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			For the great escapees whose stories are told in these pages,

			and for those of their comrades who did not make it home.

			 

			And for Christian Deehan,

			the late grandson of Herbert Castelow MM

			– gone but not forgotten.

		

	
		
			Contents

			SAS Great Escapes Two

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Author’s Note

			 

			Preface

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Acknowledgements

			Acknowledgements On Sources

			Sources

			Selected Bibliography

			Picture Section

			AFPSAS

			Who Dares Cares

			Blind Veterans UK

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages. Throughout the writing of this book I have endeavoured to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will endeavour to include further recollections in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Forces was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist can tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. That being said, I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place, time­scale and narrative to the stories depicted here. Where various accounts appear particularly confused, the methodology I have used is the ‘most likely’ scenario: if two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have treated that account as most likely.

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

			 

			A final note and an appeal for information. The real identities of some of the individuals portrayed in the following pages seems lost to time, but perhaps there may be readers who can help solve such mysteries. For example, the medic known as ‘Johnson’ in all contemporary accounts of the Operation Bigamy raid appears not to have used that name, and is formally recorded today as simply being of an ‘unknown identity’. I have used the name ‘Johnson’ in this account, as no other is available. It appears as if he was known as ‘Jakie’ to the men of the SAS, and that he did not survive the war. If anyone has any further details which may help clarify his true identity, do please get in contact.

			I am also keen to learn more about Operation Bulbasket, the escape from which forms the core story in Chapter Five of this book. It seems to me that there is a great deal more to be told about this incredible, yet ill-­fated post-­D-­Day mission. I am particularly keen to hear from anyone with insight into Operation Bulbasket, including any family members of those who partook in the mission, or indeed those who may know more details about the extraordinarily successful RAF missions flown in support of the SAS men on the ground, or indeed anyone with insight into the war crimes investigations that followed.

			My website – www.damienlewis.com – is the best means by which to make contact with me, and I extend my thanks to anyone who may be able to help.

		

	
		
			Preface

			Books have the potential to be extraordinary things. They can be immensely powerful. They can and do inspire people; they can turn an individual’s fortunes around and change people’s lives. I’ve always liked to think that perhaps my own had the potential to do something like that. At least, I’d always hoped so. In the summer of 2022 I was given some quite extraordinary insight into all of that . . . and in the most unexpected of ways.

			The previous year I had published a book entitled SAS Great Escapes. It told the stories of seven amazing escapes executed by members of the wartime SAS. Almost a year after publication a message dropped into my email inbox, which had been sent to me via my author’s website (damienlewis.com). The subject line was ‘Your book saved my life’. As you can imagine, it caught my attention. I opened it, expecting to perhaps read about how one of my books had inspired a person to find new hope and meaning, via incredible tales of wartime courage, endurance and fortitude. What I read was utterly, utterly unexpected, unbelievably uplifting, and humbling beyond measure.

			Earlier that summer, Tommy Soames, a primary school teacher and the author of the email, had taken a half-­term holiday in Montenegro, in south-­eastern Europe. He’d grabbed his backpack and set off. On the penultimate day of his trip, most of which he’d spent trekking in Montenegro’s mountains and forests, he undertook a special journey. A fisherman had told him about a certain network of caverns deep in the hills – the Obod Caves. Located near the town of Rijeka Crnojevića, they sat amid an area of stunning emerald-­green forest, interspersed with wild lakes and rivers. Checking out the fisherman’s recommendation, Tommy had found just one review on Google, from an earlier visitor: ‘Be sure to get to the end (it will not work without a flashlight), there is an underground river.’

			Intrigued, and being something of an adventurer and an outdoor pursuits enthusiast, he set out early to hike the six kilometres to the cave. ‘All I had on me was your book, a tin of sardines and a pack of dates in my backpack,’ he wrote to me. He reached the cave, snapped a few photos of the entrance on his phone, and dived inside. Having explored many a cavern, he shrugged off any misgivings he might have felt about not having seen another soul during the trek, pressing on into the darkness. Ahead, the ground was a jumble of boulders and it began to drop off quite sharply. Behind, the light from the cave entrance faded to a small, distant speck of brightness. Above, there was the deafening shrieking of bats, a sound he knew well.

			With his senses almost overburdened, Tommy heard the ‘faint trickle of water far below’. He felt the adrenaline kick in at the thought that the underground river was within reach. The deeper he probed, the louder the sound of rushing water became, until it was almost deafening. At the same time there was a voice in Tommy’s head screaming at him to turn back. But another, which proved far more powerful, urged him to continue and to see what he might find.

			It took an hour to reach the river. Once there, he bent to the dark, surging water and made sure to fill his water bottle for the return climb. Then, he turned off his phone-­torch, to ‘momentarily allow the darkness to envelop’ all, as he ‘contemplated life a mile underground’. Curiosity sated, and with a few photos snapped of the extraordinary river, which surged over massive boulders, seeming to attain a golden glow in the light of Tommy’s phone, he turned around and made for the exit. Forty-­five minutes later his climb terminated in a dead end. Remaining calm, he executed an about-­turn and retraced his steps, reasoning that there had to be two tunnels leading to the river.

			He’d just picked the wrong one.

			Reaching the water once more, he took a second exit and again began to climb. Some thirty minutes later, that tunnel began to narrow to such an extent that it was impossible to continue. It too was a dead end. Panic started to set in now, and moving at speed, Tommy retraced his route, treading faster and faster until he took a wrong step, slipping between two boulders. The next instant he was tumbling through the darkness, falling ‘10 . . . 12 feet’, before smashing into the rock floor. As he lay there, ‘crumpled in a heap’, he thought to himself: ‘Had I hit my head, this would have been my resting place for evermore.’

			That thought was rapidly replaced by an even darker one: he might have survived the fall with only cuts and bruises, but he was never going to find his way out. ‘I was hopelessly lost,’ Tommy recounted. ‘Water seemed to be gushing from every angle, from behind every boulder . . . At this point I convinced myself that I would die in that cave and my body would never be recovered.’ Attempting to slow and steady his breathing, Tommy forced himself to imagine his mother and father and his brother and sister at home. He envisioned the police knocking on the door, to let them know that he was missing.

			From there, his befuddled thoughts drifted to memories of a German woman that he had met the previous day, and somewhat fallen for. She had invited him to join her in the countryside near Berlin for her thirtieth birthday, in just a few weeks’ time. He’d promised to make it. As he sat there, thinking of how he would never now see what his children might look like, he tried to paint a picture of them in his head, to give him something to cling onto, a cause for hope. Somewhat calmed and anchored by such thoughts, he decided to delve into his backpack, to see what solace or encouragement that might offer.

			He munched on a few dates and sardines. Staring into the darkness, his mind drifted to thoughts of Theseus and the Minotaur and Ariadne’s ball of thread. Theseus had managed to escape from the maze using the thread as his guide. He thought of Hansel and Gretel. They had tried to escape from the dark forest and the clutches of the witch by leaving a trail of breadcrumbs to follow. That got Tommy to thinking about maybe leaving a trail of dates on the floor of the tunnels, to mark off those that he had tried. But the dates were dark brown and the cave floor was dark brown, so they would never be visible.

			Just then he caught sight of a gleam of white in the bottom of his rucksack. It was the book that he’d carried in with him; a book with seven chapters, of which only the last remained to read. He reached for the book and tore out a page. He scrunched it up and dropped it on the cave floor. One flash of his phone-­torch and it showed up like a beacon. Feeling a ‘glimmer of hope trickle into my bones’, Tommy set off, leaving a line of balled-­up pages to form a trail behind him, indicating that this tunnel had already been tried, and was a dead end.

			In that fashion, he reached the river once more. Pausing for a few seconds, he played the light over the book’s cover: SAS Great Escapes. What kind of a cruel irony was that, he wondered. He was tearing apart that book, in an effort to pull off his own great escape. Despite normally only going to church at around Christmas or Easter time, Tommy began to pray. Furiously. Begging God that he be allowed one more chance at life, and to emerge from this cavernous hell unscathed.

			That done, he chose another route leading away from the river, and set off, ‘tearing page after page into little pieces . . . placing each shred of writing with purpose, on a visible part of each boulder, pressing it gently into the mud to prevent it from being blown away by some faint underground breeze’.

			Ascent three, his first using the torn pages of the book, failed.

			Ascent four led him to another dead end.

			Ascent five . . . same result.

			Each climb had been met with a building sense of hope, only to lead to crushing disappointment when the tunnel ran into yet another dead end.

			Each time, Tommy returned to the very same point where he had first filled up his water bottle, hours earlier. Before long he was surrounded by a crescent of paper trails, each of which led off into a dark tunnel. As he played his light across them, they seemed to form a clock face, with the only untried exits lying at the nine o’clock to eleven o’clock angle. By now, he was feeling less and less in touch with reality and his own sanity, as his sense of self-­control seemed to slip further and further away. Exhausted, disorientated, battered and chilled to the bone, bit by bit he could feel his will to fight – his hunger to be free and to live – ebbing away. With the cave system being such a mind-­bending labyrinth, he ‘could scarcely tell which way was up or down’ any more.

			At this, his lowest ebb, when resigning himself to what seemed to be inevitable – to perishing here in the darkness – his mind drifted to thoughts of the torn and dirty book that he was still clutching in his hand. For the past week he’d been reading it, having bought it on a whim at Stansted Airport. The one thing those escape stories had drummed into him, page after page, was how the SAS men portrayed had managed to stay calm under the most intense pressures and life-­threatening situations, and how they came up with the most ingenious solutions, time and time again, in order to escape. Above all, they never once gave up or gave in.

			‘I truly believe this is what made me think so clearly when I started to despair,’ Tommy wrote to me. ‘Without your book, I think I would have either gone insane with disorientation; lost the remaining 10% of battery life my phone had left; or simply smashed my head in a blind panic, before anyone even had the chance to come and look for me . . . not that anyone even knew for sure where I was. I hadn’t seen anyone on the hike there, never mind in the cave.’

			His resolve stiffened by such thoughts, Tommy chose one of the exits between nine and eleven o’clock and set out once more. He pressed on for twenty to thirty minutes, all the while mechanically ripping out pages, and leaving a scrunched trail behind. Finally, he caught what he imagined might be the distant sound of screeching bats. Or was that just his mind playing tricks? It had been doing more and more of that, as the disorientation worsened. Since reaching the river the first time around, he’d noticed one or two bats fluttering about, but no sign of any massive colonies, and few of their distinctive cries.

			As the noise drifted to his desperate senses again and again, he started to move faster, urged on by a faint pulse of hope. Oddly, every boulder he passed somehow felt ‘simultaneously familiar but strange’. He surged forward, the tunnel twisting one way and the other, as the squeaking grew in intensity and the roar of the water receded into a distant murmur far to his rear. Glancing up from the small pool of light cast by his torch, Tommy noticed something odd, far ahead. There was a ‘faint jagged white outline on the cave wall’.

			After seven hours underground, such was his state of ‘desperation and disorientation’ that hallucinations had begun to fog his vision. Instead of the ‘white outline’ representing the light from the cave entrance shining down the dark tunnel and hitting the far wall, Tommy somehow perceived it as a snowdrift. A snowdrift? How could there be a snowdrift here? Maybe it was a patch of snow secreted deep in the icy bowels of the cave? Maybe he’d been descending, not climbing, for all of this time? Maybe this was another dead end?

			‘Every sinew of my being gave up and I strained to turn back into the depths of the cave,’ Tommy recounted. But something told him that he’d tried every other way, and compelled him to press on. He kept repeating that sentiment, over and over in his head: press on, press on, press on. Like the guys in the book, never ever give up.

			Finally, he drew near to the shaft of light cast by the entrance. As he played his hand through it, he realised what it was and what it had to signify. Turning the corner, he spied the cave exit, lying fifty metres beyond. Overcome with emotion, he sank to his knees and wept uncontrollably, ‘my body convulsing in disbelief at my survival’. When Tommy felt able to stand again, he stumbled to the exit, after which he began the long hike back to the village from which he had set out, many hours before.

			It was well after dark by the time he got there. He was shaking from head to toe, covered in blood and caked in mud. When the local woman who had sorted Tommy’s accommodation and the like first caught sight of him, she went white with shock. ‘Oh God, what attacked you?’ she asked. It turned out that the forests around there were populated by brown bears, and she’d just presumed that Tommy must have been set upon by one of those. In truth, the bears had been the least of his worries.

			Back in his room, Tommy realised the one final overarching irony to what had just occurred. As he contemplated the book, with its torn pages stained by blood and grime, he realised he had ripped out all up to page 259, the opening of Chapter Seven, ‘Across Enemy Lines’. That chapter was the last, and the only one that he had not yet read. It had taken him all the previous pages, torn out and balled up, to find his way out of the nightmare; out of the Obod Caves.

			Tommy finished off his message to me with these sentiments. ‘I haven’t been able to finish the book yet, given the memories attached to the mud and blood stains on the rest of the shredded pages . . . As a side note, I don’t think it’s the fact that I had just any old book in my bag that enabled me to escape. I’ve thought about it a lot and just can’t see any way I would have made it out without your book. For that, I am forever grateful. It’s quite feasible I wouldn’t even have had a book in my bag at all, as I hadn’t read one for a while. I just wandered into WH Smith and was taken by the title and thought I’d give it a go, having always been a fan of prison escape stories and films.’

			In short, SAS Great Escapes really was the book that had saved one young man’s life. Simply incredible. It had done so both physically, by providing that life-­saving paper-­trail and that handrail to get Tommy out of the caves. But more importantly, it had done so psychologically and emotionally, as Tommy had used the inspiration behind those stories of superhuman endurance and spirit to stiffen his own resolve and to spur him on, when his body and his mind were telling him how much easier it would be to simply give up.

			In light of Tommy’s incredible story of survival and escape, and of the triumph of the human spirit, I decided that this book, SAS Great Escapes Two, the sequel, really did need to be written. By coincidence, several caves feature in the following tales – both in the sun-­blasted North African desert and in the dust-­dry hills of Crete. In both instances, those caverns play a key role in the escapees’ incredible stories.

			In celebration of Tommy’s escape, here is SAS Great Escapes Two, in all its life-­enhancing, life-­affirming detail.

			 

			Damien Lewis,

			Dorset,

			November 2022

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Back from The Dead

			December 1941, North Africa

			It was New Year’s Eve, and the five desert-­worn Chevrolet trucks got on the move early, pushing north across the dawn terrain. At a distant rendezvous, a force of fellow raiders was awaiting collection by what the SAS had affectionately named ‘the Desert Taxi Company’. The Chevys were operated by the men of the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), the reconnaissance and intelligence-­gathering specialists, and the SAS were here strictly as passengers, to be ferried to and from the targets that they sought to destroy.

			The convoy had been on the move for a little under three hours, when they heard the noise they most dreaded – the drone of an aeroengine, as a warplane powered through the thin blue. Worried eyes scanned the skies. Shortly, a twin-­engine Messerschmitt Bf 110 Zerstörer – Destroyer; a heavy fighter-­bomber – melted out of the burning sun. Just as soon as they’d heard the distant engine beat the convoy had halted, for in the open desert movement drew the eye, and on these kinds of missions that could spell disaster.

			The enemy warplane seemed to pass right over without the slightest pause or alteration of course, suggesting that the convoy had escaped notice, which was fortunate, for the open terrain offered barely a hint of any cover. But just as those riding in the vehicles were starting to relax a little, the aircraft was seen to tilt one wing, as it came around in a tight, screaming turn.

			‘He’s coming back!’ someone yelled. The warning came from Sergeant Jim ‘Gentleman’ Almonds, one of the more senior ranks among the SAS patrol riding in those vehicles.

			With nothing left to lose, the convoy broke and scattered. Some made for a distant outcrop of rocks about two miles away, speeding across the bone-­shaking ground. The enemy pilot executed another, lower pass, before sweeping around once more to attack from out of the sun. Dropping down until it was skimming the desert sands – ‘in for the kill . . . attacking hard’, Almonds would note in his diary – the Messerschmitt’s four machine guns, plus its two nose-­mounted 20mm cannons unleashed hell, large-­calibre rounds tearing into the desert, throwing up spurts of blasted rock and sand.

			Answering fire with fire, the weapons on the British vehicles spat defiance. Right along the scattered line the machine guns roared, belching out a hail of lead. The noise was deafening, as smoke drifted through the hot air, and blasted rock and spent bullet casings cascaded all around. But it was soon obvious what an unequal contest this was going to prove. Relying on their long experience – these elite warriors had soldiered here for months, and knew the desert, and how to fight in it, intimately – groups of men began to dive from their vehicles, abandoning the Chevys, which were the proverbial bullet-­magnets, and scurrying for cover. Here and there larger boulders and thin scrub dotted the landscape, and if they could make it into their shade, they might slip into a place of relative safety.

			Almonds’ Chevy had already been raked with a long burst of rounds, and as he dashed away he grabbed his Bren light machine gun, the weapon with which he’d been returning fire at the enemy warplane. Even as he ran, he noticed that one man remained resolutely at his station, seemingly searching for something in the front passenger compartment. It was Lieutenant John ‘Jock’ Steel Lewes, the SAS’s tough-­as-­old-­boots training officer – one of the founders of the unit, and the commander of their patrol.

			Almonds yelled for Lewes to abandon the Chevy and to make for cover, even as he and his fellows dashed into the lee of a rocky knoll. From there they began to play a vicious game of ‘ring a roses’, putting the bulk of the boulder between them and the attacking warplane’s bullets, before darting out with the Bren to unleash fire as it sped past. Finally, the enemy pilot called off the attack. It seemed to the hunted men that some of their Bren rounds must have hit the Messerschmitt’s rear gunner’s compartment, which housed one of the warplane’s two-­ or three-­man crew.

			As the aircraft powered away, Almonds and the others broke cover and raced for their vehicle. There was not a moment to lose. They found their Chevy riddled with bullets and shrapnel, but still just about drivable. Miraculously, the fuel and water drums strapped into its pickup-­style rear were still intact. Desperate to get under way – the enemy pilot would have radioed in his position, calling for further air-­attacks – they could see no sign of Jock Lewes anywhere. The SAS commander’s fate remained a mystery. Firing up the vehicle, they got going, aiming to put as much distance between themselves and the attack site as possible.

			But all too quickly a flight of Junkers Ju 87 ‘Stuka’ dive-­bombers were on their tail. Pulling to a halt, SAS and LRDG alike dashed for a nearby patch of low scrub, burrowing deep into the undergrowth and throwing sand and grit over exposed skin and hair, half burying themselves in the process. The Stuka pilots knew the form: repeatedly they dived, raking the bush with long bursts of fire, spurts of blasted sand erupting all around those figures cowering beneath the thin cover. The urge to flinch – to run – was all-­consuming, but these men knew that to do so would spell certain death, and so they forced themselves to remain motionless, frozen under the fearsome onslaught.

			A little distance away, a first Chevy rocked with bullet strikes before exploding, hungry flames licking outward from the ruptured fuel tanks, chasing the petrol greedily, as it drained into the hot sand. First one, then two, and eventually four columns of thick black smoke barrelled into the sky, as four of the patrol’s five vehicles were blasted into a blazing, fiery ruin.

			The horrific duel was kept up all that day, as the Stukas were replaced in pairs, one flight peeling off while another took over, swooping in to join the hunt. It wasn’t until four o’clock that afternoon that the last of the dive-­bombers droned away, disappearing over the distant horizon, whereupon Almonds, plus those of his fellows who had survived, were finally able to break cover. They gathered their scattered forces and did a head count. Incredibly, only one man seemed to be missing – Lieutenant Jock Lewes.

			Gradually, they pieced together what must have happened. It seemed that Lewes had been hit in the leg while still in the Chevy. As he’d tried to make it to some cover the warplane had pounced again, finishing him off with a burst to the back. He must have died very quickly, which was about the only consolation that Almonds and the others could think of. Lewes was the sole fatality from that long day of hell, but of all the men then present he was the least they could afford to lose. The loss to the SAS – then barely six months old, and engaged in only its second series of such missions – was incalculable.

			Captain David Stirling, the SAS’s founder, saw Lewes as being indispensable to the fledgling unit – his deputy who not only trained recruits in the all-­important crafts of water-­discipline and desert marching, but was their explosives expert to boot. Indeed, Lewes had been nicknamed the ‘Wizard’, due to his magical way with conjuring up novel explosive concoctions. The most recent was the aptly named ‘Lewes bomb’, a small incendiary charge that was perfect for a raider to carry on his person, as he stole onto an enemy airbase to blow up the ranks of waiting warplanes. Typically, their Chevys had been stuffed with dozens of Lewes bombs, for they had become the stock-­in-­trade of the SAS.

			Lewes was buried in a shallow grave in the open desert. Once that grim task was over, the men of the SAS and LRDG took stock. They had one barely serviceable vehicle. It was riddled with holes, and two of the tyres had burst, but it had suffered no damage that couldn’t be fixed by scavenging parts from the wreckage of the other Chevys. The key thing was that the water and petrol it carried had somehow survived the hours of strafing, for without that they would be going nowhere, at least by wheeled transport. They were nine men all-­told, and with Almonds being the most senior surviving rank it fell to him to muster the means and the wherewithal to get them back to friendly lines.

			Almonds decided they should hide until it was fully dark – a Fieseler Storch spotter plane had buzzed them, and no one believed the hunt was over – after which they’d clamber onto the one surviving vehicle and head for the Jalo oasis, then the SAS’s base of operations. It was little short of 500 kilometres south-­east of their present position, by the convoluted route they would have to take, which would constitute some challenge in their one overloaded Chevy. But there was no other option. As they hid among the scattered cover and the light drained from the landscape, Almonds tried to come to terms with the fact that Jock Lewes was gone. Later, he would write in his diary, lamenting how ‘one of the bravest men I have ever met, an officer and a gentleman’, had been left ‘lying out in the desert, barely covered with sand . . . Not even a stone marks the spot.’

			But Almonds also found himself wrestling with another disturbing conundrum. Even as the enemy warplanes had struck, their convoy had been en route to collect that other party of SAS raiders. Yet right now, there seemed precious little they could do to help them. With only the one vehicle remaining and all stores in perilously short supply, they had to save their own skins. As had been drilled into them from the earliest days of SAS training, they had to be prepared to leave men behind, if the success of the mission depended upon it. Well, right now the very survival of Almonds and the men of this patrol depended on them making a beeline for home.

			They would leave what little water they could spare in a hide, which was the best they could manage.

			 

			It was forty-­eight hours later when the lone Chevy carrying that party of nine limped into Jalo, having traversed wild, desolate country in a non-­stop run. ‘A hot meal, roll up in a borrowed blanket and Goodnight Lockie,’ Almonds noted of the moment, Lockie being his wife, Iris. The following morning, he delivered the news of their sad loss to David Stirling. At first the SAS commander looked visibly shaken, as he tried to take it all in. He and Lewes went way back and they had been close. Then, typically, the SAS founder tried to mask one emotion with another, stressing to Almonds how they needed to learn from the incident and to refine their training, to better cope in future with such air-­attacks. But that in turn brought him right back to the core of the present dilemma – that Lewes had devised nearly all their training regimes, so who was now to take over?

			Despite the shock and the sadness at their loss, at least Almonds and his eight fellows had made it back alive. Even as they had set a course for Jalo, so the raiding party that they had been tasked to collect was facing the challenge of a lifetime. If Almonds and company’s escape had been extraordinary – Almonds would be awarded the Military Cross (MC) for leading his party to safety – the predicament faced by that missing SAS patrol seemed utterly nightmarish; impossible.

			To all appearances, they were either facing a long and torturous death, or capture by the enemy.

			 

			If anything, the leader of that missing patrol was an even more iconic figure than Jock Lewes. Since the SAS’s inception, in July 1941, there had been three sets of raids. The first, Operation Squatter, an airborne insertion by parachute-­borne troops, had ended disastrously, as wild storms had swept the desert and injured and killed many. The second set of raids, mounted in November 1941, had been make or break, for after the debacle of Squatter the SAS had been facing disbandment. Never popular with high command – seen as piratical upstarts engaged in a decidedly ungentlemanly means of waging war – they had absolutely needed to strike home.

			The first to do so in those November raids – they had been ferried to their targets by the LRDG, eschewing airborne means – was the superlative warrior-­commander, Lieutenant Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne. Mayne, a northern Irishman who would come to epitomise the very essence and spirit of the SAS, had struck at the airbase at Tamet, wrecking two dozen enemy warplanes. Days later, Lieutenant Bill ‘Skin’ Frazer had gone one better, reporting of his raid on Agedabia airfield: ‘Spent one night in the middle of the Germans, who were digging in . . . Walked into drome and destroyed 37 planes without opposition . . . may have been more, as planes were closely packed.’ That report was vintage Frazer: terse, sparse and replete with archetypal British phlegm.

			On first glance, Frazer seemed far from being the stereotype of a Special Forces warrior. But appearances can be deceptive. Tall and gangly of frame – skinny almost, hence the nickname – with sticky-­out ears and a doleful, shy expression, Frazer hailed from a long-­lived Scottish military clan. His forebears had served in the Gordon Highlanders, but Frazer was the first to do so as an officer, and there was a part of him that doubted if he was truly officer calibre, or class, much that his combat record should belie any such fears. Wounded in action during the bitter June 1940 retreat to Dunkirk, Frazer had been evacuated from France to Britain. Once there, hungering to avenge his fallen comrades, he had volunteered for Special Service, joining the ranks of the newly formed No. 11 (Scottish) Commando.

			Even as the British and Allied troops had been whisked off the bullet-­torn beaches of France, so Britain’s wartime leader, Winston Churchill, had struck a tone of extraordinary boldness and defiance. Just days after Dunkirk, he’d called for the spirit of offence to prevail, ordering his commanders to prepare for ‘offensive operations against the enemy’s coastline’. Plans were to be drawn up for ‘constant smash-­and-­grab raids by numbers of irregular troops’. Churchill urged these Special Service recruits to ‘land secretly by night and kill or capture the invader’, creating ‘alarm and havoc’ at every turn. With all the territory seized by the enemy, they had long and vulnerable supply-­lines, and Churchill urged his raiders to ‘make hay while the sun shines’.

			The formation of the commandos was the chief response to Churchill’s exhortations. Frazer – always quiet, a deep-­thinker – had gone into action with No. 11 Commando in Syria, in a daring amphibious landing that had won singular acclaim, despite the terrible cost paid in lives and blood. But shortly, No. 11 Commando – along with Nos 7 & 8, which together had formed the Middle East Commando – had been disbanded. When Churchill learned of this, he was enraged. ‘The Middle East Command have indeed maltreated and thrown away this invaluable force,’ he thundered, in a ‘MOST SECRET’ missive of July 1942. Decrying how those three elite commando units ‘have been frittered away’, he ordered them be ‘reconstituted as soon as possible’.

			By then Bill Frazer had siezed the initiative, volunteering for the newly formed SAS. Churchill continued to push for more raiding operations, which were the key to boosting Allied morale, stressing how ‘a few successful raids would be most valuable. They would encourage the Russians in their struggle and would be heartening evidence to the Chancelleries of Europe that we are capable of offensive action.’ (War on the Eastern Front had recently been declared.) North Africa made for perfect terrain for such missions, Churchill averred, while stressing that laying waste to the enemy’s airbases was of paramount importance.

			In short order Frazer had become the ‘smash-­and-­grab’ raider par excellence, with thirty-­seven warplanes to his name. But right now, at the SAS’s Jalo headquarters, he and his men had been reported as missing in action.

			 

			Seventy-­two hours earlier, Frazer and his men had been dropped in the desert just to the south of a garish monument erected by the Italian Fascist leader, Benito Mussolini, to celebrate his nation’s colonial triumphs in Africa. Formally the Arco dei Fileni, it was known to all in Allied command as ‘Marble Arch’, due to its resemblance to the famous London landmark of the same name. Adjacent to the towering, angular edifice, which rose from the desert like some alien apparition, lay an enemy airbase, or so Frazer and his men had been briefed. Their mission, codenamed ‘Operation Number Five (B)’, was to get onto that airstrip unseen and undetected, and to lace its warplanes with Lewes bombs, before making their getaway.

			They’d hidden out for twenty-­four hours, then moved in on foot under cover of darkness, and laden with their explosive charges. Unfortunately, they’d found the target to be all-­but deserted. In fact, it was little more than a ‘landing strip with a shed’, one of Frazer’s men had commented, ruefully. With not a single aircraft to attack, the raiders had melted away into the night, to await collection by the LRDG. They were disappointed not to have hit the jackpot, of course, having had a totally ‘wasted journey’.

			As they lay up in hiding they vowed to put it all down to experience, and to seek better target intelligence the next time around. Yet slowly, inexorably, the grim reality had dawned upon them that right now, there might well never be a ‘next time around’.

			From their hideout – ‘a small hollow in the desert, partially screened by soft sand and surrounded by sparse scrub’ – they’d taken turns on look-­out. For two days they’d waited for the column of Chevys to emerge from the desert wastes, which stretched for hundreds of miles in all directions, bar north, where the coastal strip and the Mediterranean lay just a few kilometres away. Of the five raiders, two were, like Frazer, seasoned irregular warriors. They weren’t ‘unduly worried’, for the timing of the pickup would be dictated by the LRDG, and whenever Lewes, Almonds and their party had managed to execute their own attack.

			But by sundown on the third day they’d started to sense that maybe they ‘were in trouble’. They’d noticed a series of columns of smoke on the horizon and heard the sounds of distant battle. While they couldn’t know it for certain, they’d feared that maybe that was the Desert Taxi Company taking a pounding from enemy warplanes. By then, each man had little more than half a bottle of water remaining, and with no sign of the LRDG, they placed themselves on the kind of water strictures that Jock Lewes had drilled into them during the long months of training, doing ‘little more than moisten our lips’.

			Minds turned to the inevitable – what to do if, as now seemed possible, they had been abandoned. Frazer’s second-­in-­command was Sergeant Duncan Robert Tait, a man who’d already earned an almost mythical reputation in the war. Tait, a fellow No. 11 Commando veteran, had served on the same amphibious operation as Frazer, when, in June 1941, Allied forces had moved to seize Syria, to stop it being used as a base for enemy warplanes. Due to a complex set of factors, not aided by delays and the men being dropped on the wrong beaches, the commandos had found themselves fighting a series of running battles, while vastly outnumbered and outgunned by the enemy.

			Attempting to escape and evade back to friendly lines, Tait’s party had been caught on the enemy wire, all bar one being killed or forced to surrender. Tait alone had remained determined to make a getaway, and he had resorted to quite extraordinary means to do so. He’d stolen through the darkness towards the sea, slipped into its salty embrace and proceeded to swim for several kilometres, in the process crossing from enemy to friendly territory. Tait had come ashore to a hero’s welcome, and despite the crippling losses suffered by No. 11 Commando. He would be awarded the Military Medal (MM) for his daring escape, coupled with his earlier standout heroics as the battle raged.

			Since then, Tait had joined Frazer in signing up for the SAS, distinguishing himself once more by conjuring up the design for the unit’s iconic badge, the so-­called ‘winged dagger’ as it has become known, which more accurately depicts either the flaming sword of Damocles, or King Arthur’s Excalibur. More to the point, he’d served as Frazer’s second-­in-­command on the Agedabia raid, their ‘bag’ of thirty-­seven warplanes earning him a bar to his MM – his second such decoration in the space of six months. Tait, known to all as ‘Bob’, was square-­jawed and classically good-­looking, being blessed with open, no-­nonsense features. Like Frazer he was a fellow Gordon Highlander. His suggestion, now that their patrol very likely faced a desperate march across the desert on little or no water, was characteristically upbeat and bullish: they should head for the coastal highway, hijack a suitable enemy vehicle and drive right through the desert back to Jalo.

			Tait’s plan had a certain, delicious simplicity to it, plus the upside was that they could carry all of their weaponry, ammo and Lewes bombs with them, so arriving back at base ‘ready for the next raid’. What was more, once they were on the move with their own wheels, they might come across other targets of opportunity and be able to strike. Lastly, and above all, everyone appreciated the idea of not having to walk. But there were also the all-­too-­obvious downsides. Firstly, they would need to cross several hundred kilometres of trackless desert without the one navigational aid that made the LRDG’s forays so reliable: the sun-­compass.

			Basically, this resembled a knitting needle set vertically in a circular disc, the shadow from which enabled a navigator to plot direction of travel. Mounted on a Chevy’s dashboard, and with an adjustable circular dial to account for the movement of the sun, it allowed a patrol to plot its course while on the move, and without having to worry about the interference a standard magnetic compass was prone to (metal tended to upset its true bearing). Few enemy vehicles would carry a sun-­compass, especially since it was the singular invention of the LRDG’s founder, Major Ralph Bagnold. The second downside to Tait’s hijack-­and-­scarper plan was the possibility that the enemy vehicle might break down in the open desert, leaving them facing a dire predicament indeed.

			Frazer reckoned that they’d be better off sticking as close to the coastline as possible, pushing east towards the nearest British lines, which they believed to be some 300 kilometres away. It would constitute a hellish journey, especially as they would be moving on foot through hostile territory, and they would need to scavenge and steal food and water to sustain themselves. Even if they did succeed in covering that kind of distance without being killed or captured, or dying of heat, thirst and exhaustion, there was still the very real challenge of crossing over the Axis – German and Italian – front lines. After which, they’d have to make it back into friendly territory without being shot by their own side.

			Still, on balance Frazer’s plan was seen as having the greater potential, though each man was aware that right now ‘every desert soldier’s nightmare was coming true’. Daunted by what lay before them, the five men decided to remain in their place of hiding until the very last moment, in case the LRDG patrol was simply delayed.

			By day six, they were down to their last remaining drops of water. With the approach of evening, they faced the inevitable: the moment of departure. At dusk, they busied themselves burying all excess kit, including their precious Lewes bombs, and even their weaponry. It was each man’s choice what armaments he carried, as long as there was a decent balance of firepower across the patrols. A similar rule pertained to dress, each man choosing to operate in whatever bits and bobs of uniform, or otherwise, he most felt comfortable wearing. Even so, when Frazer ordered one of his men to abandon his Thompson sub-­machine gun, that was seen as being a step too far.

			Corporal John ‘Jack’ Vincent Byrne was a resolutely tough soldier and an SAS original, plus he was one of Bill Frazer’s regulars. A fellow veteran of the 1st Battalion the Gordon Highlanders, Byrne had likewise only escaped from the June 1940 hell of the retreat from France due to his injuries. Like Frazer, he’d fought with maniacal ferocity in defence of the evacuation beaches, being injured twice, the second time during bloody hand-­to-­hand combat with German troops. Wounded by a bayonet thrust, he’d been left for dead, but rescued by some French villagers who had carried him to the beachhead. From there he was rushed onto a waiting ship, which steamed for British shores. Just as soon as he was on the mend, Byrne had volunteered for Special Service and had gone to join No. 11 Commando.

			Byrne has been born into hardship, being brought up in the harsh school of knocks. Hailing from Preston, he’d grown up in ‘a tough Lancashire orphanage’ where there was little option but to take care of oneself or go under. He’d gone on to attend the Army Apprentices College, in Chepstow, Wales, which trained the next generation of soldiers. There, he’d learned key practical skills – carpentry, metalwork, electronics – plus the foundations of good military acumen, including ‘leadership’, ‘adventure training’ and ‘character development’. In 1939 he’d lied about his age – he was barely seventeen – to join the Gordon Highlanders. After France, he’d gone on to fight alongside Frazer and Tait in the parched Syrian hills, after which he’d joined them in volunteering for the SAS.

			Byrne was a single-­minded, plain-­spoken individual, and when he raised an objection people tended to listen. ‘Bill told me to toss the Tommy gun into a hole,’ he would write in his war memoirs, The General Salutes A Soldier. ‘When I protested he said I could keep the weapon, provided it was clearly understood that I would not ask anyone to help carry it.’ The Thompson sub-­machine gun weighed well over five kilos, when loaded. Byrne wasn’t particularly bothered. Known as the ‘Chicago Piano’, the ‘Trench Sweeper’ or the ‘Trench Broom’, it was a favourite weapon among the raiders, due to the punch it packed. ‘I agreed at once,’ was Byrne’s singular response to Frazer’s exhortation.

			At first light the five men set forth. ‘Started to walk back with very little food and no water,’ Frazer would record, with typical understatement, in the SAS War Diary. This was a record of the unit’s war service, compiled by the men themselves and told in a manner ‘devoid of glamour or romance’, as the ‘simple cold, blunt facts of British soldiers who preferred to fight in a technique all of their own’. Well, right now five of these men were about to attempt to escape and evade following a ‘technique all of their own’, and the extraordinary trials that lay before them would challenge the imagination of even the most gifted thriller writer.

			Each of the five hefted an Italian Army-­issue backpack – far superior to the standard British equivalent – holding whatever provisions they had left. Mostly, this consisted of a few biscuits, a little cheese and some raisins, plus a tin of emergency chocolate. As Byrne pointed out, while these were the kind of rations that would normally last a man for barely two days, it was ‘more than sufficient’ for what lay ahead, as the human body could go without food for weeks on end. It was water that would be the key issue, as each man had just a few drops remaining in his bottle. Before leaving, they agreed between themselves the iron discipline they would adhere to – ‘not to drink until dusk’. But it would quickly become clear that they had tarried too long in their desert hideout, eking out their meagre water supplies, and the five were in ‘no condition to march’.

			They set out in single file, a tiny string of figures in the vast emptiness, and assailed by the blazing sun. The marching discipline that Frazer decreed was to push on for fifty minutes, rest for ten, then repeat and repeat ad nauseum. Each of the five would take turns in the lead, trying to match the pace set by his predecessor. All morning no one so much as breathed a word, as parched lips gasped for air in the burning heat. At midday, as they halted for their break, the five gathered in a circle and gazed into each other’s faces, each reading the others’ expressions and their thoughts. What each man detected was a sense of ‘indescribable misery’. Seeing their fellow’s abject suffering drew the five closer together and they began to talk. But not the barest ‘spark of hope’ was expressed by anyone. What possible reasons could they find to be hopeful?

			‘Someone suggested this was how we would end, sitting together in a group,’ Byrne remarked. In the midst of the empty, sun-­blasted wilderness, who could take issue with that? In any case, no one had the energy to argue or disagree.

			Resolution was overtaken by a leaden weariness. Still they kept moving, forcing one foot in front of the other, stamping into the hot, clinging sand, before lifting the rear leg up like ‘automata’ and taking another step. The one thing that seemed to keep them going was the promise of the ten-­minute break at the top of the hour. As that moment approached, they would bunch together until just inches separated them, so they could sit down as one and take that blessed breather, gasping in the parched air. Once the ten minutes’ rest was done, the man in the rear would take up the lead, leapfrogging the weary line, and bang on cue he would begin marching on, without a word to his fellows.

			Only once during that first day’s trials did anyone break the routine, the figure bringing up the rear failing to take up pole position in a timely manner. When he rejoined the party and went to take up the lead, someone asked him if he was all right.

			‘Of course I am,’ he countered, pointedly. ‘I stopped for a crap, that’s all. What’s wrong with that? Come on, it’s time.’

			And with that he set off, stomping into the hot sands.

			The sky burned with a blinding ferocity, the light and heat of the sun being thrown back by the sand, so it was as if the marchers were being roasted from all sides. There was not the slightest scrap of proper cover or the chance to escape from the desert oven. They longed for sunglasses or the luxury of a wide hat, to cast a little shade. Around 3.6 million square miles in area, the Sahara – as-­sahra al-­kubra; the Great Desert, in Arabic – is almost as large as Europe. It is largely devoid of human life, especially as it lacks life-­giving water. These men had crossed it by both land and by air, and they had fought in and among its vastness, so they knew its wild beauty and its deadly strictures most personally. Being marooned here, bereft of water, was no recipe for survival.

			At dusk on that first day, five exhausted figures scraped shallow holes in the soft sand, and climbed into their makeshift shelters to try to sleep. Curled into the one blanket that each man carried, they tried to conserve body heat, as the temperature began to plummet. Paradoxically, as soon as the Saharan sun goes down the heat dissipates, and the nights can be bitingly cold. From highs of around 38 degrees Celsius during the day, the temperature plummets to minus 4 degrees during the hours of darkness. Often, there would be a crust of frost dusting the dunes, come daybreak. Restless in the biting, bone-­numbing chill, Byrne found himself lying awake and unable to resist treating himself to a smoke, plus the delicious luxury of moistening his lips with a dash of water.

			Long before daybreak all were awake, sitting bolt upright and shivering uncontrollably. They were keen to get moving, to work some warmth and life back into icy limbs. As soon as it was light enough, they set forth. All that day they somehow kept at it, sticking to their rigid marching regime, and despite the fact that they were now into day five without drinking more than the barest sips of water. By mid-­afternoon someone made the suggestion that they rest through the remaining heat, and push on come nightfall, into the cool of darkness. Gratefully, the five did just that, crawling beneath their blankets in an effort to seek a little shade. The blankets also served a second purpose, something that Jock Lewes had drilled into them during their repeated training marches. A blanket thrown over the body broke up the human form, providing a form of DIY camouflage and making it far less easy to be spotted from the air.

			That evening, before setting out into the velvety purple and charcoal hues of the dunes, the fugitives drank the last of their water. A few remaining drops, like delicious nectar, and the bottles were bone dry. They abandoned their marching routine, for in the freezing cold and the starlit expanse of the desert night it was better simply to keep moving. If they risked stealing a rest break, frozen limbs might seize up, hence keeping the long march going right through the witching hours, until dawn.

			Resuming the daytime regime, they pushed on. By mid-­morning they had detected a dancing, ephemeral shimmer on the eastern horizon – something they had been expecting, if the route they were steering was true. As they pushed ahead, the image seemed to stabilise and crystalise more fully, revealing the distant forms of Libya’s salt lakes – Bir Al Akhariyah, with further east again, Ma’tan Al Jafr, each an expanse some sixty-­odd kilometres from end to end. The blinding, glistening whiteness gave the lie to the hope of any life-­giving water they might harbour, for the lakes were fiercely saline and poisonous to humans. The fugitives knew this, of course. It was part of the desert lore they’d had drilled into them. Their training camp at Kabrit lay deep in the Egyptian desert, situated on the shores of that nation’s Great Bitter Lake, itself a sea of salinity that was undrinkable.

			As the water of these Saharan lakes evaporated under the burning sun, so the concentration of the salt became greatly enhanced, ending up being many times that of any sea. Eventually, it was unable to sustain anything like the rich diversity of life that inhabits the oceans. Even the most basic organisms struggled to survive, and often the toxic waters harboured only single-­cell creatures, like algae, which somehow could still thrive there. But none of that meant that the fugitive’s feverish minds didn’t dream and hope, and allow a collective delusion to grow among them and to increasingly take hold.

			It took two hours to reach the nearest shoreline – salt-­encrusted, devoid of nearly all greenery and with a harsh, retching tang to the air that alone should have furnished ample warning. But in the interim, every man among the five had conjured up some reason, and given voice to it, as to why the waters would have miraculously been rendered potable. Despite the very appearance of the lake – ‘without vegetation or life of any description’ – all were convinced that somehow, here lay their salvation, with the result that the last few kilometres had developed into a frenzied speed march.

			Flinging themselves down at the shoreline, they drank greedily, but instantly spat out the nauseous, vile brew. But still the delusion – the desert madness – gripped them. A figure stumbled around the shoreline, intent on trying another patch of the lake’s expanse, desperate to prove that there at least the water was life-­giving and sweet. Taking his cue, the rest hurried after, hope springing eternal in the hearts of the tortured and suffering. Of course, that patch of water proved no better, but all were gripped by a form of insanity now, and for an hour or more they dashed to and fro, trying to find the sweet-­spot and to drink their fill.

			With beards and nostrils dusted in a thick layer of whiteness – crystalized salt – the five crazed figures were ‘indeed a sorry sight’. But still the bitter lesson was yet to be learned. The utter hopelessness of their predicament – they were still a good 200 kilometres distant from friendly lines – combined with the crushing fatigue, and the effects of the salt they had already imbibed, caused these men to partially lose their minds, not to mention their powers of good judgement or discernment.

			‘The more we tasted the lake water, the more difficult it became to decide whether it was salty or not,’ wrote Byrne.

			They began to bicker. Someone accused someone else of making this patch of the lake saline, simply by dipping his salt encrusted features into it. Someone else argued most volubly that of course saltwater was good to drink. He tried to demonstrate this by filling his water bottle to the brim, then necking a good half of its contents. Figures began to vomit up whatever they had imbibed, as the classic symptoms of such poisoning began to take hold. Normal seawater is four times as saline as a human’s bodily fluids. The salinity of the Saharan salt lakes is far more extreme. Very quickly, drinking such water results in muscle cramps, a dry mouth and extreme thirst. Nausea, weakness and delirium ensue, as the scrambled human brain reasons that the only way to slake the body’s desperate thirst is to drink more of the same. Catastrophic organ failure, coma and death soon follow.

			For the five desperate fugitives, salvation came in the form of some caves. Exhausted beyond measure, disorientated, plagued by stomach cramps and worse, one by one the five men stumbled into their shelter. That blessed escape from the pounding sun – utterly unexpected, and the first real shade in well over a week – proved a life-­saver. Dotted along the northern shore of the Bir Al Akhariyah lake, the caves provided a moment’s respite in which the worst of their desert madness could be mastered. But not a man among the five of them was under any illusion any more: they were all going to perish, unless they found some means to get life-­giving water.

			It was Bill Frazer, plus another of the five, Jeffrey ‘Jeff’ DuVivier, who suggested how they might do so. DuVivier, with rounded features, a shock of wild sandy hair and eyes that always seemed to be laughing, was another Gordon Highlander and No. 11 Commando veteran. A waiter in a Felixstowe hotel prior to the war, DuVivier had volunteered for the SAS, for it seemed to offer real promise that they ‘were going to see some action’. Action they were certainly seeing on the shores of Bir Al Akhariyah, but not quite of the kind that DuVivier had craved. ‘It was absolute hell,’ he would remark of their ordeal, ‘but the worst part of it was that our transports were destroyed.’

			At any other time, Frazer’s and DuVivier’s suggestion would have been given short shrift, for they proposed transforming the toxic mix of the lake into something eminently drinkable. They would concoct a makeshift still, purify the lake’s contents and transform it into that lifesaving elixir – pure, potable water. At its simplest, a still could be made from a British Army billy-­can, with a bowl floating inside it, and an upturned lid on top. With a fire kindled beneath the billy, the lid would capture the evaporated water, and it would drip down into the bowl. That, at least, was the theory. In practice, the others thought Frazer and DuVivier stir-­crazy, simply for suggesting that those vile waters could be rendered any way pure. But lacking any better suggestion they set to it with a vengeance, ferrying water from the lake, plus wet sand, to act as a makeshift coolant.

			As the sun crept ever higher, in the guts of the cave the still bubbled and hissed. By sunset, a paltry pint of water had been captured. As it was steaming hot, tea was prepared, and the five men settled down to their heavenly brew. Only it wasn’t. The first sip proved it to taste ‘just like urine’, and the five men were all too familiar with that, having already resorted to drinking their own pee during the long trek east across the desert. Frazer and DuVivier forced themselves to down the ‘terrible concoction’, but the others found it too noisome, and could not keep it down for long. Sadly, their cave distillery was not looking like the answer to their life-and-death predicament.

			It was now that Bob Tait voiced an alternative proposition. While the contents of the salt lakes were known to be poisonous, there were sometimes wells sunk in the neighbouring terrain, for the water, when filtered through the earth’s substrata, could be made drinkable. With the cool of evening settling over the landscape, it was worth taking a look, Tait reasoned. Frazer agreed, so long as those forming the search party left their water bottles behind, to aid with the ongoing process of distilling. Tate and Byrne decided to set out, taking a fifth member of the patrol, Trooper Arthur Philips, of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment.

			While the desperate trio’s supposed impetus was searching for a well, instinctively the search led them north towards the coastline. In that way they stumbled across the main highway, which, from the northern tip of the lake, was barely five kilometres distant. ‘Within the hour the three of us were standing by the coast road, watching enemy vehicles pass in both directions,’ Byrne wrote of the moment.

			Now they were there, Tait’s original suggestion – that they hijack an enemy truck and use that to make their getaway – seemed all too tangible, not to mention impossible to resist. This road formed German General Erwin Rommel’s main supply route, along which his war materiel had to be ferried, from the coastal ports eastwards towards his frontline positions. It was rarely devoid of traffic. Keeping to the southern flank of the highway, Tait, Byrne and Philips flitted through the darkened terrain, until they came to a point of natural pause – a vehicle park. A row of empty drums marked off a space beside the road, being large enough to accommodate several trucks.

			Right now, that pull-­in was deserted. But none of the trio figured it would remain so for long, especially with the volume of traffic that tended to crowd Rommel’s supply route. Byrne slipped his Tommy gun from his shoulder. All through their travails he had refused to discard it. Taking up position, he kept the others covered as they went about shifting around the drums, which fortunately proved to be empty. None of them would have had the strength to move them otherwise. In that way they closed down the parking space, until it could accommodate just the one vehicle. That done, they took cover beside the empty lot and waited.

			The minutes ticked by, as the trio considered their predicament. This was an absolute life-­or-­death situation, and in more ways than one. While they might be killed or wounded while attempting to snatch a vehicle, if they didn’t take the risk they were as good as dead anyway. Their resolve hardened. Sixty minutes slipped by, before a lone set of headlamps slowed on approach to the pull-­in. It was a large covered truck, and, just as they were hoping, it nosed carefully into the parking space, coming to rest with its tailboard towards the hidden watchers. The trio spread out, so they could keep an eye on three sides of the vehicle: front, nearside and rear. Positions set, they waited for those riding in the truck to alight, as they took a cigarette break, or a pee stop, or whatever they had pulled over for.

			No one emerged, which begged the question – why had the truck stopped at all? Tait, Byrne and Philips crept forward, pausing at the vehicle’s rear to check that it was unoccupied. After a brief listening watch, straining their ears for any sign of life, they were satisfied that no enemy soldiers were inside. Moving silently, they stole towards the cab. Tait took the right-­hand side, while Byrne and Philips made for the other. As the latter braced himself to wrench the door open, Byrne readied his weapon. An instant later the door was yanked wide, the truck’s startled occupants finding themselves staring down the barrel of a Tommy gun wielded by one of the most dishevelled and desperate-looking individuals they had ever laid eyes on. None of the SAS trio had shaved or washed for weeks, let alone cut their hair. After days under the blistering sun, and sleeping out in the freezing desert, the description ‘piratical’ didn’t even come close.

			Pretty much at the same moment, Tait threw the opposite door wide, grabbed the nearest German soldier and dragged him bodily from his seat. Byrne had realised right away why the truck had halted. The driver and his mate had been examining a miniature pistol, via torchlight. Presumably, it was some kind of a war trophy that they had retrieved from the battlegrounds. Byrne reached in and grabbed it – just in case the one remaining German entertained any ideas about putting up any resistance – and slipped it into his pocket. That done, he pulled the driver from behind the wheel.

			In short order the raiders secured the two captives ‘in the approved manner’ – face down on the roadside, hands clasped behind their necks. The shock with which they’d responded to the hijacking was hardly surprising. One moment they were there, hundreds of kilometres behind their own lines, trundling along in what they believed was the safety offered by friendly territory, and the next they had been set upon by a fearsome trio of bandits, with not the slightest idea of how their desperate-­looking assailants had even come to be there. As for Tate, Byrne and Philips, they faced their own dilemma right now. A search of the truck revealed manna from heaven: a jerrycan full of fresh water. The question was how to get it back to their lakeside cave.

			They could try to take the truck, but the terrain around Bir Al Akhariyah was boggy, treacherous and marsh-­like. They resolved they’d have to carry the water to the cave. There, they could drink their fill, and thus replenished and revitalised they could return to the truck and get motoring on their way, heading east on the highway. After two dozen kilometres they would be able turn south into the open desert, skirting around the fringes of the lake. Plan sorted, there was just one matter to deal with: the prisoners. There seemed to be no option but to take the two hapless Germans with them, in which case they figured their captives might as well carry the water.

			The five set off, pushing south on foot and making for the cave. They were half a mile short when Tait signalled a halt. He glanced at the prisoners, before announcing: ‘Sod it, let’s turn ’em loose. By the time we collect the others and walk back to the lorry – that’s if Bill agrees – it’ll be nearly daylight.’

			Tait had a point. No one fancied motoring east on Rommel’s main supply road in broad daylight, while trying to make like the enemy. With their present unorthodox appearances, they weren’t about to fool anyone for very long.

			Using hand gestures, they motioned for the captives to set down the jerrycan and to scarper, heading back the way they’d come. But the pair seemed rooted to the spot and they looked visibly petrified. Most likely, they feared they were about to be shot in the back, just as soon as they turned tail on their captors. Both men appeared strikingly young, and it took the trio’s best efforts to reassure them that they weren’t about to be mown down in cold blood. When finally the pair had got the message, one of them, who spoke a little halting English, confessed that they were actually Austrian, not German . . . as if that made the slightest difference. In fact, it only served to annoy Tait and Byrne, who much preferred facing their ‘deadly enemies, to their running dogs’.

			Tait eyed the pair. ‘We always shoot Austrians,’ he growled, with quiet menace.

			Panic filled the prisoners’ eyes. ‘I was born in Hamburg,’ one exclaimed, as if hailing from Germany’s second largest city might save him from Tait’s murderous intent.

			‘All right,’ Tait feigned, as if that had convinced him to show a little mercy. ‘Clear off then.’

			With that the pair turned and hurried into the darkness.

			The three fugitives paused, for the call of the water was too powerful to resist. They were just about to take a nip, when out of the night emerged two familiar figures. The pair of erstwhile prisoners were back, eyes saucer-­wide with fear. They blurted out that they were afraid of getting lost in the dark, and would prefer to remain captives, if they possibly could. Tait was having none of it. He grabbed the pair, pointed to a star that lay low on the horizon and just to the right of where their lorry was located, and showed them how to use it to steer their way home.

			‘Follow that star to the road, then turn left and keep going until you reach your lorry. And don’t come back.’

			With those words ringing in their ears the pair were well and truly dispatched. Tate, Byrne and Philips paused to take a drink. The water was stone cold and beyond perfection. They followed up with a smoke, and feeling thus reinvigorated they pressed on. To say their reappearance at the cave – and bearing water! – was like a miraculous apparition was an understatement. The welcome they received from Frazer and DuVivier defied description. Someone suggested brewing tea. It was vetoed. The purloined water was too fine and delectable to do anything but imbibe it cool and ‘raw’. As they quaffed their fill, the five felt their appetites returning. They broke out their cheese and biscuits, and feeling thus revitalised they considered next steps.

			Having filled their water bottles, they hefted the jerrycan and resolved to push east on foot, aiming to put a good distance between themselves and their cave hideout. Shortly, the enemy were bound to learn of the trio’s presence in the area and they needed to make tracks, using the last of the night hours in which to do so. They set out, marching hard until dawn. By the gathering light they spied another cave. This one was far shallower, with barely a roof to speak of, being formed from where the wind had scoured out a shallow cliff in the salt-­encrusted terrain. It would suffice. Crawling into its hollow, they settled in for the wait. Hopefully, the enemy would conclude that for a force of raiders to be so far behind enemy lines, they would have to have their own transport, in which case they would be long gone.

			Evidently, no one made any great effort to scour the terrain, for there was zero sign of any follow-­up or search party. At midday the five set out again, with full bellies and full water bottles, and with a newfound confidence that belied all their earlier tribulations, plus the madness that had seized them on the shores of the salt lake. There was still not the slightest sign of any enemy in pursuit. That night they would sleep relatively deep and sound, and for the first time since they had commenced their marathon getaway.

			Over the next thirty-­six hours they continued pushing eastwards, resuming their fifty-­minutes’ marching, interspersed with ten minutes’ break routine. Spirits were high, and with their reinvigorated bodies and clear heads their legs ate up the miles. By now, Frazer reckoned they had skirted the northern shore of the second salt lake, Mat’an Al Jafr, slipping between its glistening expanse and the coast road where it swept past the Gulf of Sidra, the most southerly point of the Mediterranean. That meant they’d covered well over 100 kilometres, so more than a third of their journey.

			All went well until the afternoon of their third day out from Bir Al Akhariyah’s caves. Even as the five fugitives nursed the remaining liquid in their two-­pint water bottles, an ominous apparition crept across the desert horizon. By its hollow, eerie, spectral wail they could hear it before they saw it, and out here in the desert there was, of course, no escape. Piling up to several hundred feet in height, the churning mass appeared like a ghostly tsunami, as it bore down on the escapees with remorseless intent. The desert tempest blocked out the sun, turning the sky an unearthly orange, and long before the cloud of roiling dust had engulfed them. The point man resolved to march on, stubbornly advancing into the storm’s wild embrace.

			Minutes later they were sucked into its maw – five tiny figures silhouetted against the howling belly of the beast. For thirty minutes they tried to fight their way onwards, until it was clear that to continue was courting death or disaster. If nothing else they risked losing each other in the maelstrom, and to break the fellowship would be a terrible blow to their newfound morale and their spirits. There was no option but to huddle together in the heart of the storm, ‘curling up in the sand until the worst was over’, as the wind-­whipped grit and dust tore into exposed skin and eyes.

			Eventually the sky cleared. It revealed that their surroundings had been transformed, and not in any way that the fugitives had been expecting. Somehow, under the blanket of that desert tempest, an enemy supply column had moved into the area, camping up so as to avoid the very same storm from which Frazer and his men had taken shelter. As far as they could see, there were ranks of soft-­skinned army trucks. The closest vehicle, which had a tent pitched beside it, was no more than a few dozen yards away. After all they had endured, it was an eerie and most disturbing apparition to behold.

			As Frazer and his men shook off the layer of sand that had blown across them and tried to muster themselves, so did the enemy. Figures could be seen moving about, yelling to each other in Italian. Keeping his cool, Frazer reasoned that any curious enemy troops would very likely presume that he and his men were some of their own. It made no sense for them to be anything other than a part of their convoy. On his instructions, the five fugitives rose from the sand and turned away from the convoy, moving as one in the opposite direction. Covered in dust as they were, there was little to distinguish them from the enemy, and no one cried out so much as a word of challenge. A hundred yards from the Italian encampment they crested a rise. Beyond it lay a shallow scrape in the desert. They flung themselves down into its shelter, after which they set about studying their adversaries.
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