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Ronald Seth (1911-1985) was educated in Ely and Cambridge. After his studies at Cambridge he went to Tallin University, Estonia, where he held the English Language chair and received an honorary Ph.D in 1939. When war broke out, he helped found the Intelligence Bureau of the B.B.C. Monitoring Service and was then seconded to Special Operations Executive. He was assigned the task of working covertly in Estonia to organise resistance against the Nazis. Betrayed and captured, he endured solitary confinement for almost two years but, during that time, persuaded his captors he was a Nazi sympathiser. He joined Luftwaffe Intelligence, where he was exposed constantly to the danger of losing the trust of Nazi officials. Smuggled into Paris in 1944, he was taken back to Germany, from where he was able to return to Britain under the pretext of a mission. After the war, he was employed by the Ministry of Works, became a school teacher for a time, and eventually devoted himself to a writing career.




‘Ein Spion hat keinen Kameraden’

 



From a German manual for secret agents
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The fortunes of war throw many people into associations which they would otherwise be careful to avoid. Some of those who befriended me in Paris at great risk to themselves, and to whom I owe an everlasting debt of gratitude, were forced by circumstances into close association with a group of collaborators. Members of this group certainly incurred the suspicions of their neighbours, though some of them may have escaped their deserts. In order to spare the feelings of people innocently associated with them, I have given fictitious names and addresses to everyone with whom this part of my story deals. Apart from these few changes, I have kept as strictly to the truth as my memory would allow, aided by such notes as I was able to preserve.

1952




CHAPTER 1

OPERATION BLUNDERHEAD BEGINS

I WAS awakened suddenly by a jerk; with the return of consciousness my ears were filled with the droning of the aircraft. I opened my eyes to find the parachute despatcher standing over me. He was shaking me by the shoulder and holding out a mug of coffee.

‘We are just passing over Bornholm,’ he shouted. ‘We shall be over the target in an hour. Drink this, and eat these sandwiches; and here are two bars of chocolate and a packet of gums to put in your pocket.’

I was feeling slightly sick and did not want either the coffee or the sandwiches. I was not really awake, and felt numbed all over.Then suddenly the meaning of the despatcher’s words cleared my mind, and there came over me a feeling of great fear. In less than an hour I might be dead; and I did not want to die. There was much in my life that I still longed to do, much that I wanted to undo. I began to pray and to make to the Almighty promises which I knew I could never fulfil.

In what seemed like a few minutes, though it must have been almost an hour later, the despatcher returned to tell me that the Captain would like me to go forward to his  cabin. I went forward, and on looking out found that we were over Kolga Bay, a small curving inlet on the north coast of Estonia, fifty miles south of the southern Finnish coast, and less than two hundred miles from Leningrad.

‘We will circle once or twice, then I want you to choose where you would like to be put down,’ the Captain said.

Below us in the brilliant moonlight I could see the whole Kolga Peninsula spread out, the coast roads looking like white ribbons. In the wrinkled sea I could pick out the huge rock which lay about two hundred yards from the shore opposite my friend Juhan’s cottage.A thrill like that of a home-coming went through me as I looked down on this familiar country, where my wife and children and I had been so happy and had made so many friends in the summer before the war.

Away to the east I saw a cloud bank with a base at about fifteen hundred feet. I pointed it out hopefully to the Captain, but he had already seen it. We circled again, and I picked out a field about a mile south of Juhan’s cottage. It was skirted on the west by the coast road and on the east by dense forest. I asked the Captain if he could guarantee to put me down, with my three containers of explosives and equipment and the heavy package containing my wireless transmitter, neither in the sea nor in the forest. He said that he most certainly could.

We shook hands, but I asked him not to wish me luck, so he contented himself with giving me final instructions.

‘We shall circle once after you have dropped, and immediately you have landed, if everything is O.K., I want you to give three long flashes on your torch. If I don’t get them I shall be very sad.’

I clambered back over the main spar and found that the despatcher and the rear-gunner had already opened the hatch in the floor amidships. The despatcher fixed my static-line to the canvas and showed me the pin. The routine we had gone through when I was learning to jump at Tatton Park served to keep me calm. Now that I had something to do, my fear receded. I was trembling a little, but I had always done that before jumping. I sat down on the edge of the hole with my legs dangling in space.

‘Keep your eye on the light!’ the despatcher shouted. ‘As soon as it goes red I shall say: “Action stations! Get ready! Container - container - container - go!” Then the package will follow. God go with you.’

He had hardly finished speaking when the red light flashed. I had no time for wishing to turn back now.

‘Container - container - container - go!’ yelled the despatcher.

And I went.

I must have caught my parachute pack on the edge of the hole as I went through, because when I came out of that amnesiac second of falling through the slip-stream, I found I was spinning round like a top. What with this  motion and my concentration on the lines becoming untwisted, so that I could pull them apart and stop them twisting the opposite way, I had absolutely no idea where my containers had fallen.

The aircraft had gone off to the south, and I could hear its engines faintly throbbing in the distance. But apart from this and far-off sounds of a dog barking and men shouting, there was a deep silence such as I had not heard for a long time. I floated gently downwards.

The barking dog and the shouting men would have thrown me into a cold sweat, only I was so intent on making a good landing that the significance of these sounds did not strike me. I came out of my spin a few seconds before landing, and looked down for the first time. Then I saw that I was heading straight for some telephone wires running by the side of a road; and there waiting for me to land, were a dog and a group of men waving rifles.

Even then I tried to take evasive action in the best R.A.F. Ringway style, but I was unlucky. The lines of my parachute caught the branches of a tree overhanging the wires and I was brought up with a jerk. Gently, softly and with a faint rustle the silken canopy fluttered about me as I swayed to and fro some six feet from the ground, surrounded by four or five soldiers and a very excited dog.

One of the men shouted an order, and then came the answer: ‘Jawohl, Herr Feldwebel!’

I was face to face with the enemy.

Six hours ago I had been dining in a Royal Air Force mess, safe on English soil. Now I was more than twelve hundred miles away, caught in the act of landing by parachute from an aircraft, dressed as a civilian, and with enough explosives in my equipment to blow up a small town - and I was surrounded by armed German soldiers.

I glanced up quickly as I heard the aircraft droning overhead towards the west, but I could not flash my torch. The dog, hysterical with excitement, was leaping from one soldier to another.

I opened my knife to cut myself free, then I remembered the quick release attachment. I turned it and was about to bang the button, keeping my eye on the soldiers, who appeared much more interested in the dog than in me, when suddenly the Feldwebel lashed out at the animal with his foot. With a snarl the dog fastened its teeth in the man’s leg. Instantly there was confusion. In trying to pull the dog off, one man received a blow on the arm from another who swung his rifle at the beast. In a second I released myself from my harness and began running across the field as fast as my encumbered body could go. The edge of the forest was less than a hundred and fifty yards away. I was about half-way there when suddenly the moon was blotted out, and a moment later rain began to fall as though a cloud had burst.




CHAPTER 2

RETROSPECT




I

IN 1935 I had accepted the appointment of lecturer in English Language and Literature at the University of Tallinn, being subsequently raised to the Chair. In addition to this post I held various others, among them that of Senior Master at the Tõrvand-Tellmann English College, a large co-educational school of eight hundred pupils; English Teacher to the Ministry of Economic Affairs; broadcaster of weekly English lessons over the National Radio; English Language Adviser to the Estonian Foreign Office; and associate editor of the Baltic Times. During term-time I worked sixteen hours a day, but I was young and active and the long summer vacations from May to early October provided ample opportunity for recuperation, particularly as the Estonian summer insured ten to twelve weeks of almost unbroken sunshine.

In the summer of 1939 we were living in the Veizenberg’i tänav, near the Kadriorg Park. But our family was growing, and a move was becoming necessary. At the end of term we found a flat in a new block that was still being built; it was due to be available in the following  September. A friend having offered us the use of his seaside cottage for the summer, we stored our furniture in the English College, which was quite near both to the old and the new flats, and went to stay there. After their early timidity had worn off, the local people accepted us, and we became part of the community life.

The cottage stood a hundred yards from the edge of the sea in the tiny fishing village of Kiiu Aabla, on the west side of a small peninsula on the north coast. The peninsula was about six miles long from its northern apex to its base and three miles at its widest. A road followed the west coast to the village of Leetse, about half a mile from the tip, then struck south-east through the forest until it reached the coast, which it then followed south until it joined the main Tallinn road not far from where the west coast road left it. The centre of the peninsula was thick forest, but along the coast roads there were hamlets built on a margin of unforested land about half a mile deep, which could be worked as small holdings. On the produce of these small holdings and the results of their fishing the peasant-fishermen sustained life. Only for meat, sugar and salt and one or two other simple commodities did they have to rely on the town.

My friend Juhan, who had organised to perfection a life in which the least activity was the criterion, lived in one room of the cottage. His sole duty was to milk the  cow twice a day, and this done, the rest of the time he spent eating, sleeping and playing his piano accordion.

University entrance examinations necessitated my return to Tallinn on 23rd August 1939. Our new flat was not yet ready, but Madame Tõrvand-Tellmann put her own at our disposal, as she was still at her country house near Kotka. Here we arrived on 22nd August.

Next day came the news of the Russo-German pact. In an hour the threat to Estonia, which the international situation already offered, had changed direction; it now came from the west instead of the east. When I heard the announcement of the German march against Poland, I was convinced that this was the beginning of the general conflagration we had all feared for the last year, and I made up my mind to get my family to England as quickly as possible. This meant my seeking special permission from the Rector and Senate of the University to resign immediately and my asking to be released from my arrangements with Madame Tõrvand-Tellmann, the Foreign Office and the National Radio.

Professor Kogerman, the Rector, expressed keen sympathy with my position, and in less than an hour was able to send me on my way with his own and the Senate’s blessing. Hanno Kompas, Director of the Radio, was glum. He was sure this was the end of Estonia. Karl Selter, the Foreign Minister, though much overworked, made time  to see me for a quarter of an hour, and thanked me for my assistance. Colonel Jaakson, Minister of Education, also received me, and expressed the Ministry’s and his own warm appreciation of my services to education. Only Madame Tõrvand-Tellmann pressed me to stay.

‘England and France won’t declare war,’ she said. ‘It will all be over in six weeks.’ But when I explained my reasons for leaving she reluctantly let me go.

The earliest date by which we could complete our arrangements would be Tuesday, 5th September. It took us all our time to get ready, for on Monday we had to attend various farewell functions and presentations, at all of which I had to make short speeches. The farewell from the English College was most touching and I concluded my speech with a promise that whatever happened, I would come back. I made this promise seriously and with the firm intention of keeping it. How it was to be kept I had then not the glimmering of an idea.

At half-past nine on Tuesday we boarded the Tallinn-Helsinki steamer - I had bought tickets to Newcastle via Helsinki, Turku, Stockholm, Oslo and Bergen - and promptly at ten o’clock, as the boat pulled away, the eight hundred boys and girls of the English College, who were massed on the quay, sang a wonderful Estonian farewell. When the song was over, shouts of ‘Come back to us!’ were carried across the water. I tried to repeat my promise  of the previous day, but I was so moved that I could only mutter to myself.

We had taken the Estonians and their country to our hearts in a very short time. In no other place in the world had we been so kindly treated. From the moment we arrived people went out of their way to help us and make us feel at home. But we had not realised that we had been so greatly loved and were quite overcome by the affection with which they sent us on our journey.




II

For several weeks I walked the streets of London job-hunting, and eventually joined the B.B.C. as a sub-editor of its daily digest of Foreign Broadcasts. Two months later I helped to found the Intelligence Information Bureau of the Monitoring Service, which later in the war achieved considerable fame.

I stayed with the B.B.C. for a year, during which time I rose to be Chief Intelligence Supervisor (Country); but the constant jockeying for advancement and intrigues, which would make pale the machinations of Queen Anne’s court in comparison, proved too much for me, and I resigned. A few weeks later I volunteered for the Royal Air Force, passed through the ranks at Bridgnorth, and in June 1941, became an Intelligence Officer in Bomber Command.

I happened one day to be in the Air Ministry when someone said to me: ‘By the way, Seth, you know those shale-oil mines in north-eastern Estonia, which the Russians were supposed to have “scorched”? Well, Jerry has got them going again, and they’re producing three hundred tons a day - practically all he needs to support his armour on the Leningrad front.’

For several weeks this thought must have churned about in my subconscious mind, because one morning when I woke up I had a plan worked out for an operation which, if successful, would put the Estonian mines out of commission for some considerable time. Without thinking much more about it I forwarded the scheme to Intelligence, and to my surprise it was accepted. In January 1942, I was seconded from the R.A.F. to Special Operations Executive, better known as S.O.E. Internally, that is to say among the staff and students, it was politely referred to as the ‘Organisation’, less politely (until an order came round forbidding the term), as the ‘Racket’.

The Organisation had a finger in pies of practically every European make, and eventually developed until it covered the Far East as well, in co-operation with the Americans, who learnt most of the craft from us.

Before I finally signed the Official Secrets Act and other documents essential to joining S.O.E., a major, whom I will call Larch, had pointed out that even if my plan were  successful, my chances of survival were estimated by the experts at not more than fifteen per cent. Now, therefore, was the time to withdraw, if I felt like doing so. Carried along by conceit, self-confidence and a tinge of patriotism, I rejected the offer with some disdain. I signed the documents without a thought, and Major Larch became my guide, philosopher and friend. My wife, who had placed the children in a nursery school in Devon, joined the W.A.A.F., since I should henceforward be under the closest security régime and so would be able to see very little of her.

As I should be the first British agent in Estonia, and since having got there I should not be able to return until the end of the war, I should have ample opportunity for organising an underground movement for carrying out both passive and active resistance, concentrating on the one railway line from Tallinn to Leningrad. I should also have plenty of leisure for gathering military intelligence.

My training was exhaustive, and involved nearly ten months of extremely hard work. By the middle of September I had passed my final test, and after a short leave with my wife, I went to London with Major Larch to perfect the details of the operation.

First, there was my equipment. This was to consist of an ‘A’ container, a six-foot-long steel cylinder, full of explosives, detonators and fuses; a second ‘A’ container loaded with food, in case I could not find Juhan and should  have to fend for myself in the forests for a month or six weeks; and a third container holding an Arctic tent, a sleeping bag, three hundred gold marks (long obsolete, but which we hoped would be useful with the peasants), fourteen pounds of chocolate, fourteen pounds of sugar, a number of Colt .32s, with an adequate supply of ammunition, and various odds and ends.

The radio equipment was packed in a separate parcel, about four feet by three by two. This was to follow me through the hole, while the containers would be slung in the bomb-racks and released immediately before me.

My personal kit received the most careful attention. Here I feel I must pay a tribute to Major Larch, who was himself responsible for this most important part of my equipment. The rest was in the hands of officers whose job it was to look after such things. I soon had cause, however, to wish that Larch had superintended the rest of my paraphernalia.

For the jump itself I was to wear a camouflaged canvas siren suit, in the pockets of which were my L tablet - potassium cyanide, guaranteeing death in three minutes, in case anything should go wrong - a packet of clear gums, two two-ounce bars of milk chocolate, and some benzedrine. There was also a torch, and a knife for cutting myself free if anything went wrong with the parachute. A spade was strapped to my left leg. With this I was to  bury my parachute and the containers until I had had a look round.

It had been decided that I should go in the October moon-period, otherwise it would be too late; the hard winter weather of Estonia would come down in November and preclude any further attempt until the following spring. As something like £4,000 had been spent on my training up to date, six or eight months delay would add to this expense. I certainly had no desire to wait so long, keyed up and with nothing to do.

I was given a final seven days’ leave and my wife joined me in London. She would have had to have been very dull not to have sensed that something more than security work had been occupying my time during all these months. The seven days passed all too quickly, and on Friday, October 16th 1942, I reported to Larch for the last time. It was the first night of the October operational moon-period. If climatic conditions over the target were favourable, tomorrow night I might be in Estonia. If conditions were unfavourable for the whole of the period, I might not go at all.

Larch took me to say goodbye to Brigadier (now Major-General Sir Colin) Gubbins, who was then chief of S.O.E. He shook hands and said, ‘Take care of yourself. You are my ewe-lamb in the Baltic. Come and tell me all about it when you get back.’

Later, in Larch’s office, before we left London that evening, I was introduced to a young captain of the Lovat Scouts, who henceforth was to be my constant companion until I left, never letting me out of his sight for a moment. Even at the waiting base we slept in the same room.

Nothing happened the next night; nor the next, nor the next. Every day at ten o’clock we received the meteorological report for the day. Sometimes we would be told: ‘No operation today.’ If there was any doubt there was to be definite news at noon.

At ten o’clock on Saturday, 24th October, we were told: ‘Operation Blunderhead is on. Blunderhead is to be ready to take off at any time from noon onwards.’ When I had first been told my operational name I had objected a little, with my tongue in my cheek. I had been assured, however, that several names had been put into a hat and drawn.

At eleven o’clock I received from Larch a telegram from my wife telling me that she had been granted her commission. I felt this to be a good omen and was relieved, for I knew that now she would be comparatively happy.

Shortly before noon I drove with my escort to the airfield, where I was introduced to the Polish crew of the Halifax in which I was to fly. As the distance was so great - a round trip of thirteen or fourteen hours, flying partly over enemy-occupied territory - it had been arranged  that we should go to an airfield near York for refuelling and final checks.

At five o’clock, after an operational tea of bacon, chips, fried eggs, hot buttered toast and strawberry jam, we drove out to the aircraft. I changed into my operational kit and by five-thirty we were airborne.

Now, seven hours later, I was on the ground in enemy-occupied country, being chased by German soldiers. It was a beginning which we had never dared to consider. The worst had happened, and as I raced for the shelter of the forest I was making that desperate bid which we had hoped I should never have to make.




CHAPTER 3

TWELVE DAYS OF FREEDOM

PURSUIT seemed to give me strength and sight, for in the forest the night was even darker and the undergrowth made it difficult to get along, but I managed to keep going. Shouts behind me were drawing nearer and I could hear the crashing of feet. I paused, crouching under a tree, to get my breath, and turning for a moment towards the sounds, I caught sight of flashing torches. I had little fear that I should be caught now, but I felt it would be safer to find a hideout.

Going a little deeper into the forest I found a tree whose lower branches swept the ground. I hoisted myself up into it and climbed until I was twenty or thirty feet up. Here I found a comfortable fork which seemed a good place to spend the night, and for safety I fastened myself to the trunk.

Presently the noises of my pursuers ceased, and I imagined that the search had been called off. As soon as I realised this a reaction set in and I became intolerably weary, so to ward off sleep I took two benzedrine tablets. I decided that when dawn broke I would go down and try to find my equipment, particularly the radio. I hoped  the containers might be lying near some temporary cover, for I could scarcely move them and I did not see how I could possibly bury them in broad daylight without being seen.

The benzedrine was not effective; I became more and more drowsy until at last I fell asleep. When I woke it had stopped raining and there was a faint glimmer of light in the tree-tops. I was stiff and cold and shivering, so I took a gulp of whisky from my flask, which held three-quarters of a pint. I had to strip off the top part of my siren suit to get at it, but it was worth the effort, for the warmth went down into my stomach and diffused itself all over my body.

Picking my way carefully and silently through the undergrowth - for I did not know whether guards had been left - I came to the field. There was no one about. On the far side the canopy of my parachute billowed and flapped in the gentle morning breeze coming off the sea.

A shallow ditch went down to the gate and I crawled into it, taking advantage of what little cover the low hedge afforded. When I had gone about half-way I heard voices, and spying through a tuft of grass I watched two German soldiers, who had arrived on bicycles, disentangle my parachute from the tree, roll it up and ride back in the direction from which they had come.

Any reconnoitring I might now do would have to be  done with care. If the local post was stirring, there was no telling who might be about.Taking cover behind a bush I surveyed the field, but could see nothing which resembled a container; nor did the adjoining field reveal anything. I climbed through the hedge and lay in the ditch by the roadside. Daylight was rapidly approaching.

Suddenly I heard the sound of a lorry. It was too late to get back through the hedge, so I scurried along to a bush, hoping it would protect me from the eyes of the driver as he passed me. Then I heard the quicker beat of a motorcycle engine, and a second or two later it came round the bend and pulled up sharply. The rider turned and signalled to the lorry to stop. Then I saw them - two of my containers, in a well-dropped ‘stick’, straddling the road. I watched them being loaded on to the lorry, which then turned round and drove off.

The whole aspect of my operation was now changed. I was completely without supplies of food or any means of communicating with my base. The only bright spots in my future were the Colt under my arm, the fighting knife in my pocket, and £1,500, in American dollars and Swedish krona, strapped across my chest. What I should do needed thinking over, so I went back to the forest.

Sitting down under a tree on a carpet of pine needles, I ate a couple of clear gums and a square of milk chocolate, which I washed down with a mouthful of whisky. My plan, as it unfolded, rested on whether I could find Juhan, who would be able to give me a picture of conditions in the country. If these appeared too formidable, I would try to buy or steal a small sailing boat and attempt the three hundred miles to Sweden. From there I could return to England and try again.

It was about eight o’clock when I heard once more the sound of engines. Going to the edge of the forest, I saw three lorries draw up and a party of soldiers with rifles jump out. Presently some officers arrived in a motor car, orders were given and the soldiers deployed.

I retreated into the forest, and having found another suitable tree, I repeated my performance of the previous night. The soldiers beat backwards and forwards through the forest, passing several times below my tree. Now and again a Fieseler-Storch aircraft (the German equivalent of the British Lysander observation aircraft) flew over. All day long I heard the calls and crashings of my searchers. It was a fantastic operation. I do not know whether a similar party was operating from the northern end of the peninsula, but it would have been possible even for a cretin to have eluded capture. This was the first revelation of German military incompetence that I experienced, but it was not to be the last.

Towards five o’clock, as daylight began to fade, whistles blew and the weary soldiery withdrew to their lorries,  climbed in and drove off. When the sound of the engines had died away, I climbed down from my tree and restored the circulation to my cramped limbs. There was an uncomfortable emptiness in the pit of my stomach, reminding me that I had not eaten for twenty-four hours. I must find food, I decided, and there was nowhere, unless at a peasant cottage, where I should be likely to do so. I assumed that the inhabitants of the peninsula must know what all the day’s activity had been about, and I was confident that I could rely on their hatred of the German invaders inducing them to help me. So I set off in search of a cottage.

I made my way to the road, and with eyes and ears alert for the slightest sound or sight of a uniform, I went towards the north. Two or three hundred yards up the road I came to a cottage and knocked at the door. A very old man opened it and peered out.

‘Can you give me something to eat?’ I asked him in Estonian. ‘Perhaps a little bread or some potatoes and milk?’

He paused before replying, looking at me closely. ‘I have nothing,’ he said at last, ‘but my daughter over there may have something.’ He nodded in the direction of another cottage a hundred yards away, then closed the door abruptly and bolted it.

Cautiously I went over to the daughter’s cottage. As I came up to the door I could hear women and children  talking excitedly, though I could not distinguish what was being said. As soon as I knocked there was silence. After a pause I heard someone moving stealthily on the other side of the door.

‘Who’s there?’ called a woman’s voice.

‘Please can you give me some bread?’ I asked. ‘I’ve eaten nothing since yesterday.’

‘Who is it?’ I heard another voice whisper.

‘Võramees,’ answered the first. (The word may mean either a stranger or a foreigner.)

At once the women and children set up a screeching which I was sure would rouse the whole countryside.

‘Go away!’ called the first woman. I did not wait.

I had walked on a little further, when I saw a woman with two young boys and a girl running across the fields to another house on the other side of the road. They ran indoors, calling out as they went, and as I drew near the house a party of men with rifles ran out.

I leapt into the forest, which at this point came down to the road’s edge, and fell flat in the undergrowth, just as a bullet went whining past me. I was sure they had seen me entering the forest, but to my surprise the party ran off down the road in the direction from which I had come, letting off their guns spasmodically as they went.

Shaken by this experience, I went a little deeper into the forest. I had been told that the population would be  friendly; but if this was an amiable welcome, I decided that I would not like to meet an unfriendly Estonian. This attitude was certainly going to add to my difficulties. Again I climbed a tree, deciding that in the morning I would make for Juhan’s cottage, reconnoitre it and find out if he was still living there. If I could only discover him, I knew he would be my friend. In any case, I must find him in order to get food, for I did not dare to risk approaching strangers again. So I took another mouthful of whisky and then slept.

I woke soon after dawn, and was about to come down from my tree when I heard noises in the undergrowth below. Peering down, I saw two men, one with a spade and the other with a sack on his back. I watched them dig a shallow hole, bury the sack and then go away. When I judged that it was safe for me to do so, I came down, scraped away at the earth and uncovered the sack. In it, to my astonishment, I found eighteen specially prepared charges which had been included in my odds-and-ends container. How they could possibly have got there I could not imagine, and it was not until two years after the end of the war that I discovered a possible explanation.

When I was demobilised I got an appointment in the Ministry of Works Southern Regional Headquarters. Shortly afterwards my chief resigned and I succeeded to the post. My duties here brought me into contact with  some of the displaced persons working in the Bedford brickfields, among whom were two or three Estonians, former pupils of mine at the English College in Tallinn. In the early days of May 1948, I received from one of them the following cutting from the Estonian supplement to the Stockholms Tidningen of a few days earlier.


AN ENGLISH PARACHUTIST IN OCCUPIED ESTONIA Many strange things happen in wartime, of which the results sometimes come to light only after hostilities have ended. Such an event, which occurred during the German occupation of Estonia, has been told us by a compatriot, who lived during the war in the commune of Konnu near Loksa.

One dark night in the late autumn of 1942 a local farmer was awakened by a sudden shock which shook the building. Running out of the house, the farm hands found a large cloth dangling from a wall. This they discovered to be a parachute attached to a large box.The box was opened and in it were found tinned food, weapons, aummunition and other articles. It was assumed that they were provisions dropped for a parachutist who was thought to be hiding in the neighbourhood.

The local authorities were informed of the discovery, and the inhabitants increased the precautions already  in force against suspicious persons. A few days later a stranger was seen lurking in the undergrowth and a hunt was started, but the stranger evaded capture.

Shortly afterwards someone was again seen moving in the forest, and shots were fired, but again the stranger disappeared.

Some two weeks after the discovery of the parachute, an unknown man knocked at the door of a farmhouse.When the farmer opened the door, a tall, fair man who spoke in halting Estonian, asked him for food and shelter. The farmer was immediately suspicious, and at a sign from him a youth ran to the commune H.Q. and returned with some members of Self-Defence Corps who arrested the famished and exhausted stranger.

The man was not, however, a parachutist from beyond the River Narva [i.e. from Russia] but a rarer visitor; one, moreover, who had been well known in Tallinn before the war and who deserved a better fate than falling into the hands of the occupation forces. He was an Englishman, Ronald Seth, who had been teaching English in Tallinn University until the outbreak of war . . .

In his desire to do his utmost against Hitlerite Germany, he afterwards returned to Estonia as a parachutist . . . But the people to whom he came as a  friend were expecting their enemies from a nearer front and could not know that this man from the skies was a herald of the ‘third possibility’ - Western intervention in the Baltic area . . . Thus he fell into German hands and of his subsequent fate nothing is known . . .



However, to return to my story, I shouldered the sack which I had dug up and set out for Kiiu Aabla. After an hour’s walk through the forest I came upon the little house from the rear. The clouds had cleared away, and in the early morning sun and soft air of an Indian summer the cottage brought back many happy memories of our last holiday there.

Stealthily I made my way to the bathhouse which I found unchanged and still littered with hay. I went in, and through a chink between the log walls, I kept watch on the cottage, but saw no sign of life. Presently I heard footsteps coming down the path, and believing it might be Juhan, I had difficulty in preventing myself from going out to meet him. I was glad, however, that I had allowed discretion to prevail, for through my spy-hole I saw a woman, whom I recognised as Juhan’s sister, unlock the door and go inside.

A moment later she came out again and crossed to the cow byre in a far corner of the paddock. I emerged from  the bathhouse and a few seconds later I met her casually in the pathway.

‘Is Juhan at home?’ I asked.

She looked at me with the habitual shyness of a peasant in the presence of a stranger. Clearly she did not recognise me, though I had often sat in her kitchen chatting to her while she mended her husband’s nets.

She shook her head.

‘No,’ she said, ‘he has gone to the town.’

‘When will he be back?’ I asked.

I sensed her answer before she spoke, but it did not soften the blow.

‘I don’t know. Not for some days, anyway.’

Food was my most imperative need; but my experience of the previous evening had convinced me that I could not afford to take any more risks like that. Then I remembered that when we had been at the cottage in 1939 the latch of the kitchen window had been broken, so that the window could not be fastened. Knowing Juhan as well as I did, I was prepared to wager that the latch would still be in the same state. I went down to the kitchen window and gave it a pull; it opened and I climbed through.

The house was little altered inside. The piano accordion, covered with dust, lay in the corner of Juhan’s room. The kitchen was still the untidy muddle that had been my wife’s despair. I ransacked every pot, every shelf, every  cupboard; but there was not a crumb to be found. No man, I imagined then, could fast completely for a week without dying of starvation. Although a week ago I had tipped the scales at twelve stone six, stripped, it was mostly muscle and bone. I am six foot one and a half inches tall and I had no reserve of fat to fall back upon. It was now Monday, and I had not eaten for forty hours, but I had deadened the hunger pains in my stomach by taking a morphia pill. I had a dozen left, and the same number of opium pills, but I could not go on like this. I should have to steal food whenever I could find it.

I went back into the forest, and, well hidden by the thicket, I made myself a comfortable bed of moss and pine needles and went to sleep.

It was dark and the moon had risen when I awoke. My intention was to try to procure some potatoes and a chicken, which I could bake in clay. (During my training I had been given an intensive course in poaching by one of the keepers on a famous estate.) I inspected the out-buildings of several cottages, but could find nothing. Not a potato or a feather was there, except at one of the holdings; but here, just as I was within a yard or two of the hut, a dog began to bark, then a hen cackled, so I retreated hastily.

Every day it was the same.The entire peninsula appeared to be devoid of food. I realised later that this was true of  the whole country. What little the people had they kept in their houses, out of reach of neighbours who might come in the night. Most of the chickens had been eaten long ago by the Germans, and the cows too had all disappeared. Butter and milk had not been seen since the Wehrmacht had arrived.

This experience forced me to a decision. Until Juhan returned, I should have to exist on the few sweets and the whisky that still remained. I dared not approach these hungry, frightened people - not even Juhan’s sister.

On the edge of the forest - which had become a symbol of safety for me now; as long as I stayed within it, I was sure I could not be caught - I counted out my provisions by the light of the moon. I had fourteen clear gums, six meat lozenges, a little more than a third of a pint of whisky, twelve opium pills and eleven of morphia. By rationing myself to two gums, one meat lozenge, one morphia or opium pill and three mouthfuls of whisky a day, I reckoned I could last for a week.

I knew the Germans would not easily give up the search for me and I decided that my best plan would be to keep moving under cover as much as possible.While I was settling down to sleep after my inspection of the cottage, a gun had been fired not far away towards the north; and on my way to the cottage I had heard aircraft warming up, then taking off, and had presently seen three Fieseler-Storch aircraft  fly out to sea. So I knew that the German population of the peninsula was not inconsiderable. Besides, patrols of soldiers and forest guards, who might be in league with the Germans, were most probably on the look out for me.

Sleeping by day and moving by night seemed the safest plan. As I had slept all day, I now set out for the east coast of the peninsula. Next evening I struck back across the base of the triangle. So for the next six days, I wandered back and forth in a gigantic game of hide and seek.

The following Friday, 30th October, weakness was beginning seriously to hamper my movements. Seven days had passed since I had eaten proper food; at midday I finished my sweets, and in the evening my whisky. My speed was little more than a mile an hour and my physical condition compelled me to stop and rest every half-hour. But the temperature was still high and the air soft and spring-like.

All that night and the next one I wandered due east through the forest; then, having reached the eastern coast road again, I headed south. I followed the road fifty yards or so inside the forest, which here came right down to the edge of the road on either side. To be able to move more quickly and with less exhaustion I buried my siren suit and spade.

On Sunday the going was slower than ever. Besides feeling very weak, I began to have fits of dizziness. On Monday the weather changed, and the temperature  dropped sharply. I could not get back to Kiiu Aabla by morning, so I looked about for shelter. I knew it would be too cold to sleep in the open next day.

As I stumbled along in the dark the ground suddenly disappeared under me and I found I was up to my waist in icy water. Half unconscious, I struggled out and staggered along towards the west coast road, which I reached at a point not far from where I had landed.

There was a curious half-light over the sea and silhouetted against it I saw about a hundred yards away a long, low hut. I did not know what it might contain but as it was only three or four yards from the edge of the sea I felt fairly certain that no one would be living there. Shielding my torch, I flashed it through one of the windows and saw inside a long table with knives and scraps of cabbage scattered about on it. Against the far wall stood some large tubs of sauerkraut.
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T0 SAVE HIS COUNTRY, HE BECAME THE ENEMY





