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			Cut off from the land that bore us,

			Betrayed by the land that we find,

			When the brightest have gone before us,

			And the dullest are most behind –

			Stand, stand to your glasses, steady!

			’Tis all we have left to prize:

			One cup to the dead already –

			Hurrah for the next that dies!

			 

			The Revel, Bartholomew Dowling

			 

			 

			 

			‘Their activities are extremely dangerous’

			 

			2nd Panzer Division report on the SAS, October 1944
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			Author’s Note

			 

			 

			 

			 

			There are sadly just a handful of survivors from the Second World War operations told in these pages, or at least there were at the time of researching and writing this book. I have been in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. For all those contributions and input, I am immensely grateful. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in contact with me, as I will endeavour to include further recollections of the operations portrayed in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Service volunteers was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations deep behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. Nevertheless, I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

			Where various accounts of a mission appear to be particularly contradictory, the methodology I have used to reconstruct where, when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that account as most likely, while also taking into account the relative verisimili­tude of each of those accounts.

			
			

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

			As it was originally conceived of as an airborne unit – using parachutes to drop behind enemy lines – the unit was named the Special Air Service (my emphasis). In due course many other forms of insertion to target were adopted – on foot, by vehicle, and by submarine and landing craft.

			 

			This is a true story. Any sections of speech are taken from contemporary accounts of reported dialogue, diary entries, letters or memoirs written by those involved. Any number of those documents – war diaries, scribbled notes, signals logs, letters home – were written under the most difficult circumstances and often in some haste. Doubtless, they were never intended for publication. Accordingly, I have standardised spelling, corrected grammar and simplified acronym use, to make the book easier to read (e.g., ‘Amm’ is rendered as ammunition; ‘Ack’ becomes acknowledge). References to the source documents can be found in the notes provided at the end of this book.

		

	
		
			
			

			Preface

			The War Chest

			 

			Ten years ago I was invited to visit the home of Fiona Ferguson (née Mayne), one of Lieutenant-Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne’s nieces. Upon her uncle’s death it fell to Fiona to be the keeper of the flame, safeguarding the Mayne family archive, and especially what became known as the ‘Paddy Mayne War Diary’ and her uncle’s war chest. In the loft of the family’s Mount Pleasant home, in Newtownards, a trove of wartime memorabilia had been secreted away. This included Mayne’s uniform, carefully wrapped in brown paper, plus a large wooden chest, with the words ‘Lt. Col. R. B. Mayne DSO, Mount Pleasant, Newtownards, C. Down, N. Ireland. 39247. HOLD. C.O. 1st SAS’ stamped on the lid.

			Visiting Fiona and her husband Norman’s home, I was able to study the contents of that war chest at first hand. It proved to be brim-­full of SAS reports, diaries, letters, photographs and film, plus various eclectic wartime memorabilia. I was also able to study the gutted skeleton of the original Chronik of Schneeren, a massive leather-­bound tome that Mayne and his raiders had purloined from the town of Schneeren, in north-­west Germany in spring 1945. This they had transformed into a diary-­cum-­scrapbook embodying the SAS’s wartime history (what became known as the SAS War Diary). Needless to say, all of this constituted a treasure trove of SAS wartime history.

			
			

			As I sifted through the contents of the war chest, the war diary and the related materials, I encountered a feast of untold behind-­enemy-­lines Second World War history. The first book I wrote based upon that rich store of materials is SAS Brothers in Arms, which tells the story of the first eighteen months of the SAS at war. The sequel to that, SAS Forged in Hell, tells of the SAS’s war in Italy, in 1943. This book follows on from those two, picking up where they left off, though it is equally readable as a standalone story.

			Fiona and the wider Mayne family offered me access to Col. Mayne’s wartime memorabilia generously and freely, in the spirit that this story might be written.

			To tell it has been a privilege and an honour.

			 

			Damien Lewis

			Dorset, March 2024

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter One

			War With Hate

			 

			The pair of dust-­enshrouded vehicles rumbled through the patchy sunlight, the perilous track snaking through thick, undulating forest. As the foliage overhead thickened, the light turned to a blanket of shadow, then all was a blast of blinding brightness again, as the cover thinned once more. Tough conditions to master. Difficult on the eye. Demanding maximum concentration for the man at the wheel. But to these battle-­hardened warriors there could be no better vehicle in which to navigate such terrain, for they’d learned to cherish their nimble Willys jeeps, and come to see them as one of the greatest inventions of the war.

			At least the terrain beneath the jeep’s wheels was relatively dry, as the chunky, off-­road tyres fought for grip. It was the summer of 1944, and in this part of Nazi-­occupied France their patrol was operating hundreds of miles behind enemy lines. Everything they needed to sustain human life and to wage war had been dropped in here, including men and machines, each jeep being released from the belly of a Halifax or similar heavy bomber, with a giant parachute lashed to each of its four corners. Not a small number had ‘roman candled’, the ’chutes failing to open, the one-­thousand-­kilogram vehicle plummeting to earth, to smash itself to pieces close by the waiting men.

			These two jeeps were among five here that had weathered the drop, and were now the chief means by which this patrol of the Special Air Service was spreading havoc and chaos where the enemy least expected it. The lead vehicle, bristling with rapid-­firing twin Vickers-­K machineguns, reached the point where the track emerged onto a narrow sun-­washed highway. Though the forces of the enemy rarely ventured far into the forbidding woodland and thickets – chiefly the domain of the French Resistance, and those Allied troops who had dropped in to arm them – any open road was a different matter. No matter its size, it posed a potential hazard.

			
			

			Captain Derrick ‘Happy’ Harrison, riding in the lead vehicle, slowed at the exit to their forest redoubt. By rights, today’s was not a combat mission. No enemy convoys had been reported by their French contacts, for Harrison’s men to go haring after in hot pursuit. Today, they were engaged upon nothing more exacting than a vehicle-­maintenance trip, for one of the gun-­mountings on the rear jeep had failed. At the nearby town of Aillant-­sur-­Tholon there was a workshop run by friendly locals who should be able to weld it up, never mind that such repairs would be executed under the noses of the enemy. That was today’s somewhat workaday mission, but still experience had proven that constant alertness and caution paid dividends.

			As Harrison paused at the edge of the woodland, his finely tuned battle sense was nagging at him. Something was amiss. Back at their training base in Britain, Lieutenant-Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, the commander of 1 SAS Regiment, had taken Harrison aside for a private word before deploying. A champion boxer and an acclaimed rugby international before the war, by the spring of 1944 Mayne had earned a legendary reputation as the special forces raider and commander par excellence. For much of that time Harrison had served as one of his deputies, and they were kindred spirits.

			
			

			Mayne had glanced at Harrison, tapped a finger against the side of his head, and began speaking in that soft Irish brogue that so typified the man. He had a ‘blueprint’ of the perfect SAS recruit. While no one might meet it exactly, when Mayne studied a man and listened to him, he had to ‘come close’. He went on to outline the key criteria: stamina was critical, both mental and physical; a keen intellect was vital; so too was a natural affinity to bond as part of a team, as were versatility and a certain confidence, without brashness. The intelligence Mayne sought wasn’t the classic sort forged by a formal education. It was more the innate, animal cunning and intuition that gave a man a sharp battle instinct, plus a certain ability to think outside the box – to imagine and to do the unexpected, and so confound the enemy.

			That Mayne had sought to share such insights with Harrison reflected the high regard he had for the SAS captain. Those were also the chief characteristics that defined the SAS commander himself, as if Mayne were modelling his recruits upon his own, very particular persona. Harrison had been dropped into this area of France, the Yonne, in the north-­central part of the country, on Mayne’s personal instructions. The SAS commander knew that he could trust Harrison to operate more or less without guidance, and to make the tough decisions needed on the ground. Now, as he was poised to turn onto the road leading towards Aillant-­sur-­Tholon, that burden of responsibility rested heavily on ‘Happy’ Harrison’s shoulders.

			Harrison had earned his peculiar nickname while waging war across Italy in the summer and autumn of 1943, the SAS forming the tip of the spear as the Allies thrusted deep into the ‘soft underbelly of Europe’. There the fighting had proven terrible and fierce. By the time they had withdrawn, Mayne’s force had lost almost a third of their number – killed, wounded, taken prisoner or with their nerves frayed beyond measure. During one mission alone, the ferocious siege of the Italian port town of Termoli, the SAS had suffered their heaviest casualties from a single attack, losing twenty-­one men when the enemy had shelled their trucks. But at all points Harrison had remained ‘cool under extreme conditions’, showing fine leadership qualities, hence the nickname – ‘Happy Harrison.’

			
			

			‘See that?’ Harrison remarked. ‘What d’you make of it?’

			He was eyeing the horizon to the east of their Forêt de Merry-­Vaux base. Above the distant trees a swirl of dark smoke writhed into the air.

			A figure came forward from the rear jeep. ‘Looks as though it’s over towards Les Ormes,’ he observed. ‘Something big on fire.’

			Harrison concurred. He’d first met Lieutenant Stewart Richardson back at their training base in Darvel, Scotland, a few months earlier. A relatively new recruit to the SAS, Harrison had come to know his deputy as being ‘keen as mustard’ while on training and exercises, and as irresponsible as a schoolboy when not. By now, they were good friends. Their present deployment was Richardson’s first chance of seeing action with the SAS, and he naturally deferred to Harrison’s rank and experience. What were they to do next, he wondered. The smoke lay bang in the direction that they needed to travel, if they were to reach that workshop in Aillant-­sur-­Tholon.

			‘Carry on,’ Harrison declared. ‘Keep our eyes open. It may be further than we think.’

			In this rolling, densely wooded countryside, judging distance could prove tricky. That conflagration, and whatever was causing it, might lie well beyond their destination. Or it might not. There was another thought foremost in Harrison’s mind. Such billowing clouds of smoke normally spelt trouble, and trouble had to signify the presence of the enemy, which meant that battle might need to be joined. Whatever the case, it was towards the site of that mystery burning that they had to head.

			
			

			The jeeps swung east, turning onto the open highway. Harrison got his driver, Lance Corporal Jimmy ‘Curly’ Hall, to put his foot down. Hall, who hailed from Newcastle-upon-­Tyne, was a relative youngster among the SAS, though most tended to be in their early twenties. Signing up to the Army in 1939, he had lied about his age, for he was only sixteen at the time. After serving with a series of anti-­aircraft batteries, he’d volunteered for the SAS while still in his teens. He’d gone on to take part in some of the unit’s most iconic missions, including the daring July 1942 raid on Sidi Haneish airfield, in the North African desert, in which eighteen jeeps had thundered onto that remote airstrip and cruised up and down the runways shooting up scores of enemy warplanes.

			Hall, with his typical Geordie humour and his shock of sandy hair – hence ‘Curly’ – was a long-­standing and popular member of the unit. He also had a year’s more experience at the sharp end of operations than Harrison. In the summer of 1943, he’d been part of Mayne’s force that had formed the vanguard of Operation Husky, the Allied landings on Sicily. As the SAS had been sent in to seize the all-­important enemy naval base of Augusta, Hall had suffered a gunshot wound to the thigh, spending four months in hospital. Battle-­scarred, jocular, always smiling, he had only just turned twenty-­two years of age when they’d parachuted into this part of France.

			In short order the jeeps were thundering along the uneven roadway, throwing up a cloud of dust as they went. In this deeply rural part of north-­central France, farmers tended to be busy with their oxen-­and-­carts all summer long, and the roads ended up coated with dirt from the fields. Hence the jeeps leaving a pall of dust in their wake, just as they were doing now. Up ahead the billow of smoke kept growing both in size and in density. It appeared ominously angry and dark, the underside lit by roiling flames.

			
			

			As Hall powered the leading jeep over the crest of a ridge, Harrison signalled him to an abrupt stop. Both vehicles skidded to a halt. They’d come to a fork in the road, beyond which lay the village of Les Ormes. From the left-­hand branch there came the distinctive crack-­crack of gunfire, while ahead a number of buildings could be seen burning fiercely. The village was barely five hundred yards from end to end, but as far as Harrison could tell the bulk of the gunshots and smoke and flames seemed to be coming from the far side.

			Moments later an elderly woman appeared on a bicycle, pedalling fiercely in their direction. Harrison could see that her grey hair was in disarray and streaming in the wind. Head down, it was only as she neared the jeeps that she realised Harrison and his men were there. She glanced up, her heavily lined face slick with tears. Recognising the ‘parachutistes anglais’, she jumped off her bicycle as she came level with them.

			‘Quick, gentlemen,’ she cried, ‘save yourselves . . . The Boches . . . there!’ She pointed towards the burning buildings. ‘Now I go to fetch the Maquis.’

			A second figure riding in the rear jeep, a Frenchman known as Marcel Fauchois, was there to act as Harrison’s translator. Invaluable, in a situation such as this, and especially since Harrison’s own French was decidedly ropey. Fauchois’ real name was Marcel Friedmann. He had every reason to adopt a fake identity. Even younger than Hall, Friedmann had fled Paris while still in his teens, had survived incarceration in a concentration camp, before finally making it to Britain in the summer of 1943. He longed to fight, for his entire family had disappeared without trace, and with Jewish heritage he feared the worst. Having volunteered for 4 (French) SAS Regiment, he carried a fake Canadian passport under that assumed name, ‘Fauchois’.

			
			

			Friedmann had parachuted into France alongside Harrison et al. on his twenty-­first birthday. The ‘Maquis’ that the old lady referred to were bands of guerrilla fighters, most of whom had fled to the woods to avoid being pressganged into the Service du travail obligatoire (STO) – Compulsory Work Service – which supplied forced labour for Nazi Germany. Hundreds of thousands of French men and women had been shipped eastwards under the STO, to work in the Reich’s armaments factories and other key industries. Increasingly, the Maquis had armed themselves and become a bastion of the Resistance, and it was one of the SAS’s roles here to equip them for war.

			Harrison bade Friedmann keep the old lady with them for a moment, as he tried to process all that she had said. She seemed determined to hurry onwards, in an effort to bring the Maquis to the aid of the people of Les Ormes. But perhaps there was a better way.

			 ‘Quickly,’ Harrison demanded, ‘how many Boches are there?’

			‘Two hundred . . . three hundred,’ she ventured. ‘Who knows? A lot . . . Too many for you . . .’

			Again, she tried to pedal away, but again Harrison stopped her. They would go fetch the Maquis, he declared. With their jeeps they would be far quicker than one elderly lady on her bicycle. ‘Leave it to us,’ he reassured her.

			The old woman’s look of astonishment turned to one of over­arching gratitude, mixed with relief. Repeatedly she thanked Harrison and his men, before remounting her bicycle and hurrying back towards the burning village. No doubt she had family there that she needed to protect from whatever horrors were unfolding.

			Harrison turned to his comrades. ‘Well,’ he prompted, ‘what do you think? Go for the Maquis or attack the village ourselves?’

			
			

			They were five men riding in two jeeps, boasting eight Vickers-­K machineguns, one of which was attached by a dodgy mounting. Up ahead, there were several hundred enemy, if the lady were to be believed. Harrison had no doubt in his mind what they should do, but still he sought the views of the others.

			‘I say attack,’ Friedmann ventured, as ever keen to have a crack at les sales Boches.

			Hall spoke next. If they went to fetch the Maquis, they would be too late to save the village, he reasoned, and that wasn’t on.

			‘Brearton?’ Harrison queried. Trooper Tony Brearton was Richardson’s driver, a fellow ‘tankie’, hailing from the Royal Tank Regiment originally.

			‘Let’s have a crack at them,’ Brearton declared, simply.

			Last, Harrison turned to his deputy. Lieutenant Richardson was of the same mind as Hall. If they went to fetch the Maquis, the village was done-­for.

			It was unanimous.

			Hurriedly, Harrison explained his plan of attack. Rather than heading down the main drag, the Route du Couvent, they’d make a right turn, after which they’d hang left and left again, so coming into the village from one of the side-­roads. That way, they’d have the element of surprise, Harrison reasoned, and could blast their way through, guns blazing. They should be in and out before the enemy even realised what had hit them.

			‘The odds are fifty-­to-­one against,’ Harrison concluded, in his quiet, soft-­spoken way, ‘but I hope they’ll get such a shock that we’ll pull it off.’

			Typically, the two jeeps were flying Union Jack flags, for the men of the SAS were serving in France as the bona fide troops of a bona fide military nation, and they made little effort to hide. Likewise, they were dressed in full SAS uniform, complete with their distinctive beret and ‘winged dagger’ cap badge. The original inspiration for the design was either the flaming sword of Damocles, or King Arthur’s Excalibur, but even by then, summer 1944, its origins had been subsumed under a growing body of legend. As the jeeps got under way again, turning south onto Route de Raloy, they gathered pace, tyres humming on the tarmac and flags fluttering in the slipstream.

			
			

			They headed into the gathering storm, Harrison and the other gunners making their weapons ready, the distinctive clatch-­clatch of a round ratcheting into the breech echoing through the narrow streets. Originally a weapon designed as an aircraft gun, the Vickers-­K’s high rate of fire made it ideal for airborne combat, wherein engagements might last for just a few seconds. With its hundred-­round drum magazine armed with a mixture of tracer, ball, incendiary and armour-­piercing bullets, the Vickers-­K could churn out a devastating rate of fire. Bolted to their jeeps in pairs, it had proven the perfect weapon for SAS raids.

			For Harrison, there had been only one decision to make, back at the crossroads. To have turned away from Les Ormes would have been unthinkable. It was in his blood to stand up for the underdog, and these villagers were just that. In a sense, Harrison had always believed himself to be different, and something of an outsider. In his early years he’d been abandoned by his mother, an opera singer, who’d sought fame and fortune in the USA. With a mostly absent father, he’d been brought up by his ‘Auntie Kathleen’ as best she was able. Life had been far from easy, and the lack of parental love had forced Harrison to adopt a fiercely independent mindset.

			He was noted for his sympathy for the underdog, his sensitivity and humility, plus his open-­minded outlook. And his principles. Harrison stood by his principles. His unorthodox upbringing had also left him with a maverick, leftfield kind of mindset. While such characteristics might not have suited much of the wider military, in Paddy Mayne’s SAS they were highly prized.

			
			

			The quaint houses of Les Ormes, with their cream-­coloured façades, white-­painted shutters and high-­pitched, gracefully curved roofs were familiar to the SAS men, but the choking, acrid stench of burning and the staccato crackle of gunfire were alien to this otherwise sleepy village. Thick smoke wafted down the narrow side-­streets, the hot fumes being channelled between the tall buildings as if in a wind tunnel. Turning north once more, onto Rue de l’École, the lead jeep thundered towards the town square, with Harrison hunched ever closer over the twin Vickers bolted to the passenger-­side dash.

			They’d barely come into view of the square itself before he spied his first enemy. A figure dressed in the distinctive uniform of the reviled Schutzstaffel turned toward the jeep, pistol clutched in one hand, and began to stroll toward them. Only an SS officer would carry such a weapon. Even as he glanced at the on-­rushing jeep, a growing sense of surprise in his gaze, the SS officer died. Standing in his seat, Harrison had unleashed a first lethal burst, cutting the man down in his steps.

			In an instant the SAS captain took in the wider scene, as the jeep roared further into the square. The ancient church, l’église Notre-­Dame-­de-­la-­Nativité, lay at the centre of the square, with its high red-­tiled roof above gently rounded, whitewashed walls. Parked to one side of that were the distinctive forms of a large German truck and two staff cars. Ranged in front of them was a rank of grey-­uniformed SS and, ominously, some two-­dozen villagers lined up as if for some macabre kind of parade.

			Harrison didn’t pause. His finger hard on the trigger, he poured in the fire, the twin muzzles belching smoke, the weapon thumping out the deep percussive beats as each round fired, spent brass shell casings glittering through the afternoon sunlight. Within seconds he had punched a line of rents through all three enemy vehicles. First one then the others burst into flames. As terrified SS men dived for cover, Harrison followed them in his sights, pouring rounds into them. Screams and agonised cries rang out across the square, figures fleeing in all directions.

			
			

			‘Many died in those first few seconds in front of the church,’ Harrison would write of the moment, ‘lit by the flickering flames of the burning vehicles.’

			But even as he unleashed fire, he felt the jeep judder to a halt. It came to a stop no more than thirty yards from the church, within a stone’s throw of the nearest enemy. Bullets hammered in from all sides now, as those SS who had escaped the initial onslaught began to recover from the shock. Glancing at Hall to see why they’d halted, Harrison spied his form slumped over the steering wheel. By the horrific amount of blood that had soaked through his uniform, Harrison knew that Hall had to be dead, which meant that their jeep was going nowhere. So much for blazing through Les Ormes in a burst of fire and glory.

			Keeping one finger on the trigger and blasting out the fire, Harrison tried hitting the jeep’s starter. The engine was stone cold dead. It must have been struck in the same burst of fire that had killed Hall. Nothing Harrison could do about that now. Then, as if to make matters worse, his gun jammed. He wasn’t about to try to clear a stoppage in the midst of such a firefight, for to do so was inviting death. Instead, he dived for the Vickers bolted to the jeep’s rear and opened up with that. But after one long burst it too seized up. In a desperate effort to keep the enemy at bay, Harrison lurched across Hall’s body and grabbed the single Vickers bolted to the driver’s side, letting rip with that. But two long bursts, and it too had locked solid.

			A dead man at the wheel, a dud jeep and no guns working. How could it get any worse? For a moment Harrison feared he was done for, but then he heard the cacophony of fire erupting from his rear, as the second jeep blazed into action. Brearton must have seen the dire straits that Harrison had got into, for he’d brought their vehicle to a halt against one wall of the side-­street, so enjoying a modicum of cover. While Harrison was grateful for the supporting fire, it did little to relieve his own predicament. He was pinned down in the middle of the town square and horribly exposed.

			
			

			Bullets ricocheted and sparked off road and walls, as the enemy fire intensified. Desperate for some means to fight back, Harrison grabbed his M1 carbine, firing off the first fifteen-­round magazine in short order. As had always been the case, SAS soldiers were largely free to carry whatever weapons they chose. In the early years of the war, American ‘Tommy guns’ – Thompson submachine guns – and German ‘Schmeissers’ – MP40 submachine guns – had been favourites. But more recently, the US-­manufactured M1 carbine had become their go-­to weapon. With its folding butt, single shot or semi-­automatic mode and light weight, it was a superb weapon, as Harrison well appreciated. In short order he burned through another and yet another magazine, trying to beat back the enemy from the stricken vehicle and from Hall’s bloodied form.

			Upon parachuting into France, Harrison had injured his left hand. It had been his thirteenth parachute drop on the thirteenth of the month, and sure enough it had been plagued by bad luck. Over time, the SAS had developed a means to ensure the crushing weight in their rucksack wasn’t strapped to their person when they jumped. Otherwise, leg and back injuries were bound to ensue. Instead, they’d devised a rope and pulley system, one that allowed the heavy pack to be lowered until it hung from the jumper’s parachute harness, suspended some thirty feet below. That way, the pack was the first to touch down, taking the impact of its own fall.

			
			

			But on Harrison’s 13/13 jump, the rope had decided to jam. As he’d fought to release it, suddenly it had sprung free, while at the same time wrapping itself ‘like a maddened snake’ around the fingers of his left hand. As the heavy load reached the end of its drop the rope jerked tight, and his hand had been riven with pain. He’d managed to drag it free, but the middle finger at least was broken. With the injured hand crudely splinted and bandaged, it hadn’t caused him a great deal of trouble . . . until now.

			As he hammered out the rounds, and grasped for fresh maga­zines, the ungainly splint kept getting in the way. Blast and confound it. A German soldier made a dash forward. Harrison unleashed a shot from the hip, dropping him. Figures leaned from the upper windows of the buildings that ringed the square, taking potshots. Harrison fired whenever he spied movement, acting on instinct, but he feared it was only a matter of time before he got hit. Stay where he was and he was dead, that was for certain.

			Reaching for Hall’s bloodied form, he hoisted the dead man onto his shoulders. But as he went to make his move, so the enemy’s fire redoubled. Grabbing his carbine once more, Harrison found himself assailed by streams of tracer, the blazing arcs cutting across the air in a terrifying, scorching fireworks display. Dancing this way and that, ‘like a boxer as if to dodge the flying bullets’, Harrison fought for his very life.

			A shout echoed from behind him. ‘Look out! The orchard on your left.’

			Glancing that way, Harrison spied a low wall, with beyond it a grove of apple trees. Braving the fire, he sprinted for the wall. He reached it, popped his head and his carbine above the parapet, only to spy two-­dozen enemy troops advancing towards him ‘at the double’. Firing as fast as he could pull the trigger, he unleashed a barrage of aimed shots, driving them back.

			
			

			Eventually, the sheer weight of enemy numbers forced him to fall back to the stricken jeep once more. While it provided a degree of cover, he knew it was a death trap. Suddenly, unexpectedly, another figure appeared beside him. It was Friedmann. The young Frenchman had dashed forward to retrieve Hall’s body, aiming to drag it across to their one surviving vehicle.

			‘Get back, you fool!’ Harrison yelled. ‘Get back.’ There was zero sense in getting another good man killed.

			Ignoring his commander’s warnings, Friedmann hoisted Hall’s body and prepared to run. Thirty yards separated him from the one good jeep, but as he readied himself to move the Frenchman became the focus of the enemy’s fire. Sensing that he was not to be deterred, Harrison took up a position in the cover of the wrecked vehicle and hammered out blast after blast of covering fire. Moments later, Friedmann broke cover and made a dash for it, and Harrison was left alone once more in defiance of the enemy.

			How many magazines did he have left, he wondered. All of a sudden, he remembered that it was his wedding anniversary. What a crazy thought to be having at a time like this. Then, even more bizarrely, he wondered just how furious his wife would be if he got himself killed on this day, of all days.

			He felt a kick to his right hand, and a sudden numbness. He glanced down, only to realise it was sheeted in blood. Amazingly it still seemed to be usable, and with his fingertips he managed to fish out another magazine from his parachutist’s smock-­top. After a good deal of fumbling, he got it clipped onto his carbine and ready to fire. By now both his left and his right hands were injured – one from the parachuting accident, the other from enemy fire. Unsurprisingly, his aim was growing unsteady.

			The enemy had seen him jump with shock when he had been hit. Sensing he was injured they intensified their onslaught. A figure stepped from behind a tree to take more careful aim. Harrison raised his weapon, which was now slick with blood, and pulled the trigger. All he felt was a hollow click. Damn! Another stoppage. As he lowered the carbine to investigate, he felt his hand whip back for a second time, the enemy gunman’s shot tearing across his knuckles.

			
			

			Two rounds were jammed in the M1’s breech. As bullets ripped through the air all around him, Harrison struggled to wrench the dud magazine free and to deal with the stoppage. But his hands were slippery with blood and numb with pain. Finally, he managed to clear the weapon and to get a fresh magazine slotted into place, and somehow, miraculously, he was still alive. He raised the M1 once more, only to hear a cry from behind him.

			‘Run for it!’

			As if to underscore the sentiments, Harrison heard the wild revving of the jeep’s engine. He stole a glance in that direction. The vehicle had been turned around, and Stewart, Brearton and Friedmann were aboard and good to go. They yelled out again. Firing as he broke cover, Harrison made a dash for it. By the time he reached the jeep, it was already under way, and he made a crazed leap for the rear, hands dragging him aboard. As Brearton put his foot on the gas, so Friedmann blasted out a parting barrage from the vehicle’s rear Vickers, pouring a sustained burst of fire into the square.

			In a cloud of smoke and dust, the lone jeep thundered back down the route by which it had come. Having exited the village, Brearton made for the cover of the nearest woodland. From there, along narrow, almost untraceable tracks, they made their way back to their Forêt de Merry-­Vaux base camp. Once they’d reached it, Harrison had his wounded hands cleaned and bandaged, before breaking the news to all that Curly Hall had been killed. It was a hard thing to reveal. Hall, ‘always bright, cheery and philosophical’, had been with Harrison ever since he had volunteered for the SAS. As he was painfully aware, had he not stood up to operate the twin Vickers, the burst of fire that had killed Hall very likely would have nailed him instead.

			
			

			That evening, Lieutenant Richardson took a patrol back into Les Ormes. The SS had cleared out. No one knew for sure why they had swooped on the village. Some believed they were an advance guard for a German convoy that intended to pass that way. Others said it was a ‘reprisal’ raid for the SAS presence in the region. As Harrison and his men were learning, such brutalities were not uncommon across Nazi-­occupied France. As well as torching the houses, the SS had seized twenty villagers for execution. They had just got started, murdering the first two, when the SAS jeeps had blazed their way into the square. In the ensuing carnage, and as the enemy casualties had mounted, the rest of the condemned men had managed to break away.

			As Harrison would report on the day’s action: ‘Enemy losses 50–60 killed and wounded, two staff cars destroyed, and one truck knocked out. Hostages awaiting execution made their escape.’

			Shortly, the villagers of Les Ormes held a funeral to bury their dead. They only had the one coffin, but they offered it to the SAS. Hall was placed therein, and laid to rest in the village cemetery, which lay adjacent to the road leading to Aillant-­sur-­Tholon, which had been the patrol’s intended destination that fateful day. He was buried with the two dead villagers murdered in the SS reprisals, lying to either side of him. It was powerful symbolism to demonstrate that the young SAS trooper had not died in vain.

			In due course, Harrison would be awarded the Military Cross for his daring actions at Les Ormes, and Friedmann the Medaille militaire (Military Medal), a French high valour decoration. Sadly, Freidmann’s would be posthumous, for he would die that November even as the SAS pushed the enemy back towards the borders of Nazi Germany. His citation would read: ‘Completely disregarding the danger Friedmann rushed through enemy fire . . . to his friend, pulled his body from the jeep, and carried it to cover. Not wanting to abandon it, he disregarded the patrol commander’s orders.’

			
			

			One of those who attended Hall’s burial was Sergeant James ‘Jock’ McDiarmid, an SAS veteran who’d earned a reputation for being practically indestructible. Like Harrison, McDiarmid, a wild Scottish warrior and veteran of the Black Watch (Royal Highlanders), had long served under Mayne. As the SAS had spearheaded the first Allied landings onto mainland Italy, he’d undertaken a martial feat that typified the man. While fighting a murderous battle uphill across exposed ground, he’d been shot by a sniper. Regardless, McDiarmid had continued to lead his section, until ‘pain and loss of blood forced him to stop’.

			Later, during the siege of Termoli, as the SAS had tried to evacuate their wounded they’d come under fire from an upstairs window. Slipping into the building, McDiarmid had silenced the enemy gunman with his bare hands. He’d emerged, growling: ‘He’ll fire that Beretta no more. I wrapped it around his fucking head.’ Likewise, here in the Yonne it was McDiarmid who had scored first blood. Leading a jeep patrol, he and his men had stumbled upon a German bicycle party. Opening fire with their Vickers, they’d forced the enemy to pile off their bikes and flee into the nearby woods. McDiarmid had led the charge after them. Following a short and savage exchange of fire, the enemy had given themselves up.

			Eight very frightened German soldiers had emerged, hands in the air. McDiarmid then had a problem. Harrison’s force were in no position to take prisoners. Even if they could establish some kind of POW cage in the forest, it would have taken half their force to guard it. That wasn’t why they were here. With little other option, McDiarmid had handed the POWs to the commander of the local Resistance, warning him to take good care of them. That man had vowed that he would indeed take very good care of the eight Germans. But even as McDiarmid’s patrol had departed, there was the harsh crackle of gunfire, leaving him in little doubt what had transpired. Clearly, they’d misunderstood what McDiarmid had meant by ‘take care of them’.

			
			

			As he gazed into Hall’s coffin, the loss of his comrade hit McDiarmid especially hard. In North Africa, where the SAS had evolved into the ferocious, hit-­and-­run raiding force that had proved so effective, German General Erwin Rommel had promised a ‘war without hate’. In many ways it had been just that. Across the wide open expanse of the desert, the Axis and Allied armies had clashed in a theatre mostly devoid of civilians, where gentlemen soldiers could wage a ‘pure’ war. The rules of combat were to be respected. Prisoners would be taken and safeguarded, as the Geneva Convention demanded. Brute savagery would be eschewed.

			In many ways the SAS’s desert operations had embodied that spirit, combining a piratical, freewheeling means of waging war with a certain quixotic, chivalrous intent. From the autumn of 1941 to the spring of 1943 they had roved across the open desert in a series of daring raids, and there had been a definite romanticism and dash about their missions that had thrilled the blood.

			But here in Nazi-­occupied France, as McDiarmid and others were beginning to realise, the war was being fought with un-bridled hate, and often against those who could least defend themselves. Likewise, for the SAS the distinction between right and wrong was at risk of starting to blur. Hall had been killed while trying to prevent an act of mass murder. The SAS had killed the executioners in mid-­execution, so barely in the nick of time. In light of the savage behaviour of the SS and their brethren, men like McDiarmid were starting to appreciate why the French gave no quarter.

			
			

			Before deploying to France, Mayne had given strict orders regarding the clemency to be extended to German soldiers. ‘Before they surrender, the Germans must be subjected to every known trick, stratagem and explosive which will kill, threaten, frighten and unsettle them,’ he had declared, ‘but they must know that they will be safe and unharmed if they surrender.’ It was vital that the enemy realise there were ‘British soldiers behind their lines and if they surrender . . . they will be taken to a safe place and unharmed.’ But how could such strictures be adhered to in such a hate-­filled environment? In such a war as this, were Mayne’s orders realistic? Feasible? Achievable? Certainly, in the hearts of some of Harrison’s men a dark anger and rage was starting to take hold.

			This war was turning dirty and murderous. In France, as the SAS was learning to its deep regret, the local villagers were being forced to pay a terrible price, as a dangerous and vengeful enemy had its back forced relentlessly against the wall. With the armies of Nazi Germany desperate to keep their iron grip on Western Europe, and to prevent the Allies from advancing into the Fatherland, so the hatred and the bloodshed would only worsen. Increasingly, the men of the SAS, fighting deep behind enemy lines, would find themselves the target of the enemy’s savage intent. In short, this was no war without hate. Quite the reverse.

			And in truth, the worst of the terror was still to come.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			Making Like the Enemy

			 

			Harrison’s task within Operation Kipling, as his mission was codenamed, had been quite different at the outset. Initially, he and his men had been charged to keep the lowest possible profile and to avoid all contact with the enemy. Instead, they were to scope out landing zones (LZs) for a glider-­borne force, so that an entire SAS squadron could be airlifted into France, together with their forty-­odd jeeps and all necessary supplies. Once there, they were to rove across the length and breadth of the Yonne, ambushing German forces as they were driven back from the Normandy beaches.

			On 6 June 1944, ‘D-­Day’, Operation Overlord had been launched, the assault on the Normandy coast, in which 1,200 aircraft had led the way, followed by 5,000 surface vessels, in an amphibious landing that had put 160,000 men-­at-­arms ashore on the first day. Some two million Allied troops would be landed in France by the end of August. But once Harrison and his small band of SAS had been parachuted into the Yonne, and had selected the LZs for the incoming gliders, the airborne landings had been cancelled. Deprived of their key purpose, Mayne had given them new orders: they were to break cover and to let slip the dogs of war.

			But now, with his left hand splinted and his right wrapped in bandages, after Les Ormes, Harrison was left feeling next to useless. Yet there would be little time to pause for reflection or self-­pity. A villager came dashing into their forest hideout with an urgent warning. A massive convoy of enemy motor vehicles was heading in their direction. Imagining they had hit the jackpot, Harrison dispatched his jeeps to ambush the approaching force. Feeling somewhat sorry for himself – what a time to be injured! – he sat in camp, gazing at his hands and straining his ears to catch the first sounds of gunfire.

			
			

			Instead, the next thing he knew was his own jeeps roaring back into their forest base, after which came another jeep, and then a long line of similar vehicles. A familiar figure jumped out of one of them and came bounding over. He thrust out a hand.

			‘Hello, Harry. Hear you’ve been getting yourself into a mess.’

			‘Where on earth have you sprung from?’ Harrison countered, in consternation. Harry – short for Harrison – was his other nickname.

			The man before him – beaming ear to ear – was none other than Major Tony Marsh. The last Harrison had seen or heard of him, he was supposed to lead the force that would fly in by glider. So how on earth had Marsh ended up here, and with what looked like twenty-­odd jeeps to his name? The answer epitomised the SAS do-­or-­die spirit. As Allied forces had broken out of the Normandy beachheads, so a series of aerodromes had been seized. Into one of those had flown Marsh’s entire force, riding in a fleet Douglas C-47 Skytrain transport aircraft, known as the ‘Dakota’ when in British service.

			John ‘Tony’ Marsh, ‘young, bouncing, blond and extremely good looking’, was actually so damned handsome that he was forever getting ragged about it by his comrades. Always seeming to be up to one prank or another, at one point in his career he’d all but burned down the officer’s mess of the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry, his parent regiment. Marsh loved playing the high-­spirited, eccentric Englishman, but mostly as a foil to his fearless soldiering. In truth, there was little he didn’t know about how to train and handle men, as he’d proven during the SAS’s North African and Italian operations.

			
			

			Marsh was a veteran of Mayne’s Great Sand Sea raids, in which an entire SAS squadron had based itself deep in the Sahara desert, amid a supposedly unnavigable mass of giant sand dunes, so as to hit Rommel’s supply lines from the least expected direction. And Marsh, like Harrison, had also weathered the hell of Termoli, being awarded a Distinguished Service Order (DSO) for his actions there. In short, he had proved himself time and again in the heat of battle. And now, he’d done it again, leading a massed convoy of jeeps through enemy lines and deep into Nazi-­occupied France.

			That story itself was mind-­boggling. The operational instructions issued by Mayne had been precise: ‘Radio silence between jeeps; guns cocked and safety catches off but no firing unless under attack.’ They were to push ahead wearing full uniform, but having removed their all-­too-­distinctive SAS berets. This was all about slipping through unnoticed and unmolested, and masquerading as the enemy. In addition to their Vickers-­K guns, each jeep was fitted with a Bren light machinegun bolted to the driver’s wing, and carried a US-­made bazooka stuffed in the rear. Each was also equipped with two self-­sealing fuel tanks to greatly boost range.

			After their North African and Italian operations, the war-­weary SAS had been shipped home to Britain, to rearm, refit and recuperate, and to prepare for their role in the D-­Day landings. Charged to massively boost their numbers, they’d expanded from a unit that was just a few hundred strong to some 2,500 men-­at-­arms. Accordingly, there were scores of newbies within Marsh’s squadron, men who had volunteered for the SAS that spring, and for whom France was to prove their baptism of fire. Wisely, Mayne’s policy had been to couple the old hands with fresh recruits, so that experience might guide and temper raw enthusiasm. It was also designed to ensure that there would be little sense of ‘us and them’ between grizzled veterans and fresh recruits.

			
			

			Like many of the newbies riding with Marsh’s squadron, Lieutenant Roy Close hungered to fight. A veteran of the British Expeditionary Force, and of the abject defeat in France in June 1940, Close had been plucked from the Dunkirk beaches by a minesweeper, even as enemy warplanes had strafed and bombed remorselessly. During the retreat across Belgium and France, he’d learned to hate and despise those Luftwaffe aircrew, as they had shot up roads clogged with refugees. Coming across the bloodied forms of women and children time and again, Close had dug deep to find a core of steely calm, pledging to fight the Nazi onslaught to his dying breath.

			Of modest birth, he’d been brought up in a cramped north London home, one heated by a feeble coal fire, and with a homemade wireless for the family’s entertainment of an evening. He’d grown used to his parents being hunched together at the kitchen table, trying to plan the week’s budget on limited means. After service in the Royal Navy, Close’s father had started a small company supplying typewriter parts, but his business partner had absconded taking most of the funds. With his father driven into unemployment, a trip by bus to the West End to see the bright lights of Oxford Street was a real treat.

			Educated at local state schools, Close had excelled at sport – first-eleven cricket, football and swimming – but had floundered academically. He’d left school at sixteen, with the headmaster advising him to take a job as a clerk in the Post Office. But soon war was declared and Close signed up to the Royal Army Services Corps. In due course he’d found himself facing the Nazi onslaught in France and fleeing from the hell of Dunkirk.

			
			

			Haunted by those terrible experiences, Close was absolutely certain that Nazism had to be defeated. It was a case of fight or see Britain and the world ruled by a ‘brutal foreign dictatorship’. He was utterly convinced that the ‘future of free, democratic society’ depended on winning the war. In that spirit, and ‘believing we must destroy a great evil’, Close had gone on to volunteer for the SAS. In the interim, he’d been persuaded to go for officer’s training, turning men like him into ‘temporary officers and gentlemen’. Or rather, more commonly men somewhat different to him. Close wasn’t of the privileged officer class, and class was still something that tended to define the upper ranks of the British military. Regardless, he had made the best of it he could.

			What had riled him a great deal more was the fact that, try as he might, he seemed unable to get into the fight. ‘Since the Blitzkrieg had devastated the Low Countries and France, destroyed the British Expeditionary Force . . . and sent us to the beaches of Dunkirk, I had not faced the enemy,’ Close lamented. He vowed to do something to change all that, but what? The answer came with his volunteering for airborne forces. Then, in early 1944, he’d heard a recruitment speech and jumped at the chance of volunteering for SAS selection.

			With two fellow airborne pals, Ed Mycock and Tom Bryce, Close went for the interview. The prospect of serving in such a unit, one that had proved ‘guerrilla warfare’ could pay such high dividends, was hugely exciting. It seemed like a God-­given opportunity to satisfy his hunger to fight. Still, he, Mycock and Bryce decided that, like the Three Musketeers, either all of them would be chosen, or none would go. That was all well and good, yet it had fallen to Close to be the one to deliver their ultimatum to the Commander of 1 SAS, Lieutenant-Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne.

			
			

			Close was the last of the three to be ushered before him. Behind a desk sat this huge figure, seeming awkward in such a formal setting. Close gave a crisp salute, as befitted a qualified paratroop officer.

			‘Good morning. Sit down, Mr. Close,’ Mayne greeted him, in his soft Ulster brogue.

			There had followed a series of questions, mostly about Close’s time serving in France, and how he felt about his experiences ‘on the road to Dunkirk and on the beaches’. There then came the obvious query: why the SAS? Close parroted his carefully prepared speech about the power of guerrilla warfare and the potency of small-­scale SAS-­style raids, before delivering his somewhat awkward ultimatum. They hoped all three would be selected, him, Mycock and Bryce, or it would be none at all.

			With just the hint of a smile, Mayne responded: ‘So, it’s giving the Commanding Officer an ultimatum already, is it?’

			Close muttered something about not intending it to sound that way, just that they were friends and they would like to serve together.

			‘Very well,’ Mayne concluded, ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

			Cringing with embarrassment, Close was dismissed. Outside, he gave the bad news to his fellows. His ultimatum – if that’s what it was – had gone down like a lead balloon. They figured they’d screwed up. Close was persuaded to go back in to speak to Mayne, and to make it clear that they’d overstepped the mark. Moments later, he once more found himself standing before the inscrutable figure seated behind his desk.

			‘Another ultimatum, is it?’ Mayne asked.

			Garbling his words, Close did his best to explain that they’d changed their minds. In fact, they’d each happily take their chances.

			
			

			‘Thank you. I’ll bear that in mind also.’ After such shenanigans, Close and his pals were utterly amazed when they learned that Mayne had accepted all three of them into his fellowship. A few days later, Close arrived in Darvel, a small village in the Irvine Valley, in Ayrshire, engirdled in the Scottish hills. Finding his way to the 1 SAS regimental headquarters, he was guided towards the officer’s mess. The convivial buzz of men chatting and drinking drew him to it. As he stepped into the dimly lit bar room a row of faces turned to scrutinise the newcomer.

			A figure broke away, and steered Close towards a giant individual who was leaning with one elbow on the bar. Wearing smart battledress and tie, Close’s gaze was drawn to the man’s distinctive medal ribbons, which revealed that he’d been awarded the DSO and Bar. Typically, the DSO was for acts of a high degree of gallantry, just short of deserving the Victoria Cross. Mayne had won his first in North Africa and his second in Italy, and there were few who could boast two such decorations. In short, Close was in awe of the man.

			‘Paddy, this is lieutenant . . . er . . .’ The man who was trying to introduce him had forgotten Close’s name. He volunteered it, after which Mayne gazed at Close intently, searching his memory.

			‘Ah yes, the sassenach who gave the CO an ultimatum about who he should recruit. Welcome to the Regiment.’

			‘Thank you, sir. I’m sorry that—’

			Mayne waved away the apology. ‘Have a drink.’

			‘A beer please, sir.’

			‘A sassenach drink,’ Mayne muttered, before ordering up a pint of beer.

			‘Sassenach’ is a word of Gaelic origin, often used by the Scots and Irish as a disparaging name for the English.

			An Ulsterman, hailing from County Down, Mayne was proud to be Irish. A gifted rugby player, he’d been capped six times for the Irish rugby team before the war. One of his teammates had described him as being ‘a very quiet chap. At first glance you would think he wouldn’t hurt a fly, but we soon discovered that when steamed up he would do anything.’ Mayne had prided himself on the fighting calibre of the Irishmen he’d recruited into the SAS – north or south of the border, it didn’t matter. ‘Paddy was Irish all right,’ Captain Malcolm Pleydell, the SAS’s first medical officer, had remarked at the time, ‘Irish from top to toe; from the lazy eyes that could light into anger so quickly, to the quiet voice and its intonation.’ Close took a sip of his beer and set the tankard down on the counter.

			
			

			‘Come on, man, knock it back,’ Mayne urged, and with that he downed his whisky – very much not a sassenach drink, it seemed.

			Knowing he was being tested, Close – a novice drinker, at best – opened his throat and forced the pint down.

			‘Another pint, Corporal,’ Mayne ordered. Close was aware that the chatter had died down. All eyes were upon the two of them. Scrutinising his initiation. He took the fresh pint, as Mayne grabbed a whisky, and forced it down, banging the empty tankard on the counter even as his guts revolted at the sudden onslaught.

			Mayne smiled. ‘Good man. You drink well. Are you a strong man?’

			Somewhat nonplussed, Close replied that he imagined that he was.

			‘Good. Try this.’ Mayne picked up a bottle top from the counter and squashed it flat between the thumb and finger of his right hand. Close tried to reciprocate, but to no avail. No matter how many fingers, and then hands, he brought to bear, he could hardly put a dent in the thing. He glanced ‘shamefully’ at Mayne, to see a kindly humour shining in his eyes.

			‘No matter. I expect your fighting is better than your strength. Come and join me at dinner.’

			
			

			Close did just that, and they proceeded to have a delightfully unrestrained chat. He was struck by how soft Mayne’s voice was, as he asked him all about parachute training, and about defeat in 1940 and Dunkirk.

			‘Outgunned, disastrous,’ was how Close characterised it.

			‘It will be different this time,’ Mayne assured him, portentously.

			Such had been Close’s induction into the ranks of 1 SAS. In rapid order he would come to realise that, ‘in a curious way, we were like a self-­disciplined family, of which he [Mayne] was the head. My lasting respect for Paddy Mayne began at that moment.’

			 

			Ironically, Roy Close’s first brush with the forces of Nazi Germany wouldn’t be as he’d imagined it, with machinegun, dagger and grenade. Instead, it would be to make like the enemy, and to bluff their way through their lines. Mayne wasn’t with their party, as those twenty jeeps crawled through no-­man’s-­land. Instead, it was Major Marsh leading the charge. No one had tried this before – a mass penetration by jeep through the German positions. But if anyone other than Mayne could pull it off, it was Marsh. With his ‘relaxed, friendly manner of command, which was much respected by all’, he was the perfect frontman for all that was to follow.

			The first sign that the long convoy of jeeps had left Allied territory was the marked absence of any American forces, either tanks or trucks or troops. The terrain seemed uncannily deserted, the houses bereft of the slightest sign of life. They’d entered into the ghost land between the lines, and the very realisation of it sharpened their battle sense, putting nerves on edge. Roy Close found himself gripping the twin handles of his Vickers machineguns, as their jeep nosed towards the unknown.

			His driver was one Alec ‘Boy’ Borrie, a man with a not dissimilar background. A fellow Londoner, Borrie had earned his nickname due to his remarkably fresh-­faced countenance. Even in his SAS uniform, Borrie looked like a boy scout. Like Curly Hall, he’d lied about his age in order to sign up. He’d joined the Gordon Highlanders, claiming to be eighteen, but in truth was barely sixteen. The son of a railwayman father and a shop-­assistant mother, he’d attended the local school, at which his worst and best memories were being forced to drink a beaker of boiling hot milk every winter’s morning, and ‘putting the school bully in hospital after a fight on the way home’.

			
			

			School had done little for Borrie’s education, but had certainly hardened him for life. Whenever a fight broke out at his Barnehurst, south-­east London school, the headmaster would arrange the boys in a square, with the pugilists dead centre. The two would proceed to batter it out, until one or other got hurt and the fight would be stopped. ‘After that,’ Borrie concluded, ‘I was not afraid of taking on anyone or anything.’ At age fourteen he’d left school and taken an apprenticeship in a local joiners, Barber & Blanchards. One of the senior employees turned out to have a habit of beating the apprentices with a heavy wooden rod. But when he reached across to strike Borrie, he got walloped on the head with a large wooden mallet instead.

			Threatened with the sack, Borrie decided the army was a better option, and especially since Britain was at war. But months of guard duty with the Gordon Highlanders had left him frustrated and bored. When the opportunity had arisen to volunteer for the SAS, he’d jumped at the chance. Some three hundred had been interviewed by Mayne. Just thirty had made it through. Mayne had asked the strikingly youthful Borrie how he would feel about killing. Borrie had answered in his typical plain-­spoken way: ‘I haven’t done any yet, so I don’t know. I think it’ll be okay.’ Maybe it was due to his guileless attitude – his up-­front honesty – that Borrie was one of the few selected.

			
			

			Parachuting courses had followed, at the end of which there were twenty-­five remaining. After that, the remorseless training with the SAS had begun, as they prepared to operate in small units for extended periods behind the lines. At the end of that, their number had been whittled down to fifteen. By that time, Borrie had got the measure of Mayne. ‘He was a gentleman . . . He’d put his arm on you shoulder and ask you nicely – “Would you ever mind going and doing so and so” – and you couldn’t refuse. He was an officer men would follow one hundred per cent. No doubt about that.’

			As the jeeps probed no-­man’s-­land, a village loomed in the distance. Close studied it, hearing a voice murmur something from the driver’s side. Borrie was practically whispering, as if a few words overheard in English could give them away.

			‘Look ahead, sir,’ he muttered.

			Close glanced where Borrie indicated. Far in front lay a café, and beside it was a stationary column of vehicles. In the lead was the distinctive form of a German halftrack – a Sonderkraftfahrzeug 251 armoured personnel carrier – with beyond that a line of military trucks. The enemy had clearly been heading north towards the front, but had halted for some refreshments. German troops were stood around the vehicles smoking, and drinking what Close presumed had to be coffee. Whether the halftrack was manned or not he couldn’t tell, for the vehicle had shadowed slits for windows.

			Marsh kept the convoy motoring forward, as if they had every right to be there. As the noise of their approach became audible, faces cast curious glances towards the approaching vehicles. ‘Clearly they were puzzled,’ Close noted of the enemy. Someone riding in the lead jeep had an inspired idea. From their earliest operations, the SAS had tended to ensure that a German speaker was embedded within their units. Often, they were German or Austrian Jews, men who had escaped from the Reich and volunteered for special forces, and who had every reason to fight like the devil incarnate.

			
			

			One of those yelled out a greeting: ‘Hallo, Kamerade!’ And then he waved.

			All along the line of jeeps figures followed suit, waving for all they were worth. After a brief pause, the figures at the café seemed to relax noticeably and they returned the greeting. Smiling as if they were the best of comrades, the men in the jeeps roared past the stationary German convoy, until those in the rear vehicle gave a last smile and a wave. As Close’s rear gunner told him later, the German troops had kept an eye on them all the way down the road, until a welcome bend had spirited them out of view.

			More enemy traffic appeared on the road, as vehicles and men streamed towards the frontline. At each encounter the same tactic was employed, until it became ‘a bit of a game’, as Close described it, ‘waving to them as we went past’. A good way into their journey, the convoy pulled beyond the French city of Orléans, some 350 kilometres south of the Normandy beaches. Up ahead Close spied a long line of military trucks, each with a figure standing on the passenger seat, his weapon at the ready. At the head of the column rode an armoured car, and there was a decidedly business-­like and martial attitude to the entire set-­up.

			In a sense, the saving grace for Marsh’s convoy was the fact that they were so deep inside enemy territory. To the German forces riding in that column, it would have seemed inconceivable that the approaching vehicles could be anything other than friendly. At anything other than very close scrutiny, the camouflage smocks of the SAS could pass as German paratrooper uniform. Though aware of some very curious stares as the two columns thundered past each other, again the smile-­and-­wave ruse seemed to do the trick.

			
			

			A little later there was another, utterly bizarre moment. A voice was heard breaking radio silence, as someone at the rear of the column made a call to Marsh.

			The SAS major’s response was to hiss a reminder: ‘Radio silence! Radio silence!’

			But the voice at the rear was not to be quieted. ‘We have four more vehicles in convoy!’ he announced.

			Unbelievably, a small group of German vehicles had tagged themselves onto the end of the much larger British force. Thankfully, in short order the SAS turned off south-­east, heading into the Yonne. The enemy vehicles continued straight on, and as they parted company both sides bade their farewells with a last wave.

			‘I think it was on that journey that I felt most friendly towards the enemy,’ Close would remark of their incredible foray through hostile territory, ‘probably for the one and only time during the war.’ By the time Marsh had led the convoy safely to Harrison’s redoubt in the Yonne, he’d proved how sheer audacity and breathtaking bluff could win the day. But now that Marsh had spirited in such a potent fighting force, the time for the smile-­and-­wave act was over.

			Right away, he and Harrison dispatched patrols to all corners of their area of operations, charged to ‘seek targets and destroy’. Close and his eight-­man troop set out in four jeeps, establishing a temporary camp near the town of Châtillon-­en-­Bazois, over an hour’s drive south of Harrison’s Forêt de Merry-­Vaux base. Ensconced in thick woodland, once the jeeps had been driven up the dirt track it was easy enough to use cut tree branches to brush their tracks away.

			With the vehicles thus concealed, the men dug shallow trenches beneath the bushes, which provided basic cover and would double as their sleeping quarters, and then established a sentry watch. The jeeps were heavily loaded with rations, and while open fires were a total no-­no, with mess tins balanced over the small, smokeless paraffin blocks they carried in their kit – almost akin to fire-­lighters – they got busy brewing up hot meals and the all-­important mugs of tea.

			
			

			While the tea was a straightforward affair, meals were not. For ‘security reasons’, all the labels had been removed from the tins, and nearly all of their food was tinned. The idea was that a discarded tin sans label could not betray the presence of the British troops. ‘But it also meant we did not know what was in the tins,’ Borrie remarked. ‘You might open two, to find you had stewed steak and rubber-­like processed cheese for dinner, or some other unlikely combination.’ One of Close’s troopers, Chris Tilling, didn’t seem to mind much. They took it in turns to cook, and Tilling’s solution was simply to ‘dap it all in’. That became his nickname – ‘Dap-­it-­in-­Tilling.’

			With their camp set, Close and his men studied their maps, working out exactly where they would concentrate their efforts to try to ambush the enemy. Forty eight hours later they hit solid gold, or so it would seem. A tradesman in Châtillon-­en-­Bazois had passed them some hot information: a German convoy was due through their region in the next hour or so. It was mid-­morning, and they would have to move fast if they were to catch it. Hurriedly, Close and his men made one final check on their Vickers guns and grenades, before all four jeeps trundled down the track, and turned west onto the road leading towards Châtillon-­en-­Bazois. Ahead lay several sharp bends with good cover to either side. They selected an open stretch between two curves, and began to disperse the jeeps along the straight, with each hidden in the thick trees.

			Close’s plan was pretty straightforward. His jeep, the last in line, would open fire on the lead vehicles, so halting the convoy. That would be the trigger for the others to unleash hell, raking a long stretch of what should then be a stationary line of ­vehicles with a torrent of rounds. The aim was to cause ‘maximum damage when the convoy stopped.’ To their rear lay a track heading north into the depths of the forest. When massively outnumbered, as they were bound to be, it was essential to be able to hit hard and to run just as effectively. Ambush sprung, that track would be their route of escape.

			
			

			As Borrie backed their jeep into cover, he was thankful that he’d only recently serviced their Vickers guns. Each hundred-­round magazine had been emptied, oiled and then rearmed with that magical mixture of bullets – ‘one ordinary, one tracer, one armour-­piercing, one explosive in that order all the way through, then rewind the springs to the correct tension.’ Despite such preparations, Close’s patrol were almost caught unprepared. They were still shunting their jeeps into position, when the grunt of engines sounded from the far side of the bend, and a first vehicle came into view.

			In pole position was a motorcycle outrider, with a MP40 submachine gun slung across his chest. Behind came a far juicier target – a German staff car, painted in its signature mottled-­grey camouflage. Beyond that was a truck crammed with heavily armed troops, and then behind it again was another covered truck, and then another and another. After a while Close stopped counting. All his concentration was focused on the lead vehicles, as he tried to judge just how close he could allow them to get before opening fire, thus ensuring the maximum number would be caught in the ambush.

			When he judged the time was right, he got his driver to ease forward a fraction, and then his twin Vickers spat flame. The first burst cut down the outrider, his motorbike sliding across the road in a hail of sparks and crashing into a nearby ditch. Swinging his guns onto the staff car, Close saw its windows shatter in a shower of glass, as a line of jagged bullet holes were torn in the bodywork, the figures inside slumping forward as they died. The vehicle’s lone gunner managed to squirt off a few rounds from his machinegun, before he too fell.

			
			

			All along Close’s line of jeeps, muzzles sparked, as a good dozen or more Vickers pounded in the fire. Those troops riding in the first truck leapt free and tried to find cover beneath the wreckage of the staff car, or behind the engine block of their own vehicle. As Close and his comrades ripped into the convoy, more figures were cut down, but those who survived began to fight back, darting out from cover to unleash the odd burst. Close swept his gun right, the storm of bullets from the twin muzzles punching through the second and third trucks, even as desperate figures made for the cover of the ditch on the far side of the road. From one of the jeeps someone lobbed a grenade. It sailed over a truck, exploding on the far side in a flash of orange and gout of thick black smoke.

			The fire from the dismounted troops was becoming worrisome, and Close ordered one of his men to concentrate on keeping their heads down. But there was worse to come. One of the trucks, about midway along the stranded column, had come to a halt broadside on to the jeeps. In an instant, the canvas side had dropped away, to reveal a pair of machineguns mounted on tripods to either end of the truck bed. The moment the canvass fell, they opened fire, but thankfully that first burst went high. Moments later, they’d adjusted their aim, and a storm of rounds went hammering perilously low over the jeeps.

			Figuring they had to be ‘Spandaus’ – the belt-­fed MG34 machinegun – those enemy guns could more than match the Vickers-­K’s rate of fire, as Close well appreciated. Nicknamed ‘Hitler’s buzzsaw’ by Allied troops, it could hammer out 1,200 rounds per minute, and right now they were engaging at very close quarters. The next bursts were too close for comfort, but in this duel to the death the SAS proved quicker. Having swung his twin Vickers around, Close opened up on the nearest MG34, saturating its gun team with deadly fire. To his right, another of the jeeps took on the second Spandau, and again the duel proved an unequal one, for that gun also fell silent.

			
			

			It was a very large convoy, and Close couldn’t see the tail end of it. By now, some five trucks had been reduced to burning wrecks, and others were damaged, plus the staff car was finished. Scattered across the road and under the vehicles were many dead. The terrible cries of the injured rent the air, even as the cacophony of fire pulsed back and forth. But above the hellish din, Close detected another noise now, one that he had least expected. From the opposite direction he could hear the grunt of powerful engines. It could only be a second enemy patrol, drawn here by the smoke, the firing and the explosions.

			An instant later Close gave the signal to break contact. They’d wreaked havoc, but were in grave danger of getting trapped between two powerful enemy forces. He paused as the two furthest jeeps swung around and took to the track leading deep into the woodland. But as the third went to depart, so a burst of fire struck the driver in the hand, and he lost control of the vehicle, which careered into the roadside ditch. In a flash, Borrie had seized the initiative. Reversing his jeep alongside the trapped vehicle, they dragged the first of the stranded men onto their jeep, and then Borrie, cool as a cucumber, got hold of the wounded man and manhandled him aboard.

			There was zero time to inspect his wounds. Enemy troops were swarming aboard their machinegun truck, preparing to get the Spandaus working once more. As the SAS raiders hared off into the forest, they heard ‘bullets zipping past and smacking into the trees all around’, but the enemy gunners couldn’t seem to get a clear shot. Moments later the firing ceased, and all that could be heard was the grunt of the jeeps’ ‘Go Devil’ straight-­four petrol engines, and the yells of alarm and agony echoing through the woods from behind.

			
			

			Once they were a good distance away, Close called a halt. The eight men gathered for a heads-­up. The adrenaline and the ‘taut feeling of excitement’ was draining away, to be replaced by the caution of the hunted. They decided against returning to their camp directly, for to do so they’d need to travel on open highways. Instead, they identified a remote patch of woodland to hole up for the night. It was isolated from any human settlements, which should help guard against enemy reprisals. Not having thought to bring much food, ‘dinner’ was steaming tea and ‘biscuits’, over which they exchanged stories of the battle. As an SAS section, it was their first time in action, and for four of their number – Borrie included – it was the first time they had ever faced the enemy in combat. On balance, they felt they had done pretty well.

			In fact, the impression those eight men had left must have been utterly fearsome. After the departure of the SAS jeeps, the war-­ravaged enemy convoy had reversed course, and headed back to Nevers, the city from which it had set out earlier that morning. In its wake it left a trail of burned-­out trucks and overturned cars. That evening, a heavy force of German troops did return to the ambush spot, to comb the woodlands thereabouts, but of course they found no one. By then, Close and his men were long gone.

			They had struck from the forest like ghosts, and faded away just as quickly.
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