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This book is dedicated to the nineteen Jeds lost in the campaign for France.






“For always, no matter how powerful one’s armies, to enter a conquered territory one needs the goodwill of the inhabitants.”

Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, 1513


 


“Any nation that uses [partisan warfare] intelligently will, as a rule, gain some superiority over those who disdain its use.”

Karl von Clausewitz, On War, 1833


 


“The difficulties [for an invader] are particularly great when the people are supported by a considerable nucleus of disciplined troops. The invader has only an army: his adversaries have an army, and a people wholly or almost wholly in arms . . . even the noncombatants have an interest in his ruin and accelerate it by every means in their power.”

General Baron de Jomini,
 A Treatise on the Art of War, 1838






A NOTE ON MILITARY UNITS

The following table gives readers an idea of the organization and typical authorized strength of the various ground force units—both Allied (American, British, Canadian, and Free French) and German—referred to in the book. The “composition” column in the table shows only the major combat elements at each level of organization; in addition to these, organizations at the division level and above also had additional artillery, engineer, signal, medical, or other specialty units. As the weeks and months passed following D-Day, virtually all units operated below their authorized strength, even with replacements. Many German units, in particular, were at a fraction of their authorized strength by the late summer of 1944.

Throughout the book, specific unit designations are shown following conventional U.S.-European practice: Arabic numerals for divisions, regiments, battalions, and platoons (e.g., 2nd SS Panzer Division, 16th Infantry Regiment); spelled-out numbers for field armies (e.g., French First Army, Third U.S. Army); Roman numerals for corps (e.g., VII Corps); and letters for companies (e.g., Company B).

CHART 1





	
Organization 
	
Typical Composition 
	
Typical Strength 



	Army Group
	Two or more field armies
	200,000-300,000



	(Field) Army
	Two or more corps
	100,000-150,000



	Corps
	Two or more divisions
	25,000-50,000



	Division
	Three or more regiments, brigades, or combat commands
	10,000-15,000



	Regiment, Brigade, or Combat Command
	Two or more battalions
	1,000-3,500



	Battalion or Squadron
	Four to six companies
	400-1,000



	Company or Troop
	Three to five platoons
	100-250



	Platoon
	Two to four squads
	16-50



	Squad
	
	8-12









PROLOGUE

A lone bomber climbed slowly into the darkness from the airfield in Northamptonshire, in central England. It was a little more than an hour before midnight on July 8, 1944, a warm Saturday night. To anyone outside at that hour in the nearby village of Harrington, the B-24 Liberator looked like hundreds of others based throughout Britain; but residents of Harrington knew that nothing at this particular airfield could be taken at face value. Something strange went on there, though no one could say exactly what. Planes took off at about this time—or even later—almost every night, and they always returned before dawn. Nearly always, the planes were silhouetted against a moonlit sky and bore no telltale running lights. Anyone who’d paid any attention at all during the past two years knew that the Americans stationed at every other base in England flew only daytime bombing missions.

The young airmen of the U.S. Eighth Air Force who worked at the base—they called themselves “Carpetbaggers”—were friendly enough. They often spent their free time drinking the weak wartime beer in local pubs, and many had accepted invitations from villagers to come by for a home-cooked meal. But if asked about what they did, the young men grew tight-lipped and evasive. Once it became clear that their work was a military secret, people  stopped asking—as if they knew of some flaw in your family’s past, but liked you and respected you enough not to bring it up.

Closer examination of the bomber lifting off at 2240 hours that night would have revealed that it was no ordinary Liberator. This B-24 was cloaked in a non-reflective black paint. Gun turrets had been removed from the nose, waist, and belly of the fuselage, leaving two gun mountings—one in the top of the fuselage and one in the tail. The crew had been reduced from the standard ten men to eight. Bomb racks had been stripped from the aircraft and replaced by specially designed racks for carrying supply containers; both the racks and the containers were of British manufacture. A plywood trapdoor had been fitted over the hole in the floor where the belly gunner’s turret usually was—a hole meant to allow parachutists to exit the aircraft, one at a time. The air force called it the “Joe hole,” referring to their universal name for jumpers.

Advanced avionics had been added to the plane, as well as a primitive “friend or foe” identification system. There also was advanced radio equipment and an early radar device designed to help prevent the plane from hitting the ground when flying at low altitudes. Oxygen bottles had been removed; this plane wouldn’t be flying high enough to need them. The only light left to burn continuously once a mission was underway was a small one in the navigator’s compartment that gave off an eerie green glow, providing just enough illumination for the navigator to read his charts.

Seated on the airplane’s plywood floor were three young men—parachutists who would jump on the first pass over the drop zone. The leader of the team was a tall, handsome twenty-nine-year-old American army captain, an aircraft armaments officer before volunteering for duty with the Office of Strategic Services. Bernard Knox, a naturalized citizen of the United States, was a native Briton, a Cambridge graduate, and a veteran of the Spanish Civil War. His second-in-command, a French captain named Paul Lebel, had come from a Free French infantry regiment in North Africa, and the third member of the team, Sergeant Gordon Tack, was a British army radio operator assigned to that country’s Special Operations Executive. All three men wore battledress uniform with a winged patch on the upper sleeve. In the center of the patch’s  spread white wings was a red circle with the letters SF, for Special Forces, in light blue.

Their equipment was an odd mixture—British radios, American M1 carbines and .45-caliber pistols, and British compasses. The men wore canvas money belts stuffed with hundreds of thousands in French francs and a smaller amount of American dollars. Over their uniforms they wore standard British jump smocks, their pockets crammed with code books and radio crystals. On their heads they wore British parachutist helmets, on their feet American jump boots.

Positioned above the bomb bay were twelve Type C containers—man-sized tubular-shaped canisters filled with weapons and other equipment for the resistance fighters. These would be dropped during the aircraft’s second pass over the planned drop area, followed by twelve more from a second B-24. The containers were stamped from sheet metal, with reinforcing ribs on the surface. Each had an opening which ran the length of the container and was fastened closed with three latches. A small compartment at one end held a parachute. Protruding from a hole in the compartment was a static line that was fastened to a bar in the aircraft’s interior; when the container left the aircraft the line would pull out the parachute. Carefully packed in the larger main compartment was a standard load of submachine guns, ammunition, grenades, explosives, radios, boots, and other gear—the impedimenta of guerrilla warfare.

The drop zone was a field two miles north of the town of Briec, near the westernmost tip of the Brittany peninsula—that dog-ear-like appendage of northwestern France that points into the North Atlantic. The field was ideal for receiving a parachute drop of men and equipment—a rolling, pastoral stretch of countryside with no high-tension wires or other obstacles on the field itself or along the plane’s approach path.

The previous evening’s French-language news broadcast by the BBC had been followed, as it was every evening, by coded “personal messages” intended for various French resistance groups. Nonsensical phrases that were pointless to anyone but those who knew their hidden meanings: “Jacques has a tall brother,” or “The first snow fell in November,” or some other such silliness.

One such message had meaning for members of the Finistère resistance, which picked up the BBC broadcast on a hidden radio in defiance of an edict by the German occupation authorities. One of the personal messages informed the members of the impending arrival of the three-man team and had directed that the reception committee—the men and women who would await the parachutists at the drop zone—should use a light to flash a pre-arranged letter in Morse code as the aircraft approached, indicating that the drop zone was secure—that no Germans were in the immediate vicinity.

Monsieur Arzel, deputy police chief of Quimper, a large market town to the southwest, organized the reception committee. Around midnight, members of the resistance from nearby villages converged on the drop zone and began preparation for the team’s arrival. A small truck and a few horse-drawn wagons were pulled out of sight into the nearby woods, partly to remain hidden from anyone who might pass by and partly to keep the horses from being frightened by the low-flying aircraft. Armed men took up positions on approaching roads and trails to provide security against possible German patrols. Other men broke up into small groups for retrieving the metal containers packed with arms and ammunition and loading them onto the wagons—it usually took four to handle each container. Still others prepared three small bonfires; these were arranged to form the corners of a large triangle to mark the drop zone and were not to be lit until the aircraft could be heard approaching from the expected direction.

When all was ready, the reception teams hid along the edge of the woods. Shortly before one o’clock in the morning, the drone of the plane was heard and the bonfires were lit. Once the unmistakable shape of the Liberator loomed in the pale moonlit sky, a man standing on the drop zone aimed a flashlight skyward, with a tubular attachment to hide its beam from anyone but those in the bomber. He blinked the appropriate dashes and dots to indicate the prearranged letter.

Aboard the Liberator, an air corps sergeant—called the dispatcher—stood near the Joe hole. Only minutes earlier he had removed the plywood trap door in the floor of the bomber. The pilot, however, unable to spot any lights marking the drop zone, circled for  twenty minutes searching for the triangle of small bonfires, the center of which would be his target. While the triangle lighting system of marking drop zones was common, it was only one of four methods used during the war.

Special operations piloting was something more than an acquired skill, and it demanded the very best pilots. It was low-level, seat-of-the-pants flying in a ponderous heavy bomber designed for formation flying at high altitudes. The B-24 could be cumbersome at these lower altitudes; the machine had to be manhandled. After circling for a time, the pilot informed the dispatcher that he had finally spotted the fires. Then the pilot leveled the plane off and began his run in—at an altitude of around six hundred feet above ground level—lowering the flaps halfway and slowing the bulky plane to about 125 miles per hour, barely above stall speed.

For everyone aboard the airplane, nervous tension rose in proportion to the slackening of the engines. With the bomber on final approach, the sergeant shouted, “Running in!” loudly enough to be heard over the groan of the four huge Pratt & Whitney engines. The dispatcher then busied himself re-checking the static lines leading from the men’s parachutes, which he had moments before hooked to an anchorage in the floor just behind the Joe hole. Within seconds, a red light above the seated men came alive with a dim ruby glow. And, on its cue, the sergeant yelled, “Action stations!” Captain Knox scooted to the edge of the opening, dangling his feet in the slipstream below the plane, watching the grayish green patchwork that defined the ground some six hundred feet below. Only seconds later, a green light came to life as the red one died, and the dispatcher screamed, “Go!” In prearranged order, Captain Knox, then Sergeant Tack, and finally Captain Lebel dropped through the hole and were swallowed up by the darkness.

 



 



Thus began the mission of an Allied special forces team in German-occupied France, one of dozens carried out by these three-man units known as “Jedburghs.” The secret Jedburgh project entailed dropping up to one hundred hybrid special forces teams into occupied France—hundreds of miles ahead of conventional ground forces. The men, commonly referred to as Jeds, were a mix of  British, American, and French operatives. Only about one team in ten, however, included a member of each of those nationalities; on most teams, two of the men were from the same country. But all teams included at least one Frenchman. The Jeds’ mission was to organize, arm, and train groups of French resistance guerrillas.

But, more importantly, these teams were to orchestrate the sabotage and guerrilla warfare activities of these resistance groups to ensure that they complemented operations of the advancing Allied ground forces. The bands of underground partisan fighters with whom they worked were commonly called maquis (pronounced mah-kee)—named for a scrub brush that thrives in the hills of Corsica much as the partisans thrived in the more remote terrain of mainland France. Such maquis bands were initially formed by young men, many of them teenagers, who’d fled to the hills to avoid German labor drafts.

American Jeds belonged to the Office of Strategic Services (OSS); their British counterparts were from the Special Operations Executive (SOE). They were joined by men of General Charles de Gaulle’s Free French organization. Espionage agents they were not. They all were military officers and noncommissioned officers who jumped and worked far behind German lines, most often in uniform. Joining them in this effort, and usually working hand in hand with them in the field, were other uniformed special forces, particularly the British and French Special Air Service (SAS) and the American Operational Groups.

The Jedburghs, along with a few other British and American special forces created at about the same time, were the first such units in history. Never before had nations institutionalized a uniformed military force organized, trained, and equipped to rally and direct the operations of irregular partisans deep in enemy territory. These units functioned in much the same way that their descendants—the U.S. Army Special Forcesa (the Green Berets), Britain’s SAS, and France’s Premier Régiment Parachutiste d’Infanterie de Marine—do today.

But how and for what purpose were such units initially formed?   The original concept for such special forces in World War II Europe was to support British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s idea of engaging the people of occupied Europe in a guerrilla war against the Germans. In this way, Churchill hoped to tie down enemy forces by compelling them to engage in counter-guerrilla operations far from the front lines. Guerrillas could also sabotage railways and ambush enemy columns, delaying reinforcements from reaching the front and improving the prospect for Allied victory and a reduction in Allied casualties.

Unconventional warfare, as conducted during the Second World War, was unprecedented in its scope and methods. New technologies allowed for methods of clandestine and irregular warfare never before even imagined. The airplane provided a means for delivering not only intelligence agents and special forces teams, but also the ordnance and supplies to sustain the men in the field. Modern short-wave communications equipment made it possible for these elements to receive instructions from headquarters in friendly territory, hundreds of miles away. In turn, soldiers operating deep behind enemy lines could use such equipment to report enemy activity and to request supplies or reinforcement from the base station.

The Jedburgh concept was born in the minds of political and military leaders at the highest levels and developed by a small group of dedicated, imaginative Allied army officers (both regulars and soldier-civilians). It was supported with varying degrees of enthusiasm by Allied field commanders and executed by a few hundred highly motivated and adventurous soldiers. The British had devised a strategy of supporting partisan forces in occupied Europe as early as February 1941, and the Jedburgh plan had been first proposed the following year. Planning and preparation began almost in isolation. But over the next three years, with the backing of Churchill and General Dwight D. Eisenhower, it became more and more an integral part of the plan for Operation Overlord—the return of Allied forces to France.

The ideas and efforts of these men of imagination, however, would have counted for little without the remarkably capable young men who were selected and trained to carry out these missions. It took a special type of man to fight the unconventional war;  the work required extraordinary nerve. Once on the ground in German-occupied territory, there was no falling back when things got hot. Retreat or withdrawal was out of the question; there was no rear area to fall back to. And if a member of a Jedburgh team was killed or seriously wounded the loss represented a 33 percent reduction in the unit’s strength and capability. Unlike in an infantry battalion, where units could eventually expect a replacement for such a loss, field replacements in the Jeds were almost unheard of and certainly were not expected.

In conventional combat units, men drew strength from the very nearness of large numbers of their comrades. In the Jedburghs, on the other hand, men had only their inner strength and that of a couple of teammates to pull them through some extraordinarily terrifying experiences.

These men were asked to parachute hundreds of miles behind enemy lines and establish contact with battle-hardened resistance fighters who had grown leery of strangers as a result of German infiltration ploys. The Jeds’ task was to gain the confidence of these underground leaders and work with them to support the Allied ground campaign. It was work that left little margin for error, and it called for top-drawer men.

So who were these men and where did they come from? Some were army regulars, but many more came into the military from civilian life after the war began. And they were a tremendously mixed lot, coming from all walks of pre-war life: brewery worker, scholar, Hollywood stuntman, lawyer, silver polisher, business executive, whiskey taster, stockbroker, physical therapist, bank auditor, lumberjack, musician, restaurateur, foundry worker, French nobleman, grocery deliveryman, chemical lab assistant, photoengraver, politician, tennis pro, oil executive, and cattle rancher. There were engineers, radio repairmen, newspaper reporters, college undergraduates, medical and law school students, taxi drivers, university lecturers, high school teachers, and athletic coaches.

They hailed primarily, and in roughly equal numbers, from France, Britain, and the United States. Into this mélange were sprinkled, as if for flavoring, a Belgian, a Canadian, a handful of Dutch, and a South African. Just under three hundred men in all.  But, as diverse as their backgrounds were, they also had much in common. They all were men of adventurous spirit—not inclined to shrink from a challenge or to look for the easy way out. And they were men who liked to think for themselves.

The Americans among them could recall the anti-war movement in the United States in the pre-Pearl Harbor days—a movement whose sentiments some of them shared at the time—but since their country’s entrance into the war these men were anxious to do their part. The British had seen the devastation and withdrawal of their army from France in 1940, and the costly German bombing of their cities and the evacuation of children and whole families to the countryside. The French had seen firsthand the theft of their country and the humiliation of its population. All the men were products of the Depression—a bleak and fearful time for most, regardless of nationality. And, as a result, most of them had become accustomed to risk, austerity, and hardship.

Then, as these men were finishing high school or college—generally during the late 1930s and early 1940s—their world started coming apart. Nations had once again failed to resolve their differences short of going to war. And, characteristically, these young men chose a most challenging and atypical way in which to help put the world right again.

These were the few men who remained in their seats at OSS and SOE recruitment briefings, even after hearing of the risks involved. Their motives for volunteering may have differed, but self-confidence was a common trait. They stayed because, regardless of what else they were, they were men of action—athletes, travelers, adventure seekers—tough guys, both physically and mentally.

The officers were graduates of some of the best colleges and universities in the world. Even the Jedburgh radio operators—noncommissioned officers (although the French made a practice of commissioning theirs just prior to deployment)—often had completed one or two years of college. And this was at a time when the average soldier had but two years of high school. Despite their tender ages, the noncoms were catapulted in rank, promoted at a pace unheard of in conventional units.

If you walked into a room full of Jeds, you could likely find someone with whom to discuss Greek tragedy or epidemiology or tort  law or bel canto opera. Any number of them, as a result of their radio training, might get you in over your head on the subject of electromagnetic wave propagation—and many of them could do so in two or more languages. But, given cause, they could also knock you on your ass.

Although they were brassy, cocksure, boundlessly self-confident, these men were not without human emotion. In the field—hunted like wild animals by the Germans—some knew fear so strong that they clearly recalled it more than forty years later. But they never let that fear overcome them; they prevailed in spite of it. Some felt a need to prove something. But most were simply determined to serve with only the best—in other words, with men like themselves. In doing so, they formed a lifelong brotherhood.

General Eisenhower himself, supreme commander of Allied forces in Europe, recognized the special forces’ contribution in the campaign for France when he said, “In no previous war, and in no other theater during this war, have resistance forces been so closely harnessed to the main military effort.”1


Details of their activities were not widely known at the time because the operations were classified, and remained so until well after the war. As records emerge through declassification efforts begun in the 1980s, however, it is clear that these special forces, and the resistance movements they supported, did a great deal to help drive Hitler’s army from France in the summer of 1944. Eisenhower praised their actions on numerous occasions, according to his naval aide, Captain Harry C. Butcher. As Butcher noted in his wartime diary, Ike considered the maquis to have been “far more effective than many doubting Thomases thought before D-Day.”2  And the Jedburghs contributed significantly to their success.

Fewer than three hundred men deployed on Jed teams—a third the strength of an American infantry battalion of the time;3 indeed, only half again the size of a rifle company. Yet, this group of men earned an impressive number of decorations. Of the eighty-three American Jeds, for example, no less than fifty-three were decorated. The awards include twelve Distinguished Service Crosses, two Navy Crosses, eight Silver Stars, six Legion of Merit medals, and fourteen Bronze Star Medals;4 and more than three dozen men earned the French Croix de Guerre.

If postwar careers of Jedburgh veterans are any indication, those who ran the exhaustive recruitment, assessment, and selection process did a remarkable job. Many of those chosen for the Jedburghs went on to become successful statesmen and diplomats, military and intelligence professionals, doctors and lawyers, scholars and educators, journalists and authors, businessmen and trades-men. The French, British, and American contingents each included future generals (a dozen in all) and statesmen of cabinet, minister, and ambassadorial rank. Two would become members of Britain’s parliament. There was a future director of the Central Intelligence Agency, a top columnist for The Saturday Evening Post and  Newsweek, an acclaimed scholar and professor of Hellenic studies, and a world-renowned cardiac surgeon. The Jeds also produced an Episcopalian priest and a Benedictine monk, a cotton plantation manager and a wine grower, an artist and a novelist, and a public relations agent for Princess Grace of Monaco. One former Jed would become a television producer, another a psychiatrist, and still another an accomplished chef. Quite a showing for a group of roughly two hundred and eighty men. And all were true heroes—in a day when that label was not carelessly applied.

It is an unfortunate irony that most of these self-sacrificing heroes have lived unnamed and uncredited among us for decades. They taught us in school, they treated our illnesses, they sold us insurance, they saw to our legal affairs, but few ever spoke of their wartime experiences. Many of their immediate family members told me that they had no idea of the part their father or husband or brother had played in the war. The majority of them remained silent because they had been ordered to do so. Their role in the war was classified, and they were sworn to secrecy by their respective governments. In most cases, even family and friends only learned of their wartime deeds when the CIA began declassifying the relevant records in 1985. Wide exposure came even later in Britain, where the Official Secrets Act delayed declassification until more recently. And, until now, there never has been a complete account of how these men were selected and trained and how they operated in the field.

Ernie Pyle, the great war correspondent, wrote in 1944: “The story of the French underground, when the day comes for it to be  written, will be one of the most fascinating stories in all history.”5  And the Jedburghs and other Allied special forces who did so much to help the resistance are an important part of that story.

Space restrictions compel me to limit this account to a representative half-dozen teams, allowing their stories to be told in greater detail. But the reader should keep in mind that for each Jedburgh team whose story is told here a dozen more were engaged in similar operations. I also should caution readers against comparing the Jedburghs to elite infantry strike forces such as the British Commandos or the U.S. Army’s Rangers. The Jeds were not organized or equipped as those units were because the Jeds had a different and much broader mission. The Jedburghs were fighters, but they also were teachers and advisors, counselors and advocates, combat leaders, negotiators—the first diplomat-soldiers.






1

CALL TO ACTION


THE alert came on a clear and sunny Friday morning. The date was June 2, 1944, and Sergeant Bob Kehoe and his teammates were on a training exercise in central England. Unknown to the men, the long-awaited cross-channel invasion of occupied France, called Operation Overlord, was scheduled to begin on Monday morning, the fifth. In military planners’ terminology, that gave June 5 the designation “D-Day.”

The coming weeks were to bring adventure beyond anything that Kehoe, a young GI from New Jersey, ever had expected. More than six months of training ensured that he possessed the necessary skills and that his body was in peak condition. But no training could prepare young men like Kehoe for the human dimension of combat—especially behind enemy lines. He and his Jedburgh teammates soon would experience firsthand the deadly and unpredictable—yet exhilarating—war of the partisan. The men would come to know its inconceivable treachery, its unsung valor, its abrupt and unanticipated violence—its unimagined fear and excitement.

That spring, with D-Day drawing near, Allied rehearsals of all types had been stepped-up throughout Britain—everything from amphibious landings, with naval forces supporting infantry and armor as they splashed ashore on unchallenged Devon beaches, to  mass parachute landings by the airborne regiments. And to fine-tune the unconventional part of the grand scheme, the Jedburgh training staff had staged a series of field exercises. The Jeds were one of three special forces elements which General Eisenhower planned to drop throughout occupied France to sever German communications and to delay the movement of enemy reinforcements to the Normandy beachhead. They would do so by stiffening the French resistance and by relaying operational direction to the partisans from Eisenhower’s headquarters.

Formal training for the multinational three-man Jedburgh teams, some six to eight months of it, was complete by the first week of June. The final and most extensive Jedburgh war game, Exercise Lash, put the teams in the hilly picture-postcard terrain of the Charnwood Forest, in Leicestershire.

For the past few days, Jeds had been lurking about the wooded upland, through its secluded valleys and up its rocky summits, organizing and controlling surrogate partisan groups. The field exercise required the men to put six months of guerrilla warfare lessons into practice—stealth, sabotage, clandestine communications, ambush. Fit young men worked at becoming shadows. Bodies had hardened, wits sharpened—they were ready. Lash was, in a sense, their final exam. It had kicked off on the last day of May under unsettled skies and occasional rain showers and was to continue until June 8.1


Kehoe had enlisted in the U.S. Army Signal Corps in September 1942. Less than two years later, he was the radio operator for—and the youngest member of—one of the few Jedburgh teams that was tri-national in makeup. All teams had at least one French officer; in some cases, the radio operator also was French and the third member was either an American or a British officer. On most other teams, the French officer was accompanied by an officer and radio operator who were both either American or British. Only about one team in ten featured an American-British-French combination. At twenty-one years of age, Kehoe looked much younger—too young, by appearance, to be served alcohol, and much too young to be in this deadly business. He was a good-looking kid, with a head of hair that the older Jeds must have envied, and sharp-nosed in a way that  gave him a distinguished look, like the mature Joe DiMaggio, underwriting his youthful innocence with a no-nonsense image.

Friday had begun warm and clear, a perfect early summer day, and Sergeant Kehoe’s team was in the middle of the Lash exercise. Then, without much in the way of a sensible explanation, Kehoe and the two officers he was teamed with were ordered to return to the country estate that served as the Jedburgh training center. By afternoon, they were back at the sprawling brownstone mansion known as Milton Hall—a seventeenth-century Elizabethan, set amidst sporadic hardwood groves in an otherwise pastoral flatland. The men saw that another team, led by a Frenchman, Captain Erard, and an American, Captain Cyr (pronounced “sear”), had also been called back. Kehoe had seen Captain Cyr before and knew who he was, but he had never really gotten to know him. Both teams were told to pack for a five-day exercise with the British Special Air Service (SAS). The men were forewarned that, just in case the exercise extended beyond five days, they should pack thoroughly. In fact, they should prepare as they would for combat. The teams were to be ready to depart on Sunday morning, June 4, 1944.

Leading Kehoe’s team was Captain Adrian Wise of the British army. Wise had come to the Jedburghs from the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, was a graduate of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst, and was a veteran of two commando raids on the coast of Norway early in the war. Kehoe liked Wise and admired the captain’s command of French, which he was told had been cultivated during the summers Wise had spent with his family in Normandy. The twenty-six-year-old Wise, with his beaming, handsome face and his dark, wavy hair, looked as if he’d been picked for the role of guerrilla leader by a Hollywood casting director. More to the point, though, his experience as an infantry officer in combat was invaluable.

Kehoe found himself agreeing with Wise’s hunch that this “exercise” story was just that—a cover—and that what lay ahead was the real thing. Many soldiers currently engaged in field exercises throughout England, after all, had noticed the steady increase in convoys of troop-laden trucks and trains carrying military vehicles southward. Such activity only added to the nationwide speculation  that the big invasion was near. Two other teams that had returned to Milton Hall over the last couple of days now were nowhere to be seen. Plus, being withdrawn from one exercise to be carted off to another just sounded too phony; they must have been pulled out for a real mission. They were sure of it. Still, anything was possible in the army.

The third member of the team, a French officer and Wise’s second in command, was skeptical about the prospect that the team was embarking on anything other than another exercise. A moon-faced Parisian with deep-set eyes and a high forehead, the amiable Lieutenant Paul Aguirec was a bit older than Wise and Kehoe. He was an experienced army officer, having been activated from the reserves in the late 1930s, and, like many of the French Jeds, he had been recruited for the secret special forces project in North Africa. Wise and Kehoe enjoyed the company of the fun-loving Frenchman, despite his limited command of English. In keeping with a practice followed by all French men and women taking part in the shadow war, the lieutenant had adopted a nom de guerre to protect his relatives still in France in the event of his capture. His real name was, in fact, Paul Bloch-Auroch. But Aguirec was the only name Kehoe and Wise knew him by.2


Kehoe had first met the two officers when he was teamed with them on a recent exercise, and they had asked him to permanently join them a week later. He’d come to like both officers and was delighted to become their radio operator, and in the ensuing weeks he grew to appreciate their sense of teamwork. Although his job was communications, nothing on Captain Wise’s team was the exclusive domain of the officers. During the exercises in the weeks since their team had been formed, Kehoe helped with the planning right alongside them.3


But, on the chance that this might be more than just another exercise, the two teams packed their gear carefully with an eye toward the prospect of months of combat rather than a week or two of training. The next day, all six men and their equipment were inspected and deemed ready. That afternoon, gloomy skies descended over southern England.

[image: 002]

On the Channel coast that Saturday night, rain, driven by a howling wind, hammered General Eisenhower’s tent camp. The great Allied invasion, Operation Overlord, was about to be launched from staging bases throughout southern England, and the supreme commander and a few senior members of his staff had left their London headquarters on May 29 and established an advanced command post at Southwick, seven miles north of Portsmouth.

Tucked away in a patch of woods atop a bluff, it was a GI tent and trailer affair, spread along trails in the manner of a tourist campground. Not far away, amid manicured lawns and gardens, sat a mansion called Southwick House which served as the headquarters of Admiral Bertram Ramsay, Eisenhower’s naval commander in chief. The view from the house overlooking Portsmouth harbor showed it to be crowded with naval vessels—battleships, destroyers, landing craft, and transports and tenders of all types.

Eisenhower held a special meeting in the library of the big house for his senior commanders at two o’clock on Sunday morning, June 4. Because of the terrific storm raging outside, he announced a postponement of the invasion for at least twenty-four hours, pushing D-Day from June 5 to June 6.4


 



 



Later that morning, the six Jeds threw their gear on the back of a truck, climbed aboard, and began the two-hour drive to London. At about eleven o’clock, the truck turned into Devonshire Close, an attractive side street just south of Regent’s Park, and stopped in front of a handsome row house, just a few blocks east of Madame Tussaud’s wax museum in north London. The house, the men were told, would be their home for the next few days. Oddly, there was no sign of security in the area; it was a typical London residential street. But such tedious benignity provided its own kind of security. The British Special Operations Executive (SOE) and the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS) had taken over many such flats and houses in the Marylebone district of the city. The buildings were used as temporary quarters and briefing rooms for agents and special forces teams awaiting transport to the Continent. This  one was less than half a mile from Special Operations Executive headquarters on Baker Street and Special Force Headquarters in nearby Montagu Mansions.5


A British officer from the London Jedburgh staff arrived at the Devonshire house and introduced himself as Major Horton. He would be the teams’ escort and briefing officer. And yes, there was a real mission. No more exercises.

The Jeds soon learned that they would be jumping into Brittany, but also that they would not be going in alone. In the months leading up to the invasion, as it turned out, there had been heated debate at the highest levels about the role Britain’s Special Air Service was to play. In the end, it was decided that SAS parties would parachute deep behind enemy lines and establish bases of operation from which to perform their mayhem. In North Africa, the SAS had made good use of heavily armed jeeps during raids on German air bases. Current plans called for these same jeeps to be dropped by parachute, or landed by glider, to allow similar mobile raiding parties in France. By the spring of 1944, the SAS had grown to brigade size with more than two thousand men organized in two British regiments, two French parachute infantry battalions, a Belgian parachute squadron, and supporting signal units.6 In Brittany, the 4th French SAS was to be used. The 4th included many native Bretons, and their mission would be to arm and train the local maquis there, while adding their own firepower and leadership.

Unfortunately, there had been little coordination or planning between the SAS and the Jedburghs, and there were important differences in their approaches to unconventional warfare. Where the Jedburghs had been taught the importance of mobility in guerrilla warfare, constantly moving and never remaining long in one place, the SAS insisted on establishing and operating from fairly permanent and sizable bases deep behind enemy lines. While operating from such bases is a reasonable procedure in some parts of the world and against less capable enemies, plans which called for special forces and guerrillas to defend such bases in occupied France against attacks by the highly mechanized Wehrmacht at least should have raised some eyebrows.

The French SAS was to establish two bases in Brittany. One, code-named Samwest, would be in the Forêt de Duault, a forest west of  the medieval cathedral town of St-Brieuc on Brittany’s north coast. The other would go farther south, where the SAS would set up a somewhat larger base under the code name Dingson.

Captain Wise’s Jed team, assigned the code name Frederick, was to accompany the Samwest party and, at least initially, operate under the command of the SAS leader, Captain André Leblond. Being subordinated to the SAS rankled Wise and Kehoe, but they bit their tongues, knowing that the mission would, at least, soon get them into France. On the eve of D-Day, the men learned, the SAS would drop two officers and sixteen soldiers as a lead element to find a site for a camp and prepare for the arrival of the remainder of the party. That remainder amounted to about one hundred men to be dropped over two consecutive nights. Jed team Frederick was to jump with the first contingent of forty-five SAS troopers on Friday night. They were to be dropped just southwest of the crossroads town of Guingamp, about a dozen miles in from the coast, west of St-Brieuc, in the department known as the Côtes-du-Nord (today called the Côtes d’Armor), one of five administrative departments that made up the region of Brittany. It was an area of farmlands and scattered hilly woodlands, with charming villages and towns that, like Guingamp, featured cobblestone streets and granite buildings with gray slate roofs.

The other team, with Captain Erard and Captain Cyr, was code-named George. This team would be attached to the Dingson SAS party and would jump with them into an area near Redon in the department of Morbihan in southern Brittany.

Once on the ground, the Jeds were to contact local resistance elements, about which very little was known, and enlist their aid in defending the SAS camps. Any additional arms and supplies needed were to be delivered by airdrop arranged by the Jeds. The teams also were to provide London an assessment of the resistance potential in their respective areas. Additionally, if circumstances warranted it they were to request the deployment of additional Jedburgh teams and designate suitable drop zones for their delivery.

At one point, a communications expert arrived at the house and took Sergeant Kehoe to a separate room and went over communications procedures with him.7 All radio messages, to and from the field, would be via wireless telegraphy and would be kept secure  through the use of a cipher system known as the one-time pad. This pad of eight-inch-square sheets provided a key for enciphering and deciphering messages and was matched by an identical pad at the receiving station. Each sheet, different from all the rest, was used only once and then was destroyed, enabling the rendering of a brief message in a cipher that was unbreakable to anyone not possessing an identical pad.

For added security, Kehoe and the other radio operator memorized security checks. These were code words or letters or numbers which served as danger signals—to either be included in a message or omitted from it, according to the individual operator’s instructions—to indicate to London that the operator had been captured and was transmitting under duress. Sergeant Kehoe was grilled until he and the briefer were certain that he had the codes down cold. For obvious reasons, they could not be written anywhere.

Security also could be enhanced by keeping messages as brief as possible. To assist in this, Kehoe was issued a twenty-inch-square piece of silk—which would outlast paper in the field—printed with four-letter brevity codes designed to replace often-used phrases in all messages. He also received a schedule of radio contacts to be made. The schedule designated times for both sending and receiving messages.

Next, the teams learned about German forces known to be in the area. Every scrap of available information was provided—unit designations and locations, and sites of headquarters and supply depots. Brittany had been vital to the German naval war, providing bases for the U-boat wolf packs that had decimated Allied shipping in the North Atlantic. Some fifty thousand German troops occupied Brittany, intent on defending those strategic bases. There were first-rate parachute divisions, other units comprised largely of Russians captured on the Eastern Front and thrown into German uniform, and everything in between. Intelligence estimated that the Germans could move three divisions from Brittany to reinforce front-line units in Normandy once the Allied landings began. They had to be delayed or stopped, and that responsibility fell largely to the resistance and Allied special forces.

The men were also reminded of German intelligence and security measures and units, including the Abwehr (military intelligence)  and the Geheime Staatspolizei (secret state police). Normally referred to by the abbreviated term Gestapo, the latter was already well known for its brutal interrogation methods. Rumor had it that the Gestapo could be either ruthlessly efficient or bungling idiots.

Working hand in hand with the Germans, and equally detested by the French, was the collaborationist police force called the Milice—composed of Frenchmen who had been enticed to aid and abet the occupation forces. This militia had been created by the Vichy government in January 1943 to assist the German intelligence and security agencies in their campaign against the French resistance, and had become, in essence, a “French Gestapo.” Some said that its ranks included convicted criminals whom the Germans had released under the condition that they work faithfully for the occupiers—work which included tracking down members of the resistance and anyone who supported them.

Maps were issued, and the men were briefed on the topography of the area. One map, in a scale of 1:50,000 (meaning one inch on the map represented fifty thousand inches on the ground), covered the area where they were to jump. A series of Michelin road maps, though, would prove best for daily use and for identifying drop zones for Special Force Headquarters in London. Each man also received a map printed on silk, to be tucked away in the bottom of a pocket so that it would be available, if needed, in survival or escape situations.

Finally, the Jeds were shown a list with names and descriptions of Allied agents known to be operating in the area. The names, of course, were pseudonyms, and the list was to be memorized, not carried.8


After remaining in the house all afternoon, the men were taken out to dinner by Major Horton. Decked out in their assorted field uniforms, the small group walked through London’s eerily quiet streets. Men in a wide variety of military uniforms, so prevalent throughout the city only a few days before, were few in number on this night. The small group of men finally settled on a restaurant that was nearly empty and enjoyed their first good meal of the day.

The night seemed long in coming. With wartime Britain on double daylight saving time (standard time plus two hours) it remained light until half past ten.

[image: 003]

Many Londoners who were not on the streets that night were listening to the nine o’clock BBC news broadcast, where they learned that troops of General Mark Clark’s Fifth U.S. Army had entered Rome earlier that day. Following the news, as it did every night, the French-language BBC service aired the “personal messages” that provided coded signals to the French resistance.

At nine-thirty, in the library at Southwick House, Group Captain John Stagg of the Royal Air Force, chief meteorologist at Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), briefed General Eisenhower and his senior commanders on the near-term weather prospects. Brass and braid filled every easy chair and couch in the small room. Outside, the storm had been gathering strength throughout the day and seemed to threaten disaster if the operation proceeded as scheduled. Every man in the room understood the implications of another postponement. If the landings could not take place on the morning of June 6, as then scheduled, the tide and moon conditions—tides coming in at just the right time to aid the landings and moonlight enough to aid the airborne divisions—would not be favorable again for nearly two weeks. Months of planning and training and waiting were taking their toll on troops as well as commanders. The strain was palpable. But Stagg predicted that a break in the storm would arrive in time for the landings scheduled for the morning of June 6. The commanders would meet again at four-fifteen in the morning for a final update and decision on whether the invasion would be launched.

Early on Monday morning, June 5, through gusting winds and a cold, driving rain, Eisenhower drove the mile from his tent to Southwick House. His staff and subordinate commanders were waiting there for him. Group Captain Stagg once again gave the general the latest weather forecast, which continued to call for a slight break in the storm—probably no more than twenty-four hours. Eisenhower asked each of his subordinate commanders for their recommendation. After each had spoken, Ike thought for a moment, surveying the assembled group through brisk blue eyes, and then gave his decision.

“O.K., let’s go.”9 Eisenhower had just ordered the launching of history’s greatest military invasion.

General Eisenhower would spend the day visiting British and American units as they prepared to depart. As the day progressed, the sky over southern England remained gray, but the wind began to die down. There was still a distinct chill in the air, while only days before it had been hot.

 



 



Throughout that Monday, the two Jedburgh teams sequestered in the row house on Devonshire Close pored over maps and worked on memorizing code names and other details. To Sergeant Kehoe, Captain Cyr seemed a bit edgy, constantly asking questions. But it wasn’t just Cyr; all of the men were pretty nervous.10


Again, that evening, Major Horton escorted the Jeds to a local restaurant. Unknown to the men as they enjoyed their meal that night, five thousand ships and ten thousand airplanes were preparing to carry nearly two hundred thousand troops across the channel to the beaches of Normandy.

In the very early hours of Tuesday, June 6, light sleepers in London and throughout southern England were aware of endless formations of aircraft passing overhead in a southerly direction. Beginning around midnight, the continuous drone of more than ten thousand Allied planes—bombers, fighters, and troop carriers loaded with fifteen thousand American and eight thousand British paratroopers—caused a vibration that could be felt in the buildings below. Some planes circled over London for nearly two hours as groups formed up before heading toward Normandy. The din continued until after dawn—and by then, tens of thousands of Allied soldiers were fighting to gain and hold a sixty-mile-wide beachhead on the coast of Normandy.

At the Devonshire Close house that Tuesday morning, the Jeds woke to a clear, warm day. An hour before noon, the BBC announced that the invasion of occupied France was under way. By day’s end, the Allies would have fifty-five thousand men ashore. All that day and into the following morning, the six Jeds kept the radio on, following the latest updates from the Normandy beachhead.

On Wednesday morning, Major Horton arrived in a Dodge truck stenciled with U.S. Army markings. The men had been issued  weapons—American .30-caliber carbines and Colt .45-caliber automatic pistols—radios, frequency crystals, and cipher materials. They threw their gear in the truck, boarded, and were off to the SAS camp.

About fifty miles northwest of London, they came to the medieval city of Oxford, and Major Horton stopped long enough for the men to enjoy a stroll through the university grounds. After hours of sitting through briefings and memorizing details of the mission—as if cramming for the greatest of final exams—the pause at Oxford was like stepping into another world. The Americans, especially, seeing it for the first time, were enchanted with the majestic spires, and the medieval residence halls and academic buildings. Bob Kehoe appreciated the peaceful interlude. Strolling through the manicured gardens of an institution in its eighth century of existence, the oldest university in the English-speaking world, took him away from the war for a time. Much information had been thrown at the Jeds over the past few days—code names, order-of-battle data, cipher procedures, danger signals, evasion methods, agent identities. It could be mind-numbing; the brain needed a break from it all. But the respite ended too soon.11


Leaving Oxford, the truck wandered along narrow English roads until it came to the quaint old town of Fairford, in Gloucestershire. South of the town, the truck pulled into a camp that was adjacent to an airfield. In May, the SAS brigade had moved here to be close to the airfields used by their transport, the Royal Air Force’s No. 38 Group. They ran a secure camp, meaning that it was enclosed by a double barbed-wire fence and no one was allowed to leave without specific orders.

Kehoe’s first impression of the French SAS men was that they were itching for action. “Wild” was a word he used to describe them. They certainly appeared fit, and had obviously trained hard and well. Not surprisingly, both the Jeds and the SAS were uncomfortable with the relationship that had been forced upon them. The redundancy in their missions was obvious to the dullest of military minds, and both groups were uneasy with it. The SAS seemed to regard the Jedburghs as interlopers. Who were these six guys, seemingly just along for the ride? The SAS men were confident of their ability to handle the mission at hand, and they could see little of value that the  two Jed teams might add. The men joked and made small talk, feeling one another out, as if the Jeds were new kids in a tough school.

That evening, the two Jedburgh teams were taken to meet the leader of the French SAS contingent that was going into Brittany, thirty-six-year-old Commandant (Major) Pierre-Louis Bourgoin. He was a brawny six-foot-three, with a jowly face that featured a long, broad nose and intense, narrow-set eyes. A thick shock of brown hair sprouted from the widow’s peak above his forehead. Commandant Bourgoin would be called handsome only by very close family members. But he was clearly not a man to be trifled with, and the absence of an arm did nothing to diminish that impression. An Algerian-born teacher, he had received his lieutenant’s commission in a reserve regiment in 1928, had distinguished himself in battle in North Africa early in the war, and the second of two wounds had cost him the arm. He had taken command of the 4th SAS Battalion in England in November 1943.

Bourgoin met each of the Jeds and, upon greeting Bob Kehoe, remarked how young the sergeant looked. He then directed the Jeds to attend a meeting that he planned to hold in the officers’ mess at the evening meal. This, unfortunately, caused a stir. How was Sergeant Kehoe to accompany his teammates to a meeting in the officer’s mess, an area off limits to enlisted personnel?

Special Force Headquarters had instructed the Jeds to remain together at all times while on the SAS base. But, like all European armies, France’s observed many age-old traditions, including that of a distinct class barrier between officers and enlisted men. The Jeds soon found that the French SAS was no different. Irritated at the thought of having to exclude Sergeant Kehoe from the meeting, Captain Wise convinced their hosts to dispense with custom and to allow Kehoe to join them for dinner and to attend the war council. The French radio operator on team George, Kehoe noted, had just been made an officer.

Thursday—which was Captain Cyr’s twenty-third birthday—was spent studying maps with the SAS and sitting through more of Commandant Bourgoin’s chalk talks. The Algerian spoke and carried himself with authority, and his men loved him. In the evening, the Jed teams mingled with the SAS officers, and the drinks flowed freely, and as the Jeds learned more about these Frenchmen, their  respect grew. Many of them had trained and fought with the British SAS in North Africa. Then they had all gone through commando training in Scotland, as well as parachute training. As the hours passed, the frost on the SAS began to thaw.

Some last-minute promotions came through for the Jeds. Wise was raised to the rank of major and Kehoe to technical sergeant, the rank known today as sergeant first class. But Aguirec’s promotion to full lieutenant, the equivalent of first lieutenant, wasn’t to come until later.

On Friday, the men packed their gear and prepared for the jump. Kehoe, who had the most to carry, was allowed to make use of a container for the two radios, each of which weighed nearly forty pounds. His carbine went into another container, but he kept his pistol with extra loaded magazines on his belt. Adding to his bulky load were eight cipher books, another book-sized box containing his transmission crystals, and extra dry-cell batteries for the receiver.

The officers each carried a carbine and a rucksack which contained all equipment not otherwise worn or strapped to the body. Like Kehoe’s, the officers’ rucksacks carried ammunition, rations, and a few extra items of clothing. In a canvas money belt, each officer carried the standard Jedburgh issue of one hundred thousand French francs and fifty U.S. dollars; Kehoe carried another fifty thousand francs and fifty dollars. Each man wore the standard grayish-green British parachute smock over his uniform. The smock would be discarded along with the parachute upon landing. Lastly, the parachute was strapped on.

When all equipment had been checked, the Jeds and the SAS men headed out to the airstrip, where a row of majestic four-engine British Stirling bombers awaited them.12
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INTO THE HORNET’S NEST


THE long, blunt-nosed Stirling had a wingspan of ninety-nine feet, which proved barely adequate; the plane was difficult to get off the ground and ponderous once it was airborne. Because it was so inferior in performance to the next generation of bombers—the American B-24s and B-17s, for example—Britain’s Bomber Command had stopped using the Stirling in early 1943. The black planes which now stood before the Jeds had been relegated to the shadow war; they belonged to two squadrons from 38 Group, which flew primarily for the SAS.

Both Jed teams prayed that the mission would be a go. So many missions were scrubbed at this stage because of bad weather over the target area or a last-minute message from the field warning that German activity near the drop zone made it too risky. Some unfortunate teams took off and made it nearly to the drop area before the mission was aborted and the team had to turn back.

It was a pleasant enough evening, with only a slight cloud cover. Special operations air missions like these depended on moonlight, both to provide jumpers some ability to see the ground below them and to aid the reception committee in its work. Cloud cover increasing to the point of obstructing the moon could cause a postponement of the mission. This night was near the end of the moon  phase—a half-moon lingered low in the sky—so an uncomfortably long delay was possible.

Containers packed with weapons, explosives, and other gear for the maquis were first stowed aboard by the aircrew. These would be dropped after the parachutists had all jumped. Two of the containers held Bob Kehoe’s carbine and the team’s two radios. The men checked each other’s parachutes to ensure that the harnesses were in good condition and fastened correctly.

The aircrews had planned a late-night departure. In early June days were long, and the crews wanted the added security that a takeoff in darkness provided. Brittany was not far away; it would be a relatively short flight. At 2330 hours (or eleven-thirty PM) the heavily laden men of the Samwest SAS party and Jed team Frederick lined up to board three Stirlings from 620 Squadron. Each plane would carry about fifteen jumpers, along with the dispatcher and the crew. All told, the three planes’ cargo included fifty men, twenty-three containers, and five smaller parcels.

Not far away, Jed team George and the Dingson SAS detachment began climbing aboard two Stirlings from 299 Squadron. The same load of men and containers that the Samwest group had put into three planes in this case was loaded into only two. The Stirling’s fuselage was long but narrow and, with space taken up by the containers, it was a tight fit for the jumpers. They were packed in like travelers on a cheap bus. At twenty-six minutes past midnight, team Frederick’s plane lifted off. Nine minutes later, team George was airborne.1


On team Frederick’s plane, the pilot steered low along a prescribed route, one that would become familiar to the crew in the coming week. The Jeds were seated in the middle of a row—known in paratrooper jargon as a stick—of SAS troopers. Kehoe’s position in the stick determined that he would be the fourth man to jump. Four husky Bristol engines pulled the big plane over the Channel at just over two hundred miles per hour. In the bomber’s dark interior, the steady grind of the Bristols was oddly comforting—if you let it, it could put you to sleep. At times, the plane bucked or jigged, or suddenly shifted direction ever so slightly, as the pilot sparred with the wind and attempted to dodge antiaircraft fire when they crossed over the French coastline. Slightly more than an hour into  the flight, the dispatcher shouted the “Running in!” alert. The plane passed over the drop zone once and circled back; the SAS and Jeds would be ready to drop through the open bomb bay on the second pass.

Any fear of jumping had been forced to the deepest recesses of Bob Kehoe’s mind by the thoughts of what might happen once the men left the aircraft. Two of the three possibilities that coursed through his consciousness were not attractive. Machine gun and small-arms fire could greet them as they hung helplessly under canopy. Worse, the Gestapo could be on the ground waiting to police them up as soon as the jumpers touched down. The third prospect, of course, was that all would go as planned. Then the men were standing, with their static lines hooked to the overhead cable, and almost without realizing it, Bob Kehoe found himself reciting the Twenty-third Psalm.2


When the dispatcher shouted, “Go!” the Stirling emptied its human load faster than seemed possible. The jump procedure on the Stirling was new to the Jeds. Like commuters hurrying to make a subway connection, the men raced toward the rear of the aircraft, scrambling as fast as their load and the bear-hugging parachute harness would allow. Reaching the gaping bomb bay opening, they spilled through into the moonlit Breton sky.
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