin is red hot . . . they also know a lot about enemy dispositions and weaknesses . . . They’ve volunteered to go to southern Italy if we can get them out.’

			‘How d’you intend to do that?’ Lees queried. ‘By air?’

			The partisans were busy building an airstrip so Allied cargo planes could land with supplies, but Lees didn’t think it was going to be ready for some time.

			Temple waved a hand dismissively. ‘We can’t wait for that . . . They’ll have to walk out through the lines.’ He paused. ‘Salvi and Piva are damned important, and I don’t want them falling by the wayside. It’s going to prove a tricky journey, especially as there are no guides who’ve been through before, and the front is always changing.’ Temple gazed at Lees, searchingly. ‘I need someone who knows the ropes to command the party.’

			By now Lees realised what was afoot. ‘Would you like me to go?’ he ventured.

			Someone had to say it, even though it would mean attempting to cross the formidable defences of the Gothic Line. It had never occurred to him that this might be the kind of mission he would be offered. Indeed, he had been looking forward to waging war with the partisans, making life a living hell for the enemy until all of Italy was liberated from Nazi control.

			As if sensing what was on Lees’ mind, Temple began outlining exactly what he intended, stressing just how quickly Lees could return. ‘You get the party through to France – if you’re with them they won’t get held up by security. Beg a plane to take you all to southern Italy, report on everything we’ve been doing to the chaps at base and chivvy them up to send more supplies. Then come back again, dropping with the first sortie.’

			That was more like it, as far as Lees was concerned. ‘All right, I think it’s an excellent idea,’ he agreed, his spirits brightening.

			He had another, personal reason for accepting the mission. Shortly before deploying Lees had married Gwendoline Johnson, who was serving with the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry – the FANYs – in Italy. To a large degree the FANYs provided cover for women who were serving as SOE agents. He and ‘Gwen’ had met during a time when Lees had been agitating to join Temple’s mission and refusing to take the leave to which he was entitled, post-Yugoslavia. That had only served to fuel his ‘wild man’ reputation, but Gwen hadn’t seemed to mind.

			Indeed, as she was serving as an assistant to one of SOE’s key planners in Italy, she began quietly lobbying for her sweetheart to land a mission with Temple, despite the fact that it would take him behind the lines once more. If he took up Temple’s present proposal, Lees figured he could catch a few days in his wife’s delightful company, before flying back to rejoin the partisans.

			‘Just make sure you come back as soon as you can,’ Temple reminded him.

			‘Don’t worry,’ Lees replied, ‘I want to be in at the kill. So, when do we start?’

			‘How does tomorrow morning sound?’

			All being well, Lees would set out to cross the lines on 28 September 1944.

			*

			For Temple, Lees was the only man able to execute such a hazardous mission. In addition to the two Italian resistance leaders, he would be leading a group of fourteen, including escaped prisoners of war and downed US airmen. Brits, Americans, Australians, French and Italians, his was a distinctly motley escape party, many of whom had little military training of the type required to sneak through enemy territory. It would take superlative leadership skills, immense daring and real single-minded tenacity to shepherd such a disparate party to safety.

			Fortunately, Lees had such attributes in abundance. Following the long months that he’d spent in Yugoslavia, none other than Major General Colin McVean Gubbins – known simply as ‘M’ and the head of SOE – had poured lavish praise on the young Lees, then only twenty-one years of age. ‘An enthusiastic and reliable officer. Had a difficult area in southern Serbia and did all he could to carry out operations there against the Axis . . . most successfully maintained good relations between the Mission and Jugoslav forces . . . has plenty of go and initiative.’

			Scion of a titled, landed family hailing from Lytchett Minster, a village in deepest rural Dorset, Lees’ means of recruitment into the SOE had been highly unconventional. In 1943 he’d been kicking his heels in Cairo, lamenting the lack of action he seemed to be getting with regular forces, when he’d ended up in Shepherd’s Bar, one of the city’s more popular drinking dens. He’d got talking to an intriguing individual who’d let slip that he served with ‘the Tweed Cap Boys’. Upon learning that this mysterious force was sending in lone operators to Europe charged to wage war no-holds-barred, Lees desperately wanted in.

			He’d never for one moment imagined there might be scope for himself to operate deep inside enemy-occupied Europe. It was a tantalising proposition. He proceeded to get that ‘Tweed Cap Boy’ as drunk as possible, all the while pumping him for information. It turned out that the route into the SOE was somewhat convoluted. It was hardly possible to advertise for volunteers to join a secret service that was not supposed to exist: you could only be recruited at the personal behest of someone already in.

			As Lees wasn’t personally known to any of this exclusive club, he decided to manufacture a ‘recommendation’ from his new Shepherd’s Bar acquaintance. Learning that he was just about to take several weeks’ leave, a day or so later Lees brazenly walked into the SOE’S Cairo office, claiming to be there at the personal behest of a ‘schoolboy chum’ – in truth, the man he’d met in the Cairo bar. He even had a freshly-forged letter to back up his claims.

			To those charged to investigate Lees’ story, it appeared to have merit. He hailed from the right kind of background. He’d been educated at Ampleforth – the Roman Catholic boarding school known as the ‘Catholic Eton’, of which David Stirling, the founder of the SAS, was a fellow alumnus – plus the Lees family was steeped in military tradition. Grandson of Sir Elliott Lees, the First Baronet of Lytchett Minster, Michael’s father, Bernard Percy Turnbull Lees, had served with distinction in the Queen’s Own Dorset Yeomanry during the First World War, winning a Military Cross (MC).

			Bernard Lees had died in a shooting accident when Michael was just two years old, so he had never got to know his father. After the tragic loss, Michael had grown very close to his cousin James Lees – direct heir to the baronetcy – hunting, fishing and riding together in the Dorset countryside. They’d become inseparable, to the extent that James’s father had become an honorary guardian to Michael. Bereft of a father and brought up by his widowed mother and elder sister, Dolores, Lees was effectively the man of the house and felt fiercely protective over all. When he was just twelve, he caught an older boy trying to kiss his sister. He stepped forward and punched the boy firmly on the chin.

			Lees hungered for more male and martial company, which was largely why at age seventeen he’d joined the Queen’s Own Dorset Yeomanry, the regiment that his father and grandfather had served in, before volunteering for airborne forces at the outbreak of war and being posted to India and Egypt.

			Michael’s sister Dolores would serve as a nurse with both the French Army and later the French resistance (the Maquis), with whom she would earn the Croix de Guerre twice – once for walking into a minefield to rescue a wounded comrade. Michael Lees’ cousin, James, was also about to start serving on special operations. At the very moment that Michael was trying to blag his way into the SOE in Cairo, James was volunteering for the Special Boat Service (SBS), the sister regiment to the SAS, which specialised in daring seaborne sorties.

			The Lees family pile, the grand edifice of South Lytchett Manor, had been turned over to war use, the grounds harbouring American tanks and the house itself becoming war offices. Likewise, during the First World War the Manor had served the war effort, being transformed into a hospital for those evacuated from the battlefields of France. In short, the Lees family was steeped in the kind of special duty warfare of which Churchill would be proud, but that didn’t earn anyone an automatic right to join an outfit like the Tweed Cap Boys.

			With Lees’ ‘sponsor’ away on leave, he performed a sterling act at the SOE’s Cairo office. After several robust cross examinations, he’d bluffed his way in. His SOE recruitment file listed Lees’ ‘Hobbies and Sporting Interests: Riding, shooting, running, rugby football, fishing, skiing, driving, sailing.’ His subsequent SOE training courses included: ‘April ’43, Para Military. May ’43, “Cloak & Dagger”. July ’44, Lysander – Above Average.’ (The Westland Lysander – nicknamed the ‘Lissie’ – was a light aircraft used for inserting lone SOE agents into enemy-occupied lands.)

			At grand country mansions scattered across Britain the SOE had established their Special Training Schools – teaching the dark arts of killing, sabotage, espionage, deception and more. In what became known as their ‘school for mayhem and murder’, at the apparently genteel Ashdon Manor, in Hertfordshire, recruits were trained to fight ‘without a tremor of apprehension, to hurt, maul, injure or kill with ease.’ Instructors taught killing by silent strangulation, how to disable with a powerful blow by boot or fist to key organs, and how to wield a pistol fast and deadly, shooting from the hip. In a pistol duel, the first on the draw was almost always the winner, and by firing from the hip the shooter was very likely to get the drop on his or her opponent.

			One such school, in Borehamwood, was devoted entirely to the arts of camouflage and subterfuge in all its forms. Part of its remit was to furnish agents with proper clothing, documents and accoutrements, before they were dropped into occupied Europe. Whenever the genuine article wasn’t available, the SOE’s forgery factory would rustle up a convincing copy. At MD1, an SOE facility nicknamed ‘Churchill’s Toyshop’, boffins and inventors worked on perfecting the most secretive and innovative forms of weaponry. These included booby-trapped rats and animal droppings, plus exploding ‘coal’ – the latter to be slipped into the fuel supply of an enemy train, so blowing up the steam engines.

			After passing through various such training schools, Lees was ready to pursue Churchill’s 1940 edict – issued during Britain’s darkest hour, following Dunkirk and the surrender of France – ‘to set Europe ablaze’. The formation of the SOE – after the Army, Navy and Air Force, the ‘fourth armed service’ – was in response to such calls. Gubbins defined the SOE’s early remit as being ‘paramilitary and irregular warfare, the sabotaging and subversion of our enemies by every possible means . . . a free-for-all . . . with no holds barred. Germany was engaged in total war . . . and total war is a very cruel business indeed.’

			The SOE was a secret service whose very existence was deniable. The normal rules of war would not apply. In the SOE’s version of total war, the unethical and illegal were to be commonplace. Agents were expected to lie, deceive, bribe, blackmail, and where necessary, assassinate and kill. If captured, an agent would be disowned by his or her government, and torture and execution would doubtless follow. Before deploying on his first mission, Lees, like all agents, had been given ‘communion’ – a suicide pill that he could take if he feared he was about to break under torture.

			The SOE recruited from a broad church. Its early volunteers included actors, professional burglars, peers of the realm, a rubber-goods salesman, several baronets, a pimp, prostitutes, jockeys, art experts and bankers. They shared certain traits in common: robust independence of mind and contempt for regular hierarchies.

			Gubbins exhorted those early recruits to execute ‘sabotage, ambushes behind enemy lines, and calling out secret armies into open warfare’. By the autumn of 1944, the SOE’S Italian operations had become deeply personal for ‘M’. In the spring of that year, his son Michael had been killed in Italy on SOE business. On 6 February he was hit by a German shell while operating behind the lines. Gubbins had received the news of his son’s death via telegram, with its ‘killed in action’ message, and a hand-scribbled expression of ‘deepest sympathy’. He had been consumed by grief and remorse.

			All the more important, therefore, that the SOE’s Italian operations were to succeed, and to be seen to succeed. One of the SOE’s most secretive remits had become the spreading of ‘black’ and ‘white’ propaganda. The latter involved placing positive stories about the fortunes of the Allies in the press, and negative ones about the Axis powers, while the former spread disinformation among enemy ranks. There was another top-secret priority behind Michael Lees’ Italian mission: it was to further the SOE’s ‘white propaganda’ role.

			When Lees had parachuted in to join Temple, in August 1944, he’d brought with him two highly unusual individuals: South African war artist Geoffrey Long, and Canadian war reporter Paul Morton. Of the two, Morton, a globetrotting newspaper man, was perhaps the more controversial. He was the first reporter ever embedded with a behind-the-lines SOE mission, and few would follow.

			That summer, Churchill had decided that the Italian partisans deserved a far higher profile, both to encourage them in their operations and to spur Allied forces to train and arm them properly. A former war reporter himself, Churchill believed wholeheartedly in the need to win the ‘information war’. Borrowing a phrase from Stalin, he believed that ‘in wartime, the truth is so precious she should be attended by a bodyguard of lies.’

			The Political Warfare Executive (PWE) was the arm of the SOE established to ensure that the information war would be won. In the summer of 1944, Paul Morton had been based in Italy, fearing the real war was passing him by. Desperate for a scoop, when the Political Warfare Executive approached him with their offer – that he should join Captain Lees to report from behind the lines – Morton jumped at the chance.

			Morton’s bona fides were exhaustively checked. Dated 4 July, his SOE ‘Trace and Card’ – his vetting form – recorded that he’d spent ‘Ten Years with the Toronto Daily Star’, and was a ‘War Correspondent accredited to Canadian forces’. It noted that his brother, David Morton, was ‘possibly in enemy hands (reported missing two months ago over North Sea)’. Morton had personal reasons to hate the enemy, and he was a seasoned reporter with one of Canada’s most respected publications. On paper, he was the ideal recruit.

			By 6 July Morton had been signed up as an ‘attached correspondent’ with ‘Maryland’, the codename for the SOE in Italy. Shortly thereafter he was issued with his SOE ‘Operational Instruction’. It read: ‘To provide the Press an account of patriot activities and sabotage exploits . . . You will be dropped to [Operation] FLAP . . . in the September moon period . . . On arrival you will ask for Major TEMPLE and will put yourself under his command.’

			Morton was given the honorary rank of Captain, armed and expected to fight if the need arose. His reporting was to be syndicated – distributed – to all Allied press outlets, promising a series of global scoops. It was heady stuff. Six weeks after parachuting in with Lees, Morton had prepared a series of scintillating articles, describing in vivid tones the heroic exploits of the partisans – including one episode in which they’d surrounded enemy forces holed up in a church, and wiped them out to the last man.

			He’d given his first article the dramatic headline, ‘I LIVE WITH PATRIOTS IN NAZI LINES – MORTON’. In short, Morton was poised to fire a propaganda broadside, showcasing the daring and panache of the Italian resistance. Geoffrey Long, the war artist, had drawn a series of brilliant sketches to illustrate, including one of the partisans scavenging boots and explosives from the enemy dead, and portraits of the key Allied players – Morton, Temple and Lees included.

			But Morton and Long’s stories and images – their white propaganda – would only get to hit the press if Lees managed to shepherd them through the lines, for they were to join his escape party.

			It was dawn on 29 September when the group formed up. They’d been delayed for twenty-four hours by the late arrival of some. As Lees surveyed his men, he was assailed by doubts as to whether they really could complete such an unproven route passing through such formidable defences. Temple sought to calm his fears. If it reached the stage where Lees felt it necessary, he was to drop all but the essential members.

			Even so, Lees decided that he really did need a trusted pair of hands to share the load. Glaswegian William McClelland was six-foot-six tall and about as broad in the shoulder, dwarfing even Lees. His craggy, bearded features, snaggle-toothed grin and dress – shorts, ski boots, faded battledress tunic adorned with the Scots Guards insignia, and slung Sten gun – lent him a decidedly piratical air. It was absolutely fitting.

			Captured by Rommel’s Afrika Korps when serving in North Africa, Private McClelland had escaped from an Italian prisoner of war (POW) camp and fled into the mountains, linking up with the partisans. Over the past year he’d hijacked vehicles, kidnapped their occupants and raided Nazi cellars. His favourite occupation was ambushing German staff cars, finishing off the officers, then rifling the pockets of the dead. When one partisan band had run short of funds, he’d done the obvious thing and organised a bank robbery.

			In short, McClelland was a freelance raider who owed no particular allegiance to any one partisan unit. He and Lees had hit it off immediately. ‘He was a bandit, not a partisan,’ Lees remarked of McClelland. ‘Whatever his intentions, he was doing far more for the war effort than he could have done serving as an ordinary private . . . One William in the mountains was an incomparable asset, but thirty Williams in barracks would provide a problem with which I should hate to be faced . . .’

			The other redoubtable operator Lees would have liked to join his party was Corporal Albert ‘Bert’ Farrimond, a dour Lancashire coal miner in civilian life, who’d proved as constant and unyielding as the moors in recent weeks. Hailing from Standish, near Wigan, Farrimond was a keen poacher who loved the wild freedom of the mountains. He and Lees had formed a special bond, but as Farrimond was Major Temple’s radio operator – his vital link to SOE’s Maryland headquarters – he was one man that was unable to join Lees.

			His party thus assembled, it only left to bid farewell.

			Temple offered a hand. ‘Goodbye, old cock, and good luck. We’ll expect you back in a couple of weeks.’

			Little did Lees realise this was the last time he would ever see the man alive.

			Lees turned away, taking a well-trodden bridleway that climbed into the hills. He’d opted to travel light, urging his party to do likewise. He was carrying only his trusty Sten gun, with the detachable wooden pistol-grip that he favoured, plus ammunition and a rolled blanket. The days were still relatively hot, so he wore shorts and a khaki shirt. The skies above were a cloudless blue and they’d rely on good weather to see them through.

			At the head of the valley they paused by a goat herd, to refresh themselves with milk. Before them the path rose to a steep ridge several miles away. They were making for a pass set at some 6,000 feet, after which they’d descend to a mountain village on the far side. But as Lees gazed at the heights, they appeared to be wreathed in swirling cloud. It looked ominous: he knew how quickly the weather could turn in the mountains. He urged everyone on.

			As they climbed towards the pass the sky overhead took on a dull grey hue and the first snow began to fall. The wind picked up, whipping icy flakes against Lees’ bare legs, forming stiff little icicles. He cursed the fact that they had set out so ill-prepared and chiefly at his urging. It wasn’t long before they had their first casualty. Long, the war artist, took a fall on the icy ground, bruising his spine. His pack and weaponry had to be passed to one of the guides, for he was in some pain.

			Lees closed the column up, so they would not lose sight of each other in the gathering storm. But Long was soon at the very back, finding it difficult to keep moving. They reached a perilous section of terrain that required the use of both hands and feet to scale it. Lees had scrambled halfway up, when he heard the shrill blast of a whistle from behind, which normally signalled that someone was in trouble.

			Holding onto a rocky outcrop, he craned his neck to see through the swirling snow. He counted heads: four were missing. Among their number were Long and Morton, the two press men.

			Telling the guides to climb to a ledge one hundred feet above, Lees doubled back. It wasn’t long before he found the errant four. They were slumped on a rock beside the path, smoking.

			‘What the devil are you doing here?’ he demanded. ‘No halt has been called.’

			‘Geoffrey’s hurt,’ Morton countered. ‘I gave the order to stop.’

			‘I know,’ Lees fired back, ‘but you’ll keep going ’til I order otherwise.’

			Morton bristled. ‘I’m an honorary captain, and as such I will not place myself under your command.’

			Lees drew himself to his full height. ‘I don’t give a damn who you are or what you write. While you’re with my party you’ll do as you’re told. So make your mind up: d’you want to continue, or go back to Temple?’

			Morton glared at Lees, but the other three had already capitulated. Long and his two companions began to struggle onwards. Lees was deadly serious. On a mission such as this, he needed absolute clarity of command. If he and Morton were to pull in opposite directions, one or other party might get lost in the snows or blunder into enemy positions. Muttering darkly, Morton levered himself to his feet, before turning into the storm’s icy blast. Lees felt a flood of relief. As he well knew, time was set against them now.

			If they didn’t reach the pass before the snow began to drift they were as good as finished.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Major Roy Farran was already a legend within SAS circles, but even by his own standards this morning’s mission was something of a stretch. During August and September 1944 he’d led a column of jeeps – the SAS’s C Squadron – in a mission codenamed Operation Wallace, breaking out from the bulge of terrain seized in the D-Day landings and pushing two hundred miles behind enemy lines.

			His orders were simplicity itself: he and his men were to cause chaos and havoc behind the German front in north-eastern France, to give the impression that Allied forces had broken through and spreading panic through the enemy ranks. Hence today’s daring assault on the German garrison headquarters, situated in the ancient town of Châtillon-sur-Seine, lying 250 kilometres east of Paris, a town graced with Roman-era cobbled streets and buildings.

			The plans for the dawn assault had been hatched with Colonel Claude, the leader of the local Maquis – the French resistance – the previous evening, over a sumptuous dinner complemented by several bottles of fine wine. Late into the proceedings and partly inspired by Dutch courage, Farran had proposed they hit Châtillon in an all-out attack, Maquis and SAS united, and while the change of garrison was in full swing.

			One hundred and fifty enemy troops were based at the ­centuries-old Château du Maréchal Marmont, situated on a low hill surrounded by fine parkland. Built in the 1700s by the French General Auguste Frédéric Louis Viesse de Marmont, a native of the town, the chateau had been burned to the ground and rebuilt some seventy years earlier. Farran sensed that now was the time to have another go at wrecking the place, or at least killing its occupants.

			Equipped with twenty army trucks, the German garrison housed at the chateau was about to be relieved by a unit of Panzergrenadiers, a mechanised infantry force riding in specialist combat vehicles, including Sonderkraftfahrzeug 251 half-track troop carriers. The previous day Farran and Captain Grant Hibbert – his second-in-command – had carried out a recce. After driving into town in their SAS jeep, Farran had covered Hibbert as he’d vaulted over the chateau’s perimeter wall and checked out the trucks in the courtyard.

			The alarm having been raised, the two SAS commanders had high tailed it out of there, but not before the recce had served its purpose. The intelligence they’d been given had proved correct: the column of trucks was laden with equipment for a garrison poised to move. One German unit was about to be replaced by another at the chateau, and amid the confusion of that changeover Farran sensed they could seize the advantage.

			Colonel Claude had expressed suitable enthusiasm for Farran’s plan, and toasts had been drunk long into the night. The colonel had pledged to provide five hundred local fighters, to match ­Farran’s sixty SAS spread across a dozen-odd jeeps. The vehicles’ raw firepower helped compensate for the SAS’s paucity in numbers. Each Willys Jeep boasted two pivot-mounted weapons, often a heavier Browning machine gun matched with the rapid-firing Vickers K, invariably mounted in pairs. As such, they could put down a devastating field of fire.

			Farran’s intention was to keep it simple for this morning’s attack. His men would seize the main junction on the outskirts of town, on the road leading south to the city of Dijon. Leaving some jeeps to hold that vital position – through which the German vehicles carrying the incoming garrison would have to pass – Farran would lead a party further into town, armed with mortars and Bren light machine guns. They would sneak up to the chateau on foot, the first round fired by the mortar signalling the all-out assault.

			Setting out at 0630 hours from their deep woodland hideout, the column of SAS jeeps nosed through scenery typical of the region – small green fields, thick hedges and red-tiled cottages, set amid gently rolling, wooded hills. Farran kept the convoy’s speed at a steady crawl. The roads were dry and earthy from the long summer months, and he needed to avoid throwing up a tell-tale dust cloud, which might reveal their position to any watching enemy.

			The Châtillon road junction was taken without a shot being fired. Farran left Lieutenant ‘Big’ Jim Mackie – his long-standing right-hand man, who commanded his lead ‘scout’ vehicle – in charge of the roadblock, while he led the main force of forty men riding in nine jeeps further into town. Ominously, there was still no sign of Colonel Claude’s Maquis, but Farran put that down to a delayed start due to the previous night’s carousing.

			At each road junction he left a jeep and a handful of men, so securing their route of retreat. They reached the main square seemingly without having been detected, cutting telephone lines as they went. Up ahead lay the chateau. It was the obvious place to billet a garrison: grandiose and thick-walled, boasting turrets, spires and parapets, it was a veritable fortress.

			Of course, the beautiful grounds and approach would be guarded by enemy sentries, but that was where the mortar would come into its own. Farran intended to strike from a distance and by utter surprise, lobbing in as many rounds as possible to spread chaos among a garrison who would be in the midst of loading up in preparation for the move.

			At seven sharp the mortar barrage began. By now Farran’s men were experts in quick-fire shoot-n’-scoot tactics. Within minutes several dozen of the 3-inch shells had pounded into the chateau’s courtyard, their high-explosive charges sending a swathe of razor-sharp shrapnel tearing through the air and ripping into the column of trucks. Hit by utter surprise, this was some awakening for the garrison. Chaos ensued as Farran ordered his Bren-gunners to open fire, raking the chateau’s defenders with savage bursts.

			The narrow, twisting streets of the town echoed with the deafening noise of battle – the rattle of the Brens, the rasp of the Vickers, the howl of rounds ricocheting off walls, and behind it all the deeper bass thud of the mortars, as one-by-one the high explosive shells hammered into the chateau’s grounds. Towards his rear, Farran sensed the grunt of powerful diesel engines. Sure enough and bang on cue, the column of thirty vehicles was approaching from the south, bearing the Panzergrenadier relief column.

			At this moment, Farran’s sixty-strong force was outnumbered some five-to-one by the enemy, and it was high time that Colonel Claude’s Maquis put in an appearance. But still there was no sign of them. Taking his jeep, Farran raced back towards the crossroads, where he’d left the redoubtable Big Jim Mackie in control. It was vital to stop that Panzergrenadier column from linking up with the forces presently under siege at the chateau.

			As Farran neared the junction, he sensed there was little need for worry: typically, Lieutenant Mackie had it all under control. He’d positioned his own jeep to form the core of the roadblock, with a second set to one side. Those manning the guns allowed the enemy column to approach to within twenty yards, before opening up with an utterly devastating broadside. Within seconds, a whirlwind of fire had torn into the leading vehicles, two of which happened to be laden with stores. Moments later fuel and ammunition detonated in a sea of flame, exploding rounds tearing into the vehicles further along the column.

			With the telephone lines cut, the Panzergrenadiers had been taken by total surprise. They’d driven into town unawares, presuming the SAS jeeps had to constitute some kind of a friendly checkpoint. It was an easy-enough mistake to have made: who would ever have expected to encounter an enemy roadblock this far behind their own front line?

			‘The first five trucks, two of which were loaded with ammunition, were brewed up and caused a great firework display,’ was how the SAS operational report described the ambush. The jeeps hammered in fire, raking the column from either side. ‘Those added to the fire, which the Germans returned, and for some time the fierce engagement continued . . . Fierce street fighting developed . . .’

			Farran grabbed a Bren and, balancing it on a convenient wall, he began to hose down the trucks to the rear of the Panzergrenadier column. He watched as a German motorcycle-and-sidecar combination veered across the road and toppled over a bridge, plummeting into the river below. As Farran pumped in bursts of tracer rounds – following the red streak of the bullets to their targets – he saw figures bailing out of vehicles at the rear of the stalled column.

			Machine guns opened up from the direction of the besieged convoy and mortars crashed down onto the streets. One of Farran’s men collapsed, felled by a shot to the head. A brave French civilian dashed out and dragged his bloodied form into the shelter of a doorway. A pretty, dark-haired woman wearing a dashing red dress leaned out of an upper floor window, defiantly giving the ‘V’ for Victory sign. To Farran, that woman’s smile and her poise offered the perfect riposte to the bursts of fire now tearing down the streets.

			A runner approached from the direction of the chateau. He brought word that a force of Germans had broken out of the grounds and were fighting their way towards Farran’s position. One SAS jeep had been hit, in a situation that was fast-moving and confused. The enemy had even begun to mortar their own side, mistaking the fire from the chateau as being that of the mystery Allied attack force.

			Even so, Farran’s men were going to be hard-pressed to defend their positions. He sent a jeep to reinforce those at the chateau, with orders that they should hold firm. His priority was to decimate what was left of the Panzergrenadier column, and to do that they had to stop the two forces uniting. At the same time his chief concern was becoming the absent Maquis. Where on earth was Colonel Claude and the five hundred fighters that he had promised?

			As the battle intensified, Farran sensed his SAS squadron was in danger of becoming trapped – sandwiched between the Germans advancing from the chateau, and the Panzergrenadiers now mustering fierce resistance. He and his men had been embroiled in fierce combat for approaching two hours, and the Maquis were nowhere to be seen. Accordingly, he decided it was time for the ‘scoot’ period of the assault to be enacted.

			With a gallant wave to the girl in the red frock – Farran was very much a charmer and a ladies’ man – he strode into the centre of the road and fired two flares from a Very pistol. They looped a fiery arc through the sky, scorching a fierce scarlet across the battle-torn town – two red flares being the signal to withdraw.

			As Farran and Captain Hibbert led the force in a helter-skelter retreat they finally ran into the vanguard of the Maquis, mustering on the outskirts of town. Two hours late and less than an eighth of the number that Colonel Claude had promised, at least they were here. The Maquis seemed desperate for a slice of that morning’s action, so Farran and Hibbert decided they would lead a second push into Châtillon.

			This time their numbers would be swollen to one hundred and twenty fighters, but the element of surprise was entirely gone. Even so, Farran was banking on the enemy mistaking his larger force for the vanguard of General Patton’s 3rd Army, those American troops and armour that had spearhead the thrust east through France. If that happened, the entire enemy force – those at the chateau and the Panzergrenadiers – might break and run.

			It was an audacious gamble, but hardly the first by this veteran SAS commander. Already one of the most highly decorated soldiers of the war, Farran would earn a DSO, MC and two bars (three MCs) during the war, among many other decorations. Of Irish descent, he was known to all as Major Patrick McGinty, after an irreverent and somewhat ribald Irish ballad entitled ‘Paddy McGinty’s Goat’.

			Like many a former prisoner of war – Farran had escaped German captivity in 1941 – he’d adopted a nom de guerre, knowing that the Germans kept detailed records of all POWs. Major Patrick McGinty had become Farran’s official war name, and indeed his DSO was issued in that name. The ballad about the goat gives something of a sense of Farran’s nature: colourful, distinctly Irish, rebellious, unconventional, contemptuous of mindless bureaucracy and decidedly merciless towards his enemies.

			Mr Patrick McGinty, an Irishman of note,

			Fell into a fortune and brought himself a goat.

			Says he, ‘Sure, of goat’s milk I’m goin’ to have me fill.’

			But when he bought the nanny home he found it was a bill. 

			The goat goes on to woo several of the young beauties in the Irish village of Killaloe, before it got shipped off to France as a mascot for the Irish Guards regiment in the Great War, whereupon it decided to fight, the enemy ranks breaking before its charge:

			The Germans retreated, hurriedly they fled.

			Holding their noses they tumbled over dead.

			‘Ach,’ says the Kaiser, ‘There’s poison gas afloat.’

			But it was only the effluvium from Paddy McGinty’s goat.

			Just twenty-four years of age by the time of the Châtillon attack, Major McGinty – short, sandy-haired and blue-eyed – had been born into a devout Roman Catholic family in England, but educated in India, where his father had served in the military. He’d been sent to the Bishop Cotton School, in Shimla – a province of India – the oldest boarding school in Asia, renowned for turning out judges, politicians and senior military commanders.

			The alumni of the school were known as ‘Old Cottonians’, and its motto was ‘Overcome evil with good’. Arguably, it was one that Farran had applied to the war with single-minded rigour.

			In 1941 Farran – then serving in the 3rd King’s Own Hussars, an armoured (cavalry) regiment – had been injured in both legs and an arm, in what became known as the battle of Cemetery Hill, in Crete. Farran was taken captive and held as a POW, but only for as long as it took for him to recover enough to walk on crutches, after which he managed to crawl under the camp’s wire. Linking up with fellow escapees, he’d made a daring bid for freedom in a caique – a traditional wooden fishing boat. After an epic voyage and being marooned at sea, Farran and his fellows had finally made it to British-held Egypt.

			He would win his first MC for his heroic actions on Crete and a bar – a second – for this daring escape. ‘Throughout the whole of the operations this officer had shown courage, resource and initiative,’ read the citation for his first award. ‘He has set a very fine example of determination and leadership to the men of his command.’

			Farran’s physical courage and his apparent recklessness would lead him back into enemy fire, and in July 1942 he was wounded in the first battle of El Alamein. This time, his injuries were so serious as to require his medical evacuation to Britain. But via a judicious pulling of strings he managed to convince an Army medical board that he was fit to serve in a front-line role.

			Not only that, but in February 1943 he’d volunteered for the SAS. Brought into the regiment by a mutual friend, Farran was hugely impressed. He delighted in the no-nonsense, freewheeling and aggressive nature of the unit, and felt he had found his true home. In the regiment’s founders he recognised true kindred spirits.

			‘The Stirlings did not leap over red tape; they broke right through it,’ Farran would declare of David and Bill Stirling. ‘Although they made many enemies by slipping round smaller fry, they always got there in the end.’

			By September 1943 Farran was in action again, this time in Italy, commanding an SAS patrol on daring sabotage missions on the Adriatic coast. Within weeks he’d won a second bar to his MC. ‘The success of the detachment was due to the courage, tenacity and leadership of Capt. FARRAN,’ read the October 1943 citation, ‘ably backed by his men, whom he has trained himself.’ Arguably, there was no one better to be leading the daring and audacious Châtillon raid.

			It was mid-morning by the time the combined SAS and Maquis force advanced back into town. Farran’s main priority was to launch some kind of decoy action, so as to draw the enemy away from Captain Hibbert and his force of Maquis, who were moving into the narrow streets on foot. Gathering the redoubtable Jim Mackie, with his jeep as a supporting gun-platform, he led a foot patrol in a thrust east towards the far side of town, hoping to convince the enemy that they were being hit from all sides, as if by the US 3rd Army’s vanguard.

			As Hibbert’s force pushed into the western outskirts of Châtillon, they stumbled upon an armoured car with thirty enemy soldiers in support, forming a bicycle patrol. They opened fire, gunning down four of those in the armoured car as they tried to bail out, and hitting the bicycle patrol from both the front and the rear. Savage street fighting ensued and another SAS soldier was hit. Forced to take cover in a large garden, Hibbert and the Maquis fought for their very lives as fierce bursts of gunfire echoed through the bullet-pocked terrain.

			Meanwhile, Farran’s force stole ahead through streets that were eerily quiet, apart from the bursts of fire echoing across from Hibbert’s direction. Crouched low, he led his men past a unit of Germans positioned in the cover of some beech trees. He pushed on, crossing a canal, where his small force flitted along the tow-path. Farran spotted another unit of German soldiers standing guard at the hospital, but somehow they failed to notice the SAS men.

			Finally, having pushed east across two miles of terrain, they reached the road leading north to the city of Troyes. Taking cover in a narrow side street, Farran chanced a peek around the corner of the nearest building. He almost choked at what he saw. Just a few yards away were a pair of German machine-gun posts, flanking the Troyes road and covering the direction from which Farran and his men had come. Dressed in greatcoats, the machine-gun crews had their backs to the SAS party, seemingly oblivious to their presence.

			Farran sank back into cover, wondering how best to proceed. From a nearby house one of his men begged some wine, cheese and bread. As they deliberated on their next move, they wolfed down the food and drink. It was approaching midday and they’d been on the go in fierce combat for six hours or more. Farran felt gripped by a leaden fatigue and he sensed that many of his men were likewise shattered. Still, this was an opportunity too good to miss.

			On his word, he and his men leaned around the corner and took careful aim, opening fire on the German machine-gunners, raking their unprotected rear. A soldier on a bicycle was hit, tumbling off his machine, but the enemy were swift to respond. As more bodies fell, all hell let loose. The narrow street in which Farran and his men were hiding became a death trap, as fire from the Germans’ MP40 ‘Schmeisser’ sub-machine guns ricocheted off the walls.

			Farran could see only one route of escape: to bolt through the front door of the nearest house and dash out the rear, in the hope they could scramble down to the banks of the canal. With rounds cutting around their heads, he led his men in the mad charge through.

			They made it safely to the canal bank, reached a lock, scuttled across and darted further eastwards on the tow path, hoping to extricate themselves from enemy clutches. Farran felt confident that Big Jim Mackie would be following their every move, as so often he and his jeep had got them out of seemingly impossible situations.

			As he led his men towards the cover of a ridge top hedgerow, one of the enemy’s machine-gunners must have spotted them. Within moments, a long burst of fire from an MG42 ‘Spandau’ was tearing into the terrain to either side. As Farran dived for the sparse cover of the hedge, a second Spandau joined in the turkey shoot. It was hellish, especially as he hadn’t even realised that he and his men were visible to the enemy.

			The Spandau had earned a telling nickname among Allied troops – ‘Hitler’s Buzzsaw’, referring to the incredibly high rate of fire of the weapon and the corresponding noise it made. Capable of putting down 1,200 rounds per minute, it had twice the firepower of the British Bren, if not quite the accuracy. In spite of the terrifying effect of being pinned down by two such machine guns, Farran told himself they had to move. If they stayed where they were they were dead, yet still the veteran SAS commander felt frozen.

			By this stage of the war many of those serving with the regiment had begun to view Farran as some kind of a lucky genius – the kind of commander who seemed to lead a charmed life, and who could miraculously command his men on an assault of today’s daring and still somehow pull it off. But in truth, Farran feared that after four long years at war and numerous brushes with death, he was getting ‘windy’.

			Pinned beneath that hedge, he felt gripped by – frozen by – fear. He had never felt so scared as he did now, or so incapable of leading his own men to safety. He’d been in similar scrapes before, and he’d always managed to get him and his fellows out alive. He felt paralysed by fearful inaction, and above everything he hoped that his men hadn’t sensed how he was feeling.

			Over the years Farran had proved himself blessed with the most vital of attributes for an SAS commander: the instinctive ability to assess the level of danger posed by any battlefield situation, and to deliver an instant and optimum response. His spirited leadership inspired a deep loyalty in his men, not to mention the resistance fighters with whom they often operated.

			But right at this moment, Farran had led his followers into what was seemingly a death trap. For every moment they remained pinned down beneath that bullet-blasted hedge, he sensed the enemy closing in for the kill. Finally, he forced himself to move. Keeping to his belly and with bursts of fire kicking up dirt on every side, he led his men in a desperate crawl, sticking to the sparse cover of the deepest furrows that lay beyond the hedgerow. As he steeled himself to press on, he realised that he had never felt so tired or dispirited. In the long years of operations stretching from the North African deserts to the shores of Italy, and from the Greek Islands to the Aegean Sea, he had rarely felt so close to being finished.

			If they didn’t get out of the machine-gunner’s line of fire they were done for, but he couldn’t get himself to move any faster. Behind him, Sergeant Roberts, another of his C Squadron veterans, was hit in the leg. Despite the wound, the man seemed to belly-crawl ahead faster than Farran, as he dragged himself along a bloody furrow. They reached a small patch of dead ground, beyond which they would need to move back into the enemy’s line of fire.

			Farran tried to go to the aid of his wounded sergeant, but he was so utterly exhausted that he could barely help himself. Momentarily lifting his head from the dirt, he sensed the grunt of a distant engine. He fancied it had the distinctive sound of an SAS jeep. Could it be the cavalry riding to the rescue? Had Big Jim Mackie found where they had gone to ground? If so, Farran would need to dig deep for one last burst of energy, to lead a dash for Mackie’s vehicle.

			He and his men might die in the process, but they were surely dead if they remained where they were.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			If anything, Mike Lees’ descent through the Italian mountains had been even more hair-raising than the snow-bound ascent. Sometime after cresting the high pass two-feet deep in wind-driven drifts, they had linked up with a reception party from the neighbouring band of partisans. They’d brought with them a battered truck, one recently captured off the enemy. It looked close to derelict, but at least it offered the promise of mobility and shelter.

			Frozen stiff, Lees and his party had clambered aboard, looking forward to arriving in the partisan village in a degree of comfort and style. Instead, the onwards journey had turned into the wildest ride any of the men had ever known. Apparently, a German garrison based beyond Pigna – the partisan village to which they were heading – had learned that their force was on the move. The enemy had fanned out in an effort to catch them – hence the need to reach the village by the fastest means possible. The journey ahead was a race against time.

			That appeared to be the explanation for what happened next: the driver of the truck gripped the wheel tightly, turned off the engine, took his feet off the pedals and down they went, freewheeling all the way. The truck just seemed to keep gaining speed, as it swung crazily from side to side, careering around hairpin bends in a death-defying fashion. Fear gripped the minds of those riding in it, until their hearts were in their very throats. Men became sick with fear. Soon the truck bed was slick with vomit.

			There was little point trying to voice any objections, or of urging the driver to a greater degree of caution: the speed and the noise were so all-consuming, all they could do was hang on for dear life and mouth their prayers. Finally, miraculously, the truck gave a last series of death-defying lurches, before grinding to an uncertain halt in the village square. The driver practically fell out of the cabin door and lay on the ground, staring at the heavens.
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Attack on the German 14 Army Villa Headquarters
(Adapted from Major Farran’s official report on
Operation Tombola)
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