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			Chelmsford

			Nov 24th, 1945

			My Dear Harry,

			I am not very good at saying goodbye or in telling people how much I admire and like them, but I only started enjoying the S.A.S. on that day at Kabrit when yourself, Marsh and McDermott joined.

			From then on it appeared to me that there were some decent people in the unit, people that were interested in the men and the regiment and not what they themselves could get out of it; and I may say that I wasn’t the only person to value that ever since then, it has given me great pleasure to notice and to see how popular and well respected you were by the men and the officers. If I hadn’t also respected and liked you I could easily have become most jealous.

			It has been good fun since then and I have an awful lot to thank you for, your loyalty and ability are a byword in this Brigade.

			Between us we commanded and fought in the best disciplined, most pleasant and best scrapping unit in the British Army; that is something I shall never forget and I know that you won’t either.

			I do wish I was properly able to thank you for all the help, assistance and friendship you have given me during the last few years.

			Yours ever,

			Paddy

			PS. Looking this over it appears terribly stilted and doesn’t express half of what I want to say.

			 

			Letter from Lieutenant Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, wartime SAS commander, to Major Harry Poat, one of his key deputies in 1 SAS.
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			Author’s Note

			 

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

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

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making and I would be happy to correct them in future editions. My website – www.damienlewis.com – is the best means by which to make contact with me. Or you can message me on X or Instagram @authordlewis.

			

			 

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

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			BULLDOG DRUMMOND

			February 1941, Drogena Gorge, Italy

			 

			A deafening explosion shattered the stillness of the moonlit Italian night, echoing through the confines of the Drogena Gorge and valleys beyond. Smoke and debris billowed into the air, as masonry and concrete from the aqueduct was blasted skyward, before crashing down amongst the elite British parachutists who’d set their charges only minutes earlier. As the dust began to settle, it was clear that their mission had succeeded against all odds, for thousands of gallons of water now gushed freely down the ravine.

			These were the men of X Troop, 11 Special Air Service Brigade – and they had just made history.

			Their mission was codenamed Operation Colossus, and this was the very first time British paratroopers had been used in action, dropping deep behind enemy lines. Their target was the Tragino Aqueduct, part of the network of watercourses that provided fresh water to the southern Italian province of Apulia, which included the cities of Brindisi, Bari and Foggia, as well as the vital naval port at Taranto. If the water supplies to there could be disrupted, it would throw a massive spanner into the Italian war machine. And if the enemy realised that Britain had men willing and able to strike them deep inside their homelands, that was sure to play havoc with their morale.

			

			Colossus was the brainchild of First World War veteran and now head of Combined Operations, Sir Roger Keyes, a senior Royal Navy commander. In a ‘Most Secret’ January 1941 message to the War Office, he’d laid out his proposal. The object was ‘to destroy a bridge carrying an important aqueduct at a point some 40 miles from the coast in Southern Italy’. The method was ‘to drop a demolition party of S.S. troops by parachute by aircraft operating from Malta. The party to endeavour to make their way to the coast after the operation where it is hoped to withdraw them by submarine.’ Referring to the men as ‘S.S.’ – short for troops on Special Service – was soon abandoned, for obvious reasons. Instead, the word ‘Air’ was inserted into the Special Service name, for they were to go in by parachute, the Colossus raiders becoming the first Special Air Service troops to see combat. The mission won the backing of Winston Churchill, at a meeting in Whitehall, the minutes simply stating that ‘the Prime Minister has approved the project’. With the go-­ahead from Britain’s wartime leader, Keyes had put his plan in motion.

			The mission was purely voluntary. Lieutenant Colonel Ivor Jackson, 11 SAS’s commanding officer, paraded the men at their base at the Central Landing Establishment (CLE) at RAF Ringway, near Manchester. As Captain Christopher Lea, erstwhile of the Lancashire Fusiliers, would recall: ‘He said there is an operation planned . . . an operation from which the people taking part in it may not return . . . he said, “would anybody who would volunteer for this take two paces forward” . . . needless to say, the entire parade was nearly two paces closer to him after that.’

			

			With no shortage of volunteers, thirty-­six men were chosen to take part. They were led by the indomitable Major Trevor Allan Gordon Pritchard, known to his peers as ‘Tag’. Pritchard was a highly experienced officer who’d joined airborne forces from the Royal Welsh Fusiliers. Square jawed with protruding eyebrows and a solid, level gaze, he was a no-­nonsense officer who commanded respect, and the same loyalty he gave to his troops.

			‘X Troop’, as the mission personnel would be referred, was to be flown to the target in six Whitley Mark Vs, a twin-­engine bomber nicknamed ‘The Flying Barn Door’, and dropped as close to the aqueduct as possible. The Whitleys had been adapted to drop paratroopers using a circular hole cut in the floor of the fuselage. During training, soldiers often misjudged their exits and ended up smacking their faces against the far side of the hole, in what became known as a ‘Whitley kiss’. Parachuting with bulky equipment, especially through the underbellies of aircraft designed for no such purpose, was a perilous endeavour, and the technique was very much in its infancy and fraught with risk. It demanded a special kind of soldier to volunteer for such a thing.

			The men of X Troop were handpicked by Pritchard from the 450 volunteers. In the summer of 1940, Churchill had called for the formation of ‘troops of the hunter class to foment a reign of terror down the enemy coast’. There was no shortage of men putting their names forward for Special Service. Twenty-­three-­year-­old Lieutenant Anthony Deane-­Drummond, the second in command of Colossus, summed it up when stating that they had all joined for adventure and action. Men like Deane-­Drummond hungered to avenge the humiliation of the British Expeditionary Force’s June 1940 evacuation from Dunkirk, proving to the Nazis that Britain was bloodied but unbowed.

			With all thirty-­six raiders flown to the launch point, in Malta, on the evening of Friday 10 February 1941, they boarded the waiting aircraft. Only once the Operation Colossus raiders were airborne was the mission objective finally revealed to the men. For security reasons, just a handful of officers had been privy to that information. The pilots of the six warplanes turned north on a heading for southern Italy. Following behind were a further two Whitleys, their mission to carry out a diversionary raid on the city of Foggia.

			

			Riding in the lead aircraft, callsign N for Nuts, was Deane-­Drummond. He and his men were charged to form the covering party, securing the target once they were on the ground. Sent ahead of the main force a few days earlier, Deane-­Drummond’s task was to arrange the logistics in Malta, sorting out accommodation, and liaising with the governor, General Sir William Dobbie. Importantly, he had also met with Lieutenant Commander Woods, the captain of the submarine HMS Triumph, which was scheduled to evacuate X Troop from the mouth of the River Sele on Italy’s west coast. The pick-­up was scheduled to take place on 15 February, five nights after the X Troopers landed on Italian soil.

			After some four hours of flying, the pilot brought N for Nuts down to 400 feet and the men were ordered to make ready. A sudden rush of cold air tore through the aircraft as the cover was removed from the jump hole, revealing scattered lights below them on the ground. As a clutch of houses and a moonlit river flashed past below, Deane-­Drummond and his men clipped their static lines to the safety bar that ran along the roof of the fuselage, bracing themselves for the jump. The red warning light appeared and, seconds later, ‘green for go’ blinked on. This was it.

			One by one, the first of the Colossus raiding party dropped into the calm Italian night.

			

			Below, in one of the farmhouses, two sisters, Antonia and Francesca Galgardo, sat trembling. ‘We heard the sound of aircraft, so loud it seemed to be on the roof. We saw the plane dropping parachutists . . . we were very scared.’

			The jump couldn’t have gone any better, as far as Deane-­Drummond was concerned. The stick of six men landed between 50 to 250 yards away from the target and bang on schedule at 9.42 p.m. (a stick being a group of paratroopers dropped from a single aircraft). It was the ‘best landing’ he had ever made, Deane-­Drummond noted. After they had gathered up their ’chutes, the young SAS officer wasted no time in putting his men to work.

			On the hillside adjacent to the aqueduct were a number of farms and outbuildings. The locals needed to be rounded up to prevent them alerting the authorities that a group of British parachutists had landed. Issuing orders to collect everyone from those buildings, Deane-­Drummond headed to the aqueduct to await the arrival of Tag Pritchard and the rest of the troop, including Captain Daly and his sappers – demolition experts – who were to oversee the planting of the explosives. A few minutes later, a large group of terrified Italian peasants had been corralled together, including the Galgardo sisters. They would later recall: ‘My father opened the door and they [the soldiers] told us to go with them. My mother said, “Why are we coming with you? Who are you?” They replied “We’re English, Italy’s friends.” Then my mother said quietly, “They’ve taken us prisoner.”’

			Some thirty minutes after Deane-­Drummond’s stick had touched down, there was a lot of crashing around in the thorny bushes below, and Tag Pritchard appeared, followed by more of the men. He briefed Deane-­Drummond that they had landed a mile away, along with the canisters containing much of their weaponry. Disconcertingly, Captain Daly’s group were nowhere to be seen and it was their aircraft that was to drop most of the explosives that were to blow the aqueduct.

			

			X Troop gathered together, but they were minus Daly and his sappers. With no other option, Pritchard and Deane-­Drummond put their Italian captives to work, ferrying what explosives they did have from Pritchard’s landing site to the aqueduct. Meanwhile, the rest of the Italians – the elderly, and the women and children – were herded to a nearby cottage and ordered to remain there.

			With Daly and his group missing, Pritchard had to adjust the plan. He assigned the job of blowing the aqueduct to the most obvious stand-­in – Lieutenant George Paterson. Standing at six foot three, Paterson, of Canadian origin, was the only sapper now available. While Paterson had the know-­how to blow it, immediately he spotted a problem. The aqueduct’s central pier was made from reinforced concrete, not masonry as they had been told to expect. With Daly and the lion’s share of the explosives still missing, they didn’t have enough to blow up such a structure. Instead, he suggested they concentrate on the western pier, which appeared more vulnerable. If they could bring that down, then it should have a similar effect as blowing the central one. The new plan agreed, the explosives were brought up.

			Meanwhile, Deane-­Drummond spied another potential target. A small, rough bridge crossed a nearby river, the track from which led down to the aqueduct. It was wide enough to take any vehicles that would be sent to repair the damage, that’s if they could bring the aqueduct down. When Pritchard sent word that Paterson had enough explosives to do the job at the aqueduct, and to cease sending any more, Deane-­Drummond seized the moment. Stopping the last of the Italian porters with their boxes of explosives, Deane-­Drummond sent a message to Pritchard, warning him that the small bridge would be blown, just as soon as he heard the viaduct go up.

			

			By a quarter past midnight, Paterson gave warning that they were ready and the western pier was about to be blown. Upon learning of this, Corporal Watson, who was with Deane-­Drummond, lit the fuse at the small bridge and they both made a dash for cover. At twenty-­nine minutes past midnight, the charges at the aqueduct detonated, causing a massive blast. No sooner had the echoes faded away that another explosion ripped through the air, taking most by surprise. Pritchard, preoccupied with all that was happening at the aqueduct, had forgotten to warn the others.

			The force of this second explosion shocked everyone, Deane-­Drummond included. It was only by sheer luck that none of them were hit, as the bridge was blown to smithereens and thick lumps of concrete and twisted iron rained down, including onto the roof of the house in which they’d imprisoned the Italians, scaring them out of their wits. ‘The house was shaking, there was smoke everywhere . . . we were very frightened,’ the Galgardo sisters would later recall. Luckily no one had been caught in the explosion, which, Deane-­Drummond admitted later, was done ‘chiefly . . . for the fun of the thing’.

			At the aqueduct, Pritchard and Paterson assessed their handiwork. ‘The pier had collapsed,’ they would report. ‘The waterway had broken in two where it had been supported. The two halves were sloping up to the abutment and the centre pier, with the broken ends in the bed of the torrent. Water was flooding down the ravine.’

			Operation Colossus had been a standout success.

			Now it was time for the second phase. Their rendezvous point with HMS Triumph lay at the Sele estuary, some 70 miles to the west as the crow flies. They had five days to get there, which didn’t seem so bad. But they were not crows, of course, and they would be forced to tackle the snow-­covered hills and mountains, fording rivers and ravines, and all in the midst of a bitterly cold Italian winter. What’s more, they would have to move fast, for, as Deane-­Drummond feared, they would have ‘all Italy on our heels’ come sunrise.

			

			 

			Pritchard got to work, splitting the men into three parties. They would move quicker and there would be less chance of being spotted if they headed out in smaller groups. He and Deane-­Drummond would lead the first, with Lieutenant Geoff Jowett and Captain Chris Lea taking command of the other two. Pritchard gave orders to lighten their loads, abandoning the heavier items, including the Bren light machine guns and most of their Thompson submachine guns, which were disassembled and buried. Each group retained only one Tommy gun plus their revolvers, but that still left all burdened with a 30-­lb pack containing rations, mess tin and water, plus a small stove.

			By 1.30 a.m., they were ready to move out. Wishing each other good luck, they vowed to reunite in five days’ time. The three parties set off, heading into the hills.

			With Pritchard leading, right from the outset they faced tough going – fields knee-­deep in mud, impassable ravines, farmhouses with barking dogs, and more. Pritchard’s plan was to scale the mountain to the west of the aqueduct and then follow the Sele Valley to the Mediterranean and the rendezvous point (RVP). For hours, the men trudged through snow and mud, but the going proved so difficult that Pritchard had to stop every forty-­five minutes to rest and take on water and food.

			On they tramped through the night, pulling themselves up precipitous gorges by their hands and then sliding down the far side on the seats of their pants. Clambering over boulders and sharp rocks, and struggling through thorny bushes, the prize of freedom spurred them on. By 7 a.m., it was time to halt and hide out for the day. Despite the gruelling trek, Deane-­Drummond reckoned they had only completed six miles of the seventy they needed to cover. Clearly, they would have to double their pace if they were to reach that coastal rendezvous. But for now, rest was what was needed. Finding a sheltered ravine with a convenient stream, the men settled down to wait for nightfall.

			

			Hours later, as the sun sank below the western horizon, they set out once more, the tireless Pritchard again leading the way. Before long they’d reached a broad stream and opted to follow its course in search of a means to cross. Locating a spot where it narrowed, one by one they leaped over to the far side, the rocks beneath their feet smooth and slippery. All made it, apart from one poor fellow who tumbled in, emerging drenched to the skin.

			Next, they faced a gruelling climb. Grabbing the scrub and long grass that dotted the landscape, they hauled themselves along, sweating and heaving their way up several hundred feet of mud and scree. Reaching the summit, each man dropped exhaustedly to the ground. The punishing terrain, with its thick mud and snow, was proving far more difficult than anticipated. What’s more, there appeared to be no end to it. As far as the eye could see it looked to be more of the same: hills, gorges and ravines, all carpeted in thick layers of snow and mud.

			Eventually, they came to a roadway. Pritchard was tempted to take it, for it would undoubtedly make life a whole lot easier. Judging it too risky, they shadowed its path from the safety of the hills, using it as a guiderail. Skirting farmsteads, they would hear dogs barking in the distance. Deane-­Drummond wondered if the animals had been disturbed by the other X Troop parties and imagined how they might be faring. He could only think they were having an equally hard time of it.

			

			Wherever they came across a brook, they drank their fill before topping up their water bottles and pressing on. At one point, Pritchard decided to stop to brew up some tea. The hot, sweet drink did wonders for their morale, giving them renewed energy for the trials ahead.

			As they had not seen anybody moving on the road, Pritchard decided to risk it, so they headed out of the hills and down to more solid, level ground. Once they hit the tarmac, they began to proceed much faster. By now it was around 1 a.m. on Wednesday 12 February – a little more than twenty-­four hours into their mission – and the dozen men in Pritchard’s party felt their mood brighten. Switching to level tarmac after the atrocious conditions they’d endured lifted everyone’s spirits immensely.

			After six miles or so, they came to a crossroads, from where there was a good view of the valley below. It stretched for miles, the terrain seeming little different to what they had already covered. Without using the road, there was simply no way that they could make the rendezvous with the submarine in time. Suddenly, there came the sound of hooves, clopping noisily on the tarmac. With no time to hide, Pritchard ordered the men to form a single file, with Private Nastri, an Italian speaker, calling out the time in Italian. Maybe they could pass themselves off as a patrol of Italian soldiers, he reasoned. Rounding the corner came a pony and cart, piled high with vegetables. At the reins sat an elderly woman, who did not seem to give them so much as a second glance as she passed by.

			Their bluff seemed to have worked. But it was now that the road turned away from the route they needed to take and they were forced back into the hills. Though each man seemed to ache as he had never ached before, and was plagued with exhaustion, still they pushed ahead, determined to make that rendezvous with HMS Triumph.

			

			It was 5.30 a.m. when Pritchard called a halt. There was a glow on the eastern horizon presaging dawn. Spying a nearby hill, it looked to offer the perfect spot to lay up during the hours of daylight, allowing the men to get some much-­needed rest. They toiled up the hillside, spurred on by the promise of a break from the seemingly endless night marches. Eventually they reached the top, only to discover that it didn’t offer as good a cover as they’d anticipated. The area was littered with snow-­covered boulders, which offered little in the way of shelter. But with the sun now starting to rise, there was little they could do about it. Throwing down their packs, Pritchard and his men made themselves as comfortable as possible, slumber taking hold almost immediately.

			It was an hour later when Deane-­Drummond woke up. His every limb ached horribly, his whole body was convulsed by shivers and his teeth chattered uncontrollably, plus his uniform was soaked in freezing sweat. Forcing his discomfort aside, he sensed at once that something was badly wrong.

			Facing them, a hundred yards away, was a local man. He was staring intently at the group of British paratroopers. For a moment longer, he continued to study the mysterious soldiers, before he turned and hurried away. Pritchard sent Private DuPont after him. ‘DuPont’ was actually the nom de guerre of Fortunato Picchi, an Italian anti-­fascist who had joined the British Army; it was a cover name designed to protect him, should he be captured by the enemy. He was acting as one of the interpreters on Operation Colossus, the other being Flight Lieutenant Lucky, who was with Captain Lea’s party. After a few minutes, Picchi returned. He had spoken to the watcher and believed he had convinced him that all was well. He’d used the story that they were a group of Italian soldiers on a training exercise and the local man seemed to have been convinced.

			

			But it soon became clear that Picchi’s best efforts had been in vain. A crowd of locals gathered, curious as to who these strange men might be, camped out in the hills. Most were women and children, but there were several males and one or two held shotguns. Private Picchi once more tried to engage with them, arguing that everything was as it should be. But, as Deane-­Drummond would write of the incident, he knew in his heart that the ‘game was up’.

			One of the men brandishing a shotgun demanded that the British hand over their weapons. Tag Pritchard was clearly in a dilemma. With so many women and children in the vicinity, any firefight would surely result in civilian casualties. Reluctantly, he gave the order for the men to lay down their arms.

			There was a moment’s silence before one of the soldiers asked, incredulously: ‘Aren’t we going to make a fight for it, sir?’

			Deane-­Drummond also felt that Pritchard’s decision was misguided and told him so, as recorded in his book, Return Ticket, published in 1953. The X Troop commander turned around, his face twisted with anguish. ‘All right, Tony,’ he announced, ‘you throw a grenade at those people . . . and I will throw mine over there.’

			As he contemplated doing so, Deane-­Drummond knew he just didn’t have it in him. There was no way that he could blow to pieces innocent locals. Baulking at what he knew would be an ‘odious and inglorious action’, he was forced to agree with Pritchard. With that decided, one by one the men placed their weapons on the ground and raised their hands.

			

			Shortly, the villagers were joined by a group of well-­armed carabinieri – Italian paramilitary police. Deane-­Drummond was revolted when they breathed their ‘foul, garlicky breath’ into the X Troopers’ faces as they frisked them for weaponry, but mostly he was outraged when the carabinieri proceeded to bind the captives, tying them together into groups of three or four.

			With their heads bowed and their hands bound, the dozen raiders trudged down the muddy hillside, the cheers of the locals ringing in their ears. Deane-­Drummond had never felt ‘so ashamed’, especially since they had been forced to capitulate to a bunch of largely unarmed Italian villagers. But surrender they had – and all so innocent lives could be spared.

			 

			Born on 23 June 1917, Anthony John Deane-­Drummond was raised by his mother after she was divorced from his father, an army officer, when he was nine years old. They lived in a rented house, the Old Vicarage, in Little Barrington, a small village in the Cotswolds. Assessed by his mother as being neither intellectually smart nor physically robust, the young Deane-­Drummond was sent to Marlborough College to toughen him up, the school fees being paid by his absent father.

			Marlborough was a no-­nonsense school that had been founded to educate wealthy sons of the English clergy. At first, the young Deane-­Drummond was completely lost, and found it hard to fit in. That was until he was taken under the wing of his tutor, A.R. Peppin, who instilled in him a love of ancient history and maths. The kindly Peppin was to give Deane-­Drummond some sage advice, something he would never forget: ‘Put your heart and soul, as well as your brains, into anything you do.’ This became his life motto.

			Armed with such sentiments, Deane-­Drummond went on to surprise his mother when, aged twenty, he graduated from the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, and was commissioned into the Royal Signals. He’d toughened up all right and had grown into both a handsome young man and a very capable officer. With time on his hands in the summer of 1937, the dashing young lieutenant decided to learn to fly. His determination to do everything to the absolute best of his ability, as urged by Master Peppin, led to him becoming a foremost gliding champion.

			

			When war broke out in September 1939, Deane-­Drummond found himself with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in France. Forced into a helter-­skelter retreat in the face of the Nazi blitzkrieg, he was evacuated from the beaches of Dunkirk along with more than 330,000 other troops. While the press turned what was essentially a defeat into something almost glorious by focusing on the ‘miracle of the little ships’, Deane-­Drummond hungered to hit back. When, in mid-­June 1940, Churchill issued his call for thousands of ‘Special Service’ volunteers to take the fight to the enemy, Deane-­Drummond was at the front of the queue. Of course, his flying skills made him a shoo-­in for airborne forces. So it was that, just a few weeks after abject defeat in France, he had joined 11 SAS. A few months later, he’d floated down into the hills of Italy on Operation Colossus, along with the rest of X Troop, executing the first-­ever airborne operation by British forces.

			 

			Tired and dejected, the dozen X Troopers were taken to Teora, a town lying just 18 kilometres from where they had landed two days before. Herded into the local police station, they were given hunks of bread and bully beef, which they wolfed down ravenously. Shortly, a diminutive figure sporting a giant hat arrived and started yelling at and berating the captives. The X Troopers gazed at him in astonishment, for regardless of what he might be saying, he just wasn’t the slightest bit intimidating. Bizarrely, it turned out that he was informing them that they were to be treated like soldiers and looked after very well. Apparently, senior ranks in the Italian army were expected to behave in this way, even if they harboured no ill will. But the overall effect was comical.

			

			No sooner had he left than the more sinister side of the Italian Fascist regime reared its ugly head. The two Italian speakers Nastri and Picchi (DuPont) were marched outside and questioned by a ‘Black Shirt’ officer – a member of the Fascist militia. Nastri and Picchi were told to warn the captives that all would be shot in the morning if they did not reveal everything. When this was relayed to Pritchard, Deane-­Drummond and the rest of the X Troopers, they burst into peals of laughter, which only served to infuriate their captors.

			As the captives had rightly surmised, the threats were all bravado and bluff. That very evening they were loaded onto a truck and driven to the railway station, where they spent the night in a waiting room. The following morning, there was something of a surprise. The other two Colossus parties, led by Lieutenant Jowett and Captain Lea, arrived. They had been captured not far from where Pritchard’s group had been forced to surrender. Captain Daly and his stick were the only ones not accounted for, and there was no certainty they had even jumped, which meant the whole of X Troop was very likely now in captivity. It seemed none of them had been destined to make their rendezvous with HMS Triumph.

			At 10 a.m., a train pulled into the station and they were ordered aboard, the officers separated from the men. Dozens of carabinieri were there to furnish escort. After all, they had captured an elite group of British saboteurs who had had the audacity to parachute into an enemy country and carry out a daring mission, after which they had trekked many miles through inhospitable terrain. There was no doubting it: these men were very dangerous and the Italians were taking no chances.

			

			An hour after sunset, the train pulled into the city of Naples. A convoy of trucks were waiting at the station. Here, the captives found themselves being chained together, despite objecting that this was no way to treat bona fide prisoners of war. Shortly, they were on their way, and were driven to Naples Military Prison. Thrown into cramped, cold cells, they were told they were to be interrogated the following morning.

			After a fitful sleep, the door to Deane-­Drummond’s cell was flung open. He stepped into the passageway and lined up with the others. At the far end, the interrogator was at work. Standing with Picchi, Deane-­Drummond noticed that the Italian seemed nervous, his face pale and drawn. No matter how much he tried to cheer him up, Picchi remained inconsolable. He just kept muttering that he intended to come clean and admit who he really was. Nobody in Italy really liked the Fascists, Picchi argued, and surely they would appreciate how he was a true Italian patriot and a lover of his nation, plus a die-­hard opponent of the Fascist regime.

			Deane-­Drummond did his utmost to try to talk Picchi out of it. As far as the Italians knew, he was a Frenchman by the name of DuPont. So why admit otherwise? What they would do to him if they learned the truth was anyone’s guess. But Deane-­Drummond’s counsel seemed to fall upon deaf ears.

			This was the last anyone was to see of Picchi. As soon as his interrogation was finished, he was marched away. The rest of the captives feared the worst. Deane-­Drummond’s lasting impression of Picchi was of a brave and spirited patriot confronting the Fascists with exactly what he thought of them, remaining steadfast and courageous to the end.

			

			With Picchi gone, Deane-­Drummond was ushered into the interrogation room. Seated at a desk was a man dressed in civilian clothes. Standing behind him were two black-­shirted Fascists. It was the seated figure who did all the talking, the two thugs merely watching on. Giving only his name, rank and service number, Deane-­Drummond answered every subsequent query with the same sentiments: I can’t answer your question. Frustrated, his interrogator soon gave up, calling for the next in line.

			Having given nothing away, the captives were on the move once more, this time being driven to the local aerodrome. There, conditions improved markedly. The food was good and plentiful, sent up from the officers’ mess, and the captives were allowed exercise. The views over the Bay of Naples with Mount Vesuvius in the distance, and the island of Capri on the skyline, were little short of heavenly. Had they not been prisoners-­of-­war, their sojourn at that local barracks would have proved almost enjoyable, Deane-­Drummond would reflect.

			Shortly, they were joined by more familiar faces. On 19 February, Captain Daly and the rest of his demolition team arrived. The mystery of what had happened to them was finally solved. Having taken off late, the pilot of their Whitley had got lost, overshooting the target. By the time he had turned the plane around and was back on course, they were well behind schedule. The situation only worsened when they were dropped into the wrong gorge, six miles distant from the aqueduct. No sooner had they gathered together than they heard the blast echoing out of the neighbouring gorge. Realising what must have happened, they had set out for the rendezvous with the submarine at the Sele estuary. On the run for four days, they were finally caught fewer than 30 kilometres from their objective. But Daly had not let being a prisoner of the Italians subdue his spirits. On the very day of his capture, he had slipped away from his guards and tried to make it to the rendezvous, only to get caught that evening. His tale of escape was an inspiration to the others, Deane-­Drummond included. He vowed that no matter what, he too would try to make it to Britain and get back into the fight.

			

			 

			In truth, and unbeknown to any of them, X Troop’s long escape march had been utterly in vain. HMS Triumph, the rescue submarine, had been recalled. To all intents and purposes, the X Troopers had been abandoned. After executing their mission, one of the Whitleys had experienced engine trouble, the pilot being forced to crash land on the Italian coast, but not before he’d sent a mayday call over an insecure radio channel. His message had warned that he was, by sheer coincidence, putting down at the Sele estuary, the very place where the Colossus raiders were to be picked up by HMS Triumph. Assuming the enemy had intercepted the pilot’s message, and that they would search that terrain, the Admiralty had concluded that it was too dangerous for the submarine to attempt the pick-­up, and her mission had been cancelled.

			To compound matters, photos taken by reconnaissance aircraft had been misinterpreted. From the air, the Tragino Aqueduct appeared still to be intact. Thus the assumption was made that the mission had failed, and that the raiders had been captured. As a report concluded at the time, ‘it was rightly assumed that the submarine would be jeopardised if it kept the appointment . . . The whole of the expedition had been rounded up by the night of the 14th February and the submarine was in fact providentially saved a useless journey.’

			

			Unsurprisingly, this did not sit well with Sir Roger Keyes, who had personally shaken the hands of every X Trooper as they had boarded the aircraft. Operation Colossus was his baby, and he felt personally responsible. Despite his vociferous protests, which went as high as Winston Churchill himself, his voice was ignored. Colossus was branded a failure and the submarine recalled. (It wasn’t until months later that the truth was known – that the first operation by Britain’s airborne forces had been a standout success.)

			But, as Deane-­Drummond and the rest of X Troop were languishing in captivity in Naples, this was all largely immaterial.

			 

			It was the last day of February 1941 when the captives were on the move again. Their destination was Prigione di Guerra 78, otherwise known as Campo 78, a POW camp at Sulmona, a town lying some seventy-five miles to the east of Rome. They’d been treated well at that Italian airbase – eating good food, sleeping in decent beds and being able to mix freely with each other. Flight Lieutenant Lucky had even been allowed into Naples, under guard, to buy things for the prisoners, including clothing and washing kit. This would prove invaluable for the escapes that lay ahead.

			Before they left Naples, they were once again searched. Secreted upon each X Trooper were items to assist in any escape attempt: money, maps, a compass needle and more. While the frisking proved quite thorough, their captors stupidly left a little escape equipment on each of their persons, which meant that when they arrived at the next camp, they were able to cobble together one complete set of escape and evasion kit.

			

			Even so, the train journey to Sulmona didn’t fill the X Troopers with any confidence that any kind of escape might be possible. Winding its way through towering mountains and thundering through evil-­seeming tunnels, the landscape grew ever wilder and bleaker, Deane-­Drummond observed. What kind of getaway might be possible, across a country boasting so many natural barriers?

			The Sulmona camp itself was set on the slope of a looming mountain. It consisted of several compounds, each containing a different category of prisoner. At the bottom was the camp office and garages, plus a flat area where the Italians were constructing a football pitch. Immediately facing that was the guardroom and canteen, behind which lay a compound holding the French prisoners. Beyond that was another section where warrant officers and sergeants were housed, with junior ranks confined in another, larger compound. At the very top, running across the whole width of the camp, were the huts that housed the officers. A ten-­foot wall topped with broken glass engirdled the entire camp, with a track running around the outside. That in turn was ringed by a trio of high, barbed-­wire fences. Tall poles spaced at ten-­yard intervals held blinding lights, which lit up the entire perimeter. A series of watchtowers also boasted powerful searchlights, which could crisscross the whole area. Plus there were lookout towers, both within the compound and outside, from which guards kept an eagle-­eyed watch, and sentries patrolled the perimeter on foot.

			Clearly, any attempt at escape would be far from easy. Even if anyone managed to break out of the camp, finding a way through to neutral Switzerland, which lay 575 kilometres to the north, would be nigh on impossible. As Deane-­Drummond observed, the only route out of the camp seemed to be via tunnelling, and even then the chances of reaching Switzerland were a ‘million to one against’.

			

			For the first two months, Deane-­Drummond and the other officers were held in a special transit compound, while the other ranks were sent to a separate section. It seemed that X Troop had brought with them a certain reputation. The fact that they had volunteered to jump from aeroplanes into enemy territory was something the Italians couldn’t seem to comprehend. They viewed the X Trooper’s behaviour as that of ‘semi-­lunatics’ or ‘criminals who had been reprieved the scaffold’, as Deane-­Drummond noted. It was inconceivable that the captives might have enjoyed such a form of soldiering.

			Nerves became increasingly strained as all sat idle with little to do. Then, on 1 May 1941, they were told to pack their things. They were being moved to the officers’ compound at the northernmost end of the camp. There they were housed in brick bungalows, each being allocated a room according to his rank. Deane-­Drummond, being a lieutenant, found himself sharing with fellow X Troopers Geoff Jowett and George Paterson, plus seventeen other assorted prisoners. Most had been captured in North Africa, and they included Brits, Canadians, Australians and Indians.

			Next to Deane-­Drummond’s bed was a small cupboard in which he secreted the items of clothing he’d managed to obtain through Flight Lieutenant Lucky’s efforts, whilst in Naples. Shortly, his mind turned towards a means to escape, for there was no way he was prepared to spend the rest of the war cooped up there. Right now the weather was fine, and the food, for the moment at least, plentiful. But that could change at any moment, and all at the whim of their captors.

			Many of their newfound comrades proved reluctant to attempt a getaway. They seemed more concerned with the privileges they would lose when the breakout was found out. But the six SAS officers were adamant: it was escape or bust. First, they started excavating a tunnel, but after several weeks it was discovered. Without warning, a group of carabinieri marched in, strode up to the site of the tunnel entrance and promptly uncovered it. All their hard work had been in vain. It had to be one of their fellow prisoners who had betrayed them, for how else had their captors found the tunnel entrance? It was enraging. As a result, Deane-­Drummond vowed that the next time he tried to break out, he would do it either solo, or with just one trusted friend.

			

			Not to be defeated, he began examining other means of getting out of the camp. One idea was bold in the extreme. Every day, the refuse was put into barrows and wheeled outside for disposal. Deane-­Drummond wondered if he might hide himself inside a sack of vegetable peelings. With the help of the prisoner tasked with disposing them, he could be wheeled outside the wire. His hopes were dashed when the Italian guards began to run bayonets through the sacks as they left the compound. Again, Deane-­Drummond suspected betrayal. Not wishing to take the chance of being skewered, he vowed to look for another way to break free.

			But it proved far from easy. Throughout the summer and autumn, the prisoners developed something of a routine: after a night’s sleep came breakfast, then roll-­call, a mile or two jog around the camp, and so on. Week by week, month by month, the routine was the same. Their days became etched in boredom, combined with the ever-­present hunger for freedom. To ease the tedium, and to better his chances if he ever managed to get beyond the wire, he attended language classes given by other prisoners, developing a decent grasp of Italian and German.

			

			Once a week the prisoners were let out of the compound to get some proper exercise. Under guard, they were allowed to walk on the path between the outer wall and the barbed-­wire fences. Deane-­Drummond began to scrutinise the perimeter, looking for any weakness that might be exploited. From their escorts, he was able to glean valuable information about Italy and its people, and about the camp itself; the guards were sick of being POW wardens, and longed to return to their home villages.

			One thing the officers’ compound still lacked was an escape committee. On their arrival in May, the X Troopers had been astonished to discover that the prisoners were largely passive; few seemed willing to give escape a try. The chances of getting out and making it to Switzerland were considered nil, so most had resigned themselves to seeing out the war in captivity. This didn’t sit well with the new arrivals. With everyone else arguing that escape was impossible, Deane-­Drummond was determined to prove the naysayers wrong.

			Eventually, Tag Pritchard took a grip on things, winning many of the prisoners over, and an escape committee was duly constituted. Each of the members had certain skills or pieces of equipment they could contribute. Soon enough they had a good supply of civilian clothes, wire-­cutters, compasses, maps and money. Another of the officers, Major Clayton, of the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), became an expert at forgery. (The LRDG were the desert reconnaissance specialists, and a forerunner of David Stirling’s SAS.). Flight Lieutenant Lucky, who occasionally acted as an interpreter for the camp commandant, managed to obtain railway timetables. They were like gold dust for any would-­be escapers. With all of that at their disposal, all Deane-­Drummond needed now was a plan.

			News of the war’s progress remained deeply disturbing. The campaign in North Africa seemed to have turned against the Allies, while the Red Army was being forced to retreat deeper into Russia as the forces of Nazi Germany proved triumphant. With the introduction of rationing at Sulmona, conditions in the camp were growing markedly worse. This only fuelled Deane-­Drummond’s desire to get away.

			

			One morning, fellow X Troop officer Captain Chris Lea approached Deane-­Drummond with a proposal. ‘You know, Tony, it is high time we made some effort to get out.’ There simply had to be a means to escape, Lea argued.

			‘I only wish I could see one,’ Deane-­Drummond replied.

			‘Well, what about putting a ladder against the wire in the corner and just running across.’

			Deane-­Drummond figured that would be suicide, for there were guards stationed around the perimeter who could easily shoot them.

			‘They might miss,’ Lea objected.

			‘Not at ten yards,’ Deane-­Drummond countered. If an escape plan had a 50 per cent chance of success, they should go for it, Deane-­Drummond reasoned. But suicide missions were pointless.

			Spurred by his friend’s enthusiasm, Deane-­Drummond agreed to examine his ‘ladder plan’ more closely, to see if it did have merit. If they could find a suitable spot, and do it in the dead of night, then maybe Lea’s idea might be a goer. The first thing was to find a place where such a desperate ploy might work.

			It was five weeks later when a potential exit point was found, at the far end of the camp, beyond where the Italians were constructing the football pitch. As the ground level changed at the wall, the three outer fences came to an abrupt end, before starting again at the higher point, thus leaving a small gap. It meant that after the wall itself, the route was free of any other obstruction, allowing any escapee to drop to the wall’s far side and make a dash for freedom.

			

			Finding the right spot was only the first step. Lea and Deane-­Drummond now needed a way to get there undetected, for their compound was the furthest away. They also had to figure out how to kill the light that shone continuously on the wall, so as to climb over without any of the nearby guards noticing. At first glance, the whole enterprise seemed impossible; a death sentence. But Deane-­Drummond and Lea remained determined to give it a try.

			For the next few weeks, they bounced ideas off each other. The main difficulty, as they saw it, was the light. It needed to be extinguished before they could make any kind of escape attempt. They considered every conceivable option. Was there a way to short-­circuit the camp’s electricity supply? Could they bribe an Italian guard to do it? Or wait for a thunderstorm and hope the lights fizzled out?

			Then Deane-­Drummond had a flash of inspiration while seated on the camp lavatory. His idea was simple yet audacious in the extreme. They would build a ladder, don fake Italian workmen’s garb, and make their way through the compounds to the wall. By masquerading as electricians executing a check of the lights, they could climb up and over. If they were bold enough, the guards wouldn’t realise what was going on until they were well away.

			Of course, the plan was not without its downsides. A ladder had to be constructed and hidden, and suitable workmen’s overalls would have to be procured. They would need to be worn over civilian clothes, so the escapees could blend in once on the outside.

			 

			

			Conning one of the guards into supplying a length of green cloth on the pretence he was making a deck chair and needed the material for the seat, Deane-­Drummond got to work. With Pritchard donating a civilian raincoat he had somehow procured, and Major Clayton supplying forged documents stating they were German sailors, their escape kit was gradually pieced together. The problem now was the ladder – how to construct it and carry it through the various compounds without being detected.

			The route would take them through the NCOs’ compound and then over to that of the French. Sergeant Clements, one of the Colossus raiders, vouched for a reliable Frenchman who would escort them though their part of the camp. From there they would need to drop into a small passageway that led directly into the Italian guardroom. The plan was to bluff their way through, after which they would walk across the open ground to the wall and raise the ladder, acting as if they had every right to be there. A sentry was stationed outside the guardroom, but, as Deane-­Drummond surmised, he was unlikely to suspect anyone emerging from his own guardroom laden down with a ladder. Even so, the escape would take a great deal of brazenness and daring.

			Sergeant Clements and another X Trooper, Sergeant Lawley, volunteered to fashion a suitable ladder. A loose plank from one of the huts was split down the middle to make the two shafts, while pieces of chairs would be adapted to form the rungs. Dodging the beams of the searchlights, the two intrepid sergeants took the individual components to their hut and hid them away. Only on the night of the escape would they put it all together, to await Deane-­Drummond and Lea’s arrival.

			Of course, getting out of the camp would only be the start. If they made it, they then had a 575-­kilometre journey north to the Swiss border – the nearest point of possible sanctuary. The two escapees decided they had the best chance if they split up once over the wire. Deane-­Drummond would walk to the city of Pescara, 55 kilometres to the north-­east on Italy’s eastern, Adriatic coastline. There, he would buy a train ticket for Milan and then another to Como, which was very near the Swiss frontier. He’d memorised the train schedules from the timetables that Flight Lieutenant Lucky had managed to obtain. Lea’s plan, by contrast, was to jump the nearest goods train and to ride it all the way north.

			

			After the Italian and German lessons that Deane-­Drummond had taken in the camp, he was confident he had enough stock phrases to see him through. Repeating over and over ‘Terzo Milano’ – third class to Milan – he’d got it down to a tee, Lucky informing him that he sounded like a native. As long as no one tried to engage him in full conversation, he would be fine. If that did happen, he would use his cover that he was a German sailor to try to bluff his way through.

			On 4 December 1941, with everything in place, they were given the go-­ahead by Tag Pritchard and the escape committee.

			Three nights later, conditions seemed perfect. By coincidence, this was the very day that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, bringing the United States into the war. A wonderful sense of nervous tension gripped Deane Drummond, as he felt his brain whirring at a speed that it was totally unused to after the previous months of monotony and inactivity.

			At dusk, the two ate a hearty meal before each packed their escape gear – compass, maps and money – into an oilskin, which was taped to the inside of their thighs. Wrapping their escape clothing in the raincoat Pritchard had given him, Deane-­Drummond scaled the wall into the NCOs’ compound, followed closely by Lea. There, they rendezvoused with Sergeants Clements and Lawley, who were in the final stages of building the ladder. While the last few pieces were put in place, Deane-­Drummond and Lea changed out of their British uniforms into their civilian clothing, pulling their fake electrician overalls on top. They planned to set out at 10 p.m., an hour before moonrise, giving them a good chance to slip away from the camp in the darkness. But there was a problem. One of the lookouts reported a group of guards chatting beside the wall on the French side. There was nothing to do but wait.

			

			The minutes ticked by. Eventually, the moon rose over the eastern horizon. As it cast its eerie light across the camp, Deane-­Drummond and Lea were forced to admit defeat. There was nothing for it but to abandon the attempt and try again the following evening. Hurriedly, they changed back into their uniforms as the X Troops sergeants disassembled the ladder, so as to hide it until the following night. Once this was done, they set off back the way they had come.

			Dodging through the gaps between the huts, they reached the wall adjacent to the officers’ compound. But no sooner had Lea shimmied over, than Deane-­Drummond heard a yell of alarm from behind. Turning, he saw guards heading his way. It was clear they would be upon him before he managed to haul himself over the wall. With nothing else for it, he began to run. He had gone no more than a dozen paces when he tripped in the half-­light and fell flat on his face. Immediately, the guards were upon him. Having taken off his badges of rank earlier, the Italians took him for a private soldier. He was marched away with a rifle’s muzzle drilling into the small of his back.

			Warning him that he faced twenty-­eight days’ solitary confinement for such a misdemeanour, Deane-­Drummond was taken to the guardroom and searched, after which he was thrown into a cell. Luckily, the escape kit he had taped to the inside of his leg hadn’t been discovered. There now came a second piece of good fortune. Once his identity was established, he was taken back to the officers’ compound, but all the solitary confinement cells proved to be occupied. At roll-­call the following morning, he was told that he would begin his four weeks in the ‘cooler’ as soon as a cell became free. That meant the second attempt at breaking out could go ahead that very evening.

			

			At nightfall, the two escapees set out, doing a repeat performance. Unlike the previous evening, the route to the French compound was clear. Moving swiftly, their nerves on edge, they hauled the ladder, along with a couple of coils of electrical flex they had acquired, up and over the wall and into the French part of the camp. Waiting on the other side was their trusted Frenchman, who escorted the pair through to the southern wall.

			Amidst all the excitement of the breakout, Deane-­Drummond and Lea had forgotten that this wall had glass embedded into its top. As they clambered over, they managed to injure their hands. Laying down in the shadows, they bandaged them as best they could before pressing on.

			Up ahead, the passage to the guardroom seemed clear. Lifting the ladder onto their shoulders, they each took a deep breath and sauntered towards the building. Finding the door ajar, they pushed it open, then marched through the guardroom with the ladder, keeping their eyes straight ahead. Outside, they encountered a sleepy-­seeming sentry. Either he hadn’t noticed them, or took them for what they were pretending to be – a pair of workmen going about their business.

			They stole into the open ground, making for their intended point of exit. The entire camp perimeter was bathed in harsh light, as were the sentries in their watchtowers. Marching across the half-­completed football pitch, the pair pressed on, their nerves jangling, and their hearts pounding in their chests. Ahead they could see the lamp they were pretending to repair, which was getting closer with every step.

			

			As yet, incredibly, nobody had challenged them.

			Eventually, they reached the wall directly beneath the lamp. This was the most dangerous part of the entire endeavour. They were lit up for all to see, including the nearest sentry, who stood in his box just 15 yards away, seeming to stare at them curiously. They wasted no time placing the ladder against the post which held the target light. Without a moment’s hesitation, Deane-­Drummond put his foot on the bottom rung and began to climb. Expecting a challenge at any moment, he was only halfway up when the dreaded shout came. It was the sentry, demanding to know what they were up to.

			In response, Deane-­Drummond gestured at the lamppost and called out with as much confidence as he could muster: ‘Lampa’.

			They were counting on the alertness of the average Italian guard, and the possibility that he would miss the fact that the bulb was functioning perfectly and that those claiming to repair it were doing so in the middle of the night.

			Deane-­Drummond unscrewed the bulb, and then proceeded to re-­attach it, as though he had carried out some kind of fix. He prayed this was enough to fool the sentry. For the moment, at least, all seemed to be going well.

			Now came the really tricky part. With the sentry watching on, Deane-­Drummond climbed halfway down the ladder and then stepped onto the wall. They now sought to shuffle the ladder along, before drawing it up and dropping it over to the far side. A second later, Lea began his climb. He had just drawn level with the first row of barbed wire when the sentry yelled out again.

			

			Glancing down, Deane-­Drummond could see the soldier racing towards them, while trying to unsling his rifle. With nothing else for it, Deane-­Drummond responded in a flash, vaulting over the wall and dropping to the ground. But even as he leapt, he heard the crack of gunfire and felt something flick across his cheek. Without waiting for the sentry to chamber another round, he scrambled across to the road and dashed away. He didn’t pause to look back, assuming that Lea had done the same, and would likewise be racing into the beckoning night.

			What he couldn’t know was that his friend and fellow escapee had been hit. As Lea would recall later, ‘Tony jumped down, and just as I was jumping this chap fired a shot. What I hadn’t calculated on was that they were going to use dum-­dum bullets, so I collected about five different pieces of metal in me which went through either a main vein or an artery . . . I couldn’t move.’

			Of course, Deane-­Drummond was unaware that his friend lay badly wounded. He moved as swiftly as he could, seeking to get as far away as possible, adrenalin coursing through his veins. Somehow, he had done it. What had seemed the most impossible of plans had actually worked. Incredibly, he had made it out of the camp, as he presumed had Lea.

			Now, another, greater test lay ahead. Somehow, Deane-­Drummond had to avoid recapture and make it to the Swiss frontier. He was seized by a burning determination to make it, or perish in the attempt.

			Circling around the camp, he planned to strike out for the mountains. His heart pumping, he pushed himself on, feeling invigorated by this new-­found sense of freedom. After a while, he gained some high ground, spying a place where he could rest up while he ate some chocolate to regain his strength. Pausing, he could see the camp lights glowing brightly. Oddly, there was no sign of anyone following him, nor the blare of any alarm. Discarding his outer workman’s clothing, he pulled on the mackintosh that Pritchard had given him, and headed further into the heights. He pushed north, keeping just below the snow line, which the moon’s rays lit up in harsh relief. Ahead, the dramatic, snowcapped peaks of the Gran Sasso range dominated the horizon, underlining his belief that the only way of making it to the Swiss border was by train, for crossing those mountains on foot seemed like an impossibility.

			

			The mountainside was covered with thorny bushes, and Deane-­Drummond had to force a way through. At one point he snagged his coat, tearing holes in it. Cursing, he sensed a chill on his backside and realised that his trousers had split, adding further to his unkempt appearance. Using snow to sponge the blood from his face where the sentry’s bullet had nicked him, he tried to make himself look as presentable as possible, for shortly he would be obliged to continue his journey amongst the people of an enemy nation.

			He pushed on, making for the Sulmona-­to-­Pescara road, which lay some 15 kilometres to the north. It would take him to Pescara, from where he planned to catch the early-­morning train to Milan. By 5 a.m., he was dog-­tired. He craved rest. Sighting a large juniper bush, he lay down ensconced within it. Covering himself with dead leaves, he closed his eyes and was soon fast asleep. He awoke at 11 a.m. to the sound of woodcutters working on the slopes below. He was cramped and cold and, for the next hour, lay shivering. The only respite from the chilly mountain air was when the sun broke from behind a cloud to warm him.

			After a while, he heard bleating and the tinkling of bells. An old man was approaching with a herd of goats. To Deane-­Drummond’s horror, the goatherder settled down with his back to the very juniper bush where he had gone to ground. He was forced to lie stock still as the animals grazed, neither them nor the old man seeming any the wiser that an escaped British officer was mere yards away. It would be two hours before the goatherder got to his feet and carried on down the hillside, taking his herd with him.

			

			Eventually the sun began to set. It was time for Deane-­Drummond to break cover. After stretching and massaging his aching muscles, he set off down the hillside, following the track taken by the goatherder. He hoped to bypass the village of Popoli, up ahead, for fear of being challenged, but it soon became clear that the track led directly into it. With no other option, he pressed on, the route taking him past several locals, none of whom seemed to give him so much as a second glance. His civilian clothing, despite the rips and rents, seemed to be doing the trick. Evidently he looked much like them – an Italian villager going about his business.

			Once through Popoli, he found himself on the roadway. It snaked along the depths of a steep-­walled ravine that followed the route of the Pescara river. As he strode ahead, his confidence grew. On a couple of occasions, he came upon patrols of Italian soldiers coming the opposite way. But again, and much like the villagers in Popoli, they passed him without taking any particular interest.

			Deane-­Drummond set himself the objective of getting within 25 kilometres of Pescara, so as to leave one more night’s walking. Taking gulps of water from the streams and water troughs that he passed, at 11.45 p.m. he reached a milestone indicating he had arrived at his objective. By now, his feet were aching and he was feeling exhausted. Spying a culvert running under the road, he climbed into it and covered himself with dry leaves, falling into the heavy slumber of the utterly exhausted.

			

			It was 6.30 a.m. when he awoke, on Wednesday 10 December 1941. After a long and tedious day spent in hiding in the culvert, he was able to crawl out. With the sun setting, he was determined to get to within five or six kilometres of his objective. Then he’d watch and wait, before heading into the city to the railway station, aiming to catch the 8 a.m. train for Milan. The closer he drew, the more populated the area became. Houses flanked either side of the road, but nobody seemed the slightest bit interested in a scruffy stranger shuffling along the roadway.

			At last he reached the milestone indicating it was six kilometres to Pescara. He worried that he would fail to find a suitable hiding place for the remainder of the night. Finally, he settled upon a ploughed field, for its furrows were just deep enough to hide him from prying eyes. It was still dark when he awoke. He checked his watch: 4 a.m. He had four hours if he was to make the early train to Milan. Before that, he had to try to make himself look presentable. Using a razor, he dry-­shaved as best he could, then wiped the mud from his shoes and trousers. His mackintosh had small triangular rents torn in it from the thorn bushes, but there was nothing he could do about that. By 5.45 a.m., he was as ready as he would ever be, and with the sun starting to rise, he headed for Pescara.

			An hour or so later, Deane-­Drummond reached the city outskirts. On all sides, Pescara was coming to life. Stopping the first woman he saw, he asked, in halting Italian, where the railway station might be, introducing his question with ‘Sono tedesco’ – I’m a German. She indicated it was on the far side of the city, on the opposite side of the river. After thanking her, he headed in that direction. Deane-­Drummond found himself strolling through the heart of an enemy town in broad daylight, with nobody giving him a second glance. His confidence in his dress and demeanour was redoubled, especially since there were crowds of locals with their black cases hurrying to work.

			

			Arriving at the station with twenty minutes to spare, he joined a queue for the ticket booth. Repeating over and over in his head the phrase he had practised back at Sulmona, he edged forward. The concourse was full of commuters, including a number of carabinieri, which served to put the fugitive’s nerves on edge, a pulse seeming ‘to hammer in my forehead’.

			Then he was at the front of the queue. Placing a 500-­lire note on the counter, he all but whispered, ‘Terzo Milano’. He needn’t have worried. A moment later, the ticket was pushed through, together with his change, the railway official glancing towards the next customer.

			Ticket in hand, Deane-­Drummond wandered over to a newsstand and purchased a German newspaper. Having a rudimentary understanding of the language, he would have something to occupy him on what was scheduled to be a fourteen-­hour journey. The train steamed in five minutes late. Jostled by the crowd, Deane-­Drummond found a corner of a third-­class compartment. No sooner had he settled in, when two carabinieri came in, one choosing a seat beside him, the other directly facing him. Three locals took up the remaining seats, including one who tried to engage Deane-­Drummond in conversation. In his broken Italian, the escapee related how he was serving on a German destroyer docked at Taranto, and was taking some leave to see his family in Germany. This only seemed to fuel the passenger’s curiosity, and it was with huge relief that the policemen and the over-­talkative civilian got off the train some stops later.

			

			At 10 p.m., the train finally pulled into Milan central station. It had been three nights since his breakout from Sulmona, and he had managed to put 540 kilometres between himself and the camp. But he was still far from safety. A train journey to Como lay ahead, after which he would have to find a way to cross the frontier.

			Even so, Deane-­Drummond’s confidence was soaring. He’d managed to pass himself off as a German and had yet to be challenged by anyone. Discovering that he had missed the last train to Como, rather than wait all night at the train station, he made the decision to find a hotel. He needed a good night’s sleep and to clean himself up.

			With a spring in his step, he approached a porter in the booking hall and asked, in his halting Italian, if he knew of a place where he could rest his German head. He was given the name of a hotel – the Vittoria. The porter insisted on providing a young lad to escort him there. Suddenly, Deane-­Drummond felt apprehensive. Had he overstepped the mark? After the good luck he had experienced, had he assumed an overconfidence that was misplaced? Was the young boy some kind of a spy or plant?

			On reaching the hotel, he learned the answer to those questions. In truth, the porter had been seeking to be especially helpful. Asking the man on reception for a room and some coffee, Deane-­Drummond was horrified to find that the man was fluent in German. In fact, that was why he had been directed to this hotel, as it was staffed by a supposedly friendly German speaker, he now realised.

			His suspicions aroused, the receptionist issued a challenge: ‘You are no German.’

			With his heart racing, Deane-­Drummond replied, ‘Ich bien ein Sudetener – Heil Hitler.’ A ‘Sudetener’ was someone who hailed from northern Czechoslovakia, an area occupied by Germany in 1938. As a Sudetener, he would speak Czech and a German dialect. Deane-­Drummond was asked to fill in a form, and when his bogus identity card was handed over, the receptionist shook his head dubiously, declaring that he had never seen one like this before. It was no wonder. As Deane-­Drummond was fully aware, the German papers that had been forged in the POW camp were at best only guess work.

			

			The formalities over, Deane-­Drummond took the proffered key and went up to his room. Five minutes later, a cup of coffee was brought up, which he guzzled hungrily. He took off his clothes and washed himself down in the bath, before taking out the razor for another shave. After that, he fell onto the bed in a state close to exhaustion.

			But he couldn’t relax. His nerves were on edge. The confidence from earlier had evaporated. The receptionist had clearly not believed him and was probably at that moment contacting the local police. There was nothing for it. He would have to leave. Jumping up, he dressed quickly, gathered his things and made his way downstairs.

			As he handed back his key and made his excuses, the receptionist fired a more direct accusation at Deane-­Drummond, accusing him of being an Englishman.

			Deane-­Drummond raised himself to his full height, responding with as much outrage as he could muster. He had got his train times mixed up and was leaving. When the man enquired as to his destination, he replied that it was ‘Torino’ – Turin – which lay in the opposite direction to Como.

			With that, Deane-­Drummond left the hotel. Once outside, he headed back to the train station to spend the night in the waiting room. Luckily it was packed. Finding a spot to lay down, he closed his eyes to wait for morning. His only thought now was to get the hell out of Milan as quickly as possible.

			

			At 7 a.m., after downing several cups of coffee and purchasing his ticket, he climbed aboard the train. The journey went without a hitch, but it was only when he arrived in the small town on the south-­western shore of Lake Como that he realised he had made a second error of judgement. His close shave at the hotel had panicked him. He should have remained in Milan all day, so as to reach Como by dusk and cross the frontier at nightfall. As it was, he had all day in a small town to kill. But freedom was so close, he could almost smell it. Beyond the blue waters of the lake, the Alps stretched out into the distance, reaching far into the sanctuary that was Switzerland.

			Deciding to head out of town into the countryside in a bid to find a place to hide, he followed a road that led up a small hill. He hoped to find a path that would take him further from civilisation. It was not long before he saw one – a turn-­off to the left towards some trees. But even as he spied it, he saw two soldiers in Alpine uniform approaching from the opposite direction. They were clearly border guards. To turn around now would undoubtedly appear suspicious. Deane-­Drummond had no option but to increase his pace, hoping to hit the turn onto the track before they did.

			Frustratingly, he had misjudged the distance. As he and the guards converged, one stopped and asked where he was going. Pretending again to be a German sailor, he handed over his forged papers. He was quite politely informed that he would have to come to their headquarters, which was just a short distance away. With no other option, he went with them. He was being taken to a frontier post at Chiasso, which lay on the very border with Switzerland. There, he was informed, was someone who spoke fluent German.

			He was led into an office. Sure enough, it lay just yards from the border. He could clearly see it through the window. But facing a fluent German speaker, and with his dodgy papers, his cover swiftly crumbled and Deane-­Drummond was forced to give over his name, rank and British Army number. It turned out that his identity was included on a list of wanted fugitives. When Deane-­Drummond asked why he had been detained by the frontier guards, they told him it was due to his dirty shoes and tired demeanour.

			

			After spending four days on the run and getting to within spitting distance of freedom, he had fallen at the final hurdle. He had never felt so low in spirits. His plan had worked almost to perfection. But for his overconfidence in Milan and arriving in Como way too early, he didn’t doubt he would have made it.

			Deane-­Drummond was driven back to the main police station in Milan. There, he spent the night in a cell. The following morning, the interrogation began, as he was placed on a bare wooden seat with a blinding light in his face. For twenty-­four hours, the questions were thrown at him, the main demand being to give up all those who had helped him make it to the frontier. His inquisitors simply could not believe that he had done it all alone, and warned that he would be shot if he did not tell all. Deane-­Drummond’s refusal to talk infuriated his interrogator. The fact that the SAS officer found it all very amusing enraged him all the more.

			‘You filthy Englishman sitting there so smiling,’ the Italian fumed. He had received a telephone call from his Rome headquarter, informing him that ‘any methods’ could be used to interrogate his captive. Deane-­Drummond was warned that he could be shot as a spy.

			If he was shot dead, how could he then answer any of their questions, Deane-­Drummond countered, with a wry smile.

			Gaining nothing from him, the Italian gave up. Instead of being shot, Deane-­Drummond was transferred to an old POW camp at Montalbo, which nestled on a hill in the Po Valley, some seventy miles south of Milan. There, for the next five weeks, Deane-­Drummond was held in solitary confinement.

			

			His punishment served, he was then moved south, back to the place where it had all started – Campo 78, at Sulmona. Labelled now as an extremely dangerous captive, he was accompanied all the way by two officers and two guards. The attack on the Tragino Aqueduct had been widely reported in the Italian press, and his captors were taking no chances. During the journey, he learned that the Sulmona camp commandant had been sacked following his escape. Everyone seemed convinced that Deane-­Drummond had made his way north by jumping freight trains, not for one moment imagining that he had simply travelled as a commuter. After all, who would be so bold as to do something like that? For Deane-­Drummond, this was welcome news. It meant that as long as he kept his wits about him, the same method could be employed on any future escapes.
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