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I never hear the word ‘escape’


Without a quicker blood,


A sudden expectation


A flying attitude!


EMILY DICKINSON


escape as a need, as a spiritual necessity


ALASTAIR CRAM
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Preface


Finding Alastair Cram


I never met Alastair Cram, and if I had, I’m not sure he would have enjoyed being the subject of a book. He was such a private person, so reserved and modest, so relentlessly uninterested in talking about his many adventures. And yet he did leave a paper trail beginning with a set of journals written immediately after the war. Even these were nearly impenetrable. Written in pencil with little punctuation and words often running into one another, they were the work of a man possessed with the need to get it all down. He toyed with the idea of publishing it, wondering if it might not serve as a manual for escape. ‘This book,’ he wrote in one entry, ‘is a record of one individual’s ventures outside the wire, its excuse being to represent as faithfully as possible the background of escape in Europe in this war for the adventures related here were typical of those experienced by many hundreds of officers and men of the United Nations.’ Of course, Alastair’s experiences were anything but typical, nor did he ever try to publish it. He simply took the foolscap and cheap school notebooks he’d written on and stuffed them into an envelope, never to be looked at by him again.


When I discovered them sixty years later, there were pages missing, some torn and others misfiled. Almost all of them were nearly illegible, and even with the help of an amateur cryptographer from Texas, took several years to decipher. I knew long before then, if not immediately, that his was a story I had to tell. I had known of Alastair since childhood, a legendary figure haunting the escape literature I began devouring in large quantities from the age of twelve. It’s what turned me into a reader and lover of books, and eventually into a researcher as well. Such works were readily available to British children of a similar age, but I lived in America, where only a handful of the most famous titles like The Great Escape and The Wooden Horse were to be found.


A mathematics teacher with the improbable nickname of ‘Butts’ came to my rescue. He had been ordering rare Lewis Carroll books from England for years and offered to add my list to his own. Today, when almost anything can be purchased over the internet with the promise of next-day delivery, it’s hard to remember that incomparable joy in receiving a long-anticipated package which had travelled by ship across the Atlantic. It wasn’t long before I began writing to the authors, peppering them with questions and advice about other titles. None was more generous than Pat Reid, who had described his own hair-raising escape in The Colditz Story. Having grown up reading escape literature from the previous war, Reid understood my fascination and responded with long, sensitive letters, often accompanied by a book or photograph.


Then I went to college, and the Vietnam War took over, cooling my interest in anything related to the military. I wrote poetry, studied art, lived with an indigenous group in the headwaters of the Orinoco, published books on South American mythology and eventually became an anthropologist. Busy with teaching and research, it was years before I thought seriously about escape again. But on a visit to the local public library one day, I wandered over to 940.54, the Dewey Decimal System’s classification for the Second World War and escape. To my surprise there were a number of new titles I’d never seen before. Unlike the first generation of books written immediately after the war, these were by men who had recently retired or simply wanted their stories recorded before they died. I pulled Tommy Calnan’s Free as a Running Fox off the shelf and started reading. In no time at all I was back with my old friends in the tunnels and trains with their disguises and subterfuges.


I decided to contact Pat Reid. It had been twenty-five years since we were last in touch and I wanted to let him know what had become of me and to thank him for all he had done. Unfortunately, I was too late. He had died several years earlier at the age of seventy-nine. All of this reignited my interest in escape narratives. I read a handful of the newer books and, while some were excellent, the one story I couldn’t find was that of the Baron, Alastair Cram. Once referred to as the Harry Houdini of the Second World War, Alastair escaped, or at least attempted to by his own account, twenty-one times, more than any other prisoner of war. Up till then, much of what I knew about him came from a detailed MI9 report as well as George Millar’s Horned Pigeon and Jack Pringle’s Colditz Last Stop. Yet I was certain that anyone who had accomplished what Alastair had would have left some sort of record, either written or taped.


Although he had died in 1994, I believed that his widow, Isobel, might still be alive twelve years later. To my amazement, a single letter to the Scottish Mountaineering Club – which Alastair first joined in 1930 – was all it took. Isobel, I learned, was living in Edinburgh, and other than severe arthritis, was in relatively good health. And yes, Alastair had left a collection of journals detailing his various wartime exploits, all of which had just been transferred to the Mountaineering Club’s archives for safe keeping. I was welcome to consult them, though warned that they were impossible to read. I was also told that there was a great deal of other material that might be of interest to me. That August, my wife, Kate, and I visited Edinburgh, timing our trip to coincide with the 2007 Fringe Festival.


We adored the city and had a blast at the festival, yet what we loved most of all was Isobel. Smart and witty, with an outrageous opinion about almost everything, she welcomed us into her Stockbridge home with a warmth usually reserved for the most intimate of family members. Over the next nine years we certainly felt as though we had become that, regularly exchanging letters and calls and visiting as frequently as possible. And all the time talking about Alastair as only Isobel could. Whether it was growing up in Perth, the war years, his time as a prosecutor in Germany, the Mau Mau in Africa, or their many climbs across the globe, there was no greater guide than Isobel. Nor was there anyone more excited about finally having his story told. ‘Alastair was a modest man,’ she wrote when we first met. ‘But he does deserve credit for his deeds and it is reassuring to know he will receive it.’


She told us many things about Alastair, some of which I doubted he would have shared himself. But she had always been the talkative one in their relationship, and he the solitary figure, reluctant to speak about his various adventures. ‘He was a well-known loner,’ Isobel said, ‘and I respected his silences. If he opened up and let you in, you could follow him there. But he was deeply private.’ Ironically, these were the same qualities Pat Reid identified as essential to the DNA of the successful escaper:




For, when you escape, you court loneliness – the loneliness of a hunted animal! And even for the escaper there comes an urge, aided by fatigue and hunger, to give himself up in order to regain lost companionship – if only of other prisoners. Here, then, is the big question: Are you gregarious, or can you take being a loner?




While the need for solitude may not have been the motivating force behind Alastair’s numerous escapes, it was certainly a welcome by-product. It also helps explain why they all seemed to turn into hikes. Other escapers took trains and buses, but Alastair always preferred to walk and, wherever possible, climb. He went back to peaks he had explored in the 1930s, often as a guide. He would eventually see mountaineering and escape as part of the same process, each leading to a similar emancipatory ‘catharsis’, in which all bonds of attachment were severed and fear vanquished. Only then could individuals discover their full potential. It was transformation by danger, which Alastair claimed could be realized in any number of ways. ‘We are all prisoners inside the barbed wire of attachment,’ he wrote, ‘with sentries of desire and fear guarding us from our freedom. Luxury, comfort, lust for life, vanities are the Detaining Powers of the spirit of every man.’


Alastair never gave up the spiritual search that preoccupied him throughout his twenties. As Isobel noted more than once, ‘He was a contradiction in terms. He had the lawyer side, very rational and all. And then he had the ethereal side.’ Both of these were carefully braided together in the journals, which Alastair prefaced with a subtle directive: ‘This is a plain tale of personal adventure, although perhaps the more discerning may perceive a secondary experience interwoven of spiritual progression.’


As Kate and I retraced Alastair’s extraordinary odyssey through Europe over the course of several years, it too became a pilgrimage. Starting as he did in Sicily, we visited Castelvetrano and Racalmuto, where the old men of the Società di Mutuo Soccorso still remembered Carlo and the Maresciallo. From there we went on to Padula and, like George Millar, were awed by the power of the Certosa di San Lorenzo. Gavi required multiple visits, aided considerably by Andrea Scotto and the Friends of Gavi. Travelling through the Brenner Pass with stops in Bolzano and the Dolomites, we circled around Munich, ending up in Prague instead. There, Colonel Kulfánek gave us a moving tour of the Gestapo Museum in the former Petschek Palace. Getting into Pankrác, which is still an active prison, proved more difficult. In Mährisch Trübau, however, the staff at the military academy in what was once Oflag VIIIF couldn’t have been more welcoming. It was a short ride from there to Sulíkov, the village where Alastair and Jim Gaze stopped for help in May 1944. Nothing had changed, and other than two white horses and a man smoking meat, there were no signs of life. One of our last trips was to Bad Oeynhausen, the ageing spa town where Alastair spent several years as a prosecutor with the War Crimes Group. We were surprised by the level of resentment still simmering just beneath the surface more than sixty years after the Occupation.


I am grateful to Alastair for taking me on this journey and for providing me with what I needed to tell his remarkable tale. After more than fifty years of immersion in the literature of escape, I could hardly imagine a better gift. At the same time, it saddens me that Isobel, who contributed so much to this book, is no longer alive to see its publication. She died in January 2016 at the age of ninety-six. Shortly after our first exchange, Isobel sent a letter to Robin Campbell, archivist for the Scottish Mountaineering Club, in which she wrote, ‘Let us hope that we have done the right thing in entrusting Alastair’s history to a US Professor.’ That trust and friendship have sustained me throughout this long project and remain one of its greatest rewards.




1


The Mountain


He arrived by plane on Christmas Eve, looking like any British tourist happy to be spending a few winter days by the sea. And while it’s true that Alastair Cram had always wanted to visit Sicily, he never imagined it would be quite like this. Just four weeks earlier he had been threading his way through burning tanks at the Battle of Sidi Rezegh when an explosion knocked him cold. The Germans had overtaken the artillery observation post he and three others were using to track enemy movements. It was the fourth day of Operation Crusader, the Eighth Army’s plan for relieving the garrison at Tobruk, under siege for seven months. It started with an attack on the Axis airfield at Sidi Rezegh; then quickly turned into a back-and-forth that lasted for days. When it was finally over in early December 1941, it had become the largest tank battle to date and Operation Crusader the first Allied victory. The losses on both sides were devastating, especially after Rommel launched a final, desperate attack. That’s when Alastair’s position was overrun and he was left for dead.


He awoke to find a teenage boy in an oversized Afrika Korps uniform standing over him. One hand was shaking his shoulder while the other was nervously clutching a Luger. ‘Verwundete?’ he kept yelling. ‘Wounded? Are you wounded?’ Alastair wasn’t sure. His helmet had a huge dent, which helped explain the ringing in his ears as well as the terrible headache and double vision. Then a slightly older German appeared and, like an actor who’s been waiting in the wings to deliver a single line, proudly said in his best Gymnasium English, ‘For you, the war is over.’ But, as Alastair soon discovered, ‘a new personal war was just beginning’.


Three days later he was handed over to the Italians, as it was agreed that they would be responsible for all prisoners captured by the Axis forces in North Africa. They were, after all, still nominally in charge of the campaign. The newly formed Afrika Korps was sent by Hitler solely to support his southern ally as the British pushed further into Libya. Ferrying prisoners the short distance across the Mediterranean was also much easier and less costly than transporting them all the way to Germany. Unfortunately, many drowned when British submarines unwittingly torpedoed their boats.


Before Alastair even embarked at the Libyan port of Benghazi, he had already made two escape attempts. One was at Derna, where he was discovered crawling through the wire and barely avoided being shot. Now, with more than 300 other prisoners, he was marched onto an Italian destroyer and locked in the forecastle. The space, airless and dark, with the noxious odor of fuel wafting through, was too small to hold even half their number. When the steel cover slammed shut, Alastair knew there would be little chance of surviving an attack. But Allied submarines weren’t the only thing they had to worry about. No sooner had they manoeuvred past the sunken ships that sat like small islands throughout the harbour when a violent storm broke out. Huge waves picked the boat up, rocking it from side to side until it nearly turned over; or so it seemed to those stuck below. Almost everyone became sick, moaning and vomiting till the entire floor was covered with a putrid, yellow liquid. Mixed with the faeces of those suffering from dysentery, it washed over them each time the boat listed. Some compared it to the Napoleonic Wars with their deadly prison ships, or worse still, the Middle Passage.


One of the few who didn’t become ill was the Senior British Officer (SBO), an old Australian buccaneer named ‘Skipper’ Palmer, also known as ‘Pedlar’ or ‘Pirate’. A large, colourful man with a big heart and an oversized personality, Skipper became famous for running the blockade at Tobruk. In fact, he was so successful in resupplying the besieged troops that the Germans put a price on his head. What made his feat even more remarkable was that he did it in a three-masted schooner captured from the Italians. In 1916, he had set out for England on a similar ship, which the Germans sank, leaving him in a lifeboat for three days. Following service in the Royal Navy, Palmer eventually found his way to China, where he worked on schooners up and down the coast. Now back in uniform once again, he was asked to employ similar skills in North Africa – landing commandos, picking up spies, eluding blockades, smuggling weapons and moonshine. There was a reason they called him ‘Pirate’, an epithet he happily embraced with his skull-and-crossbones flag. If there was anyone who refused to go into captivity without a fight, it was Skipper Palmer.


Now, with conditions quickly deteriorating below deck, the Italians began opening the steel cover to let ten prisoners up at a time. That’s when Palmer introduced a plan to take over the ship and sail to Malta. While there were two machine guns on deck, only one – a double-barrelled weapon – was permanently manned. The other, located under the half deck, was hidden beneath a large canvas spray cover. Palmer promised to take the most dangerous role, leading a charge on the bridge where the double machine gun was set up. A second team, which Alastair was to be part of, would seize control of the other gun and with it, the ship. Finding enough healthy volunteers proved difficult. Alastair estimates that by this point there were no more than twenty able-bodied men left. Among the many sufferers was a young artillery officer named Leslie Hill, who glibly summed up the prevailing misery: ‘Most of us army types were too sick to help. I would have been delighted if the destroyer had sunk with all hands, particularly myself.’


Illness wasn’t the only problem. As Palmer circulated, trying to drum up support for his plan, he was shadowed by his second in command, a South African Army captain named MacQuarie. No sooner had he explained his idea than MacQuarie began disparaging it, insisting it was too dangerous, if not suicidal. Palmer was furious, calling him a fifth columnist and worse. If he’d had a gun, he probably would have shot him. ‘That SOB ruined a perfect escape,’ he later said. But the moment had passed. Sensing that something was afoot, the Italians handed out extra weapons and increased their vigilance. Finally, with the storm worsening, they decided to turn round and head back to Libya, this time docking in Tripoli. Palmer, who was still fuming, would never get a chance like that again. In September 1944, a year after losing his arm jumping from a train in Germany, he was repatriated.


Trucks were waiting at the pier to drive them south to Tarhuna, where they spent the next three weeks in a makeshift camp removing lice and listening to their stomachs growl. Many were too hungry even to get out of bed while others were simply too depressed as the impact of becoming prisoners finally started to sink in. Michael Ross, captured after a 150-mile trek through the desert, expressed the general sense of despair and hopelessness when he wrote: ‘I felt guilty and ashamed at the terrible and utter waste of it all. I was suddenly a useless, almost helpless being, a parasite destined to be fed and housed until some day, mercifully, I should be set free.’ Alastair was also aware of the damaging physical and psychological effects of being imprisoned. At thirty-two, he was somewhat older than most of his comrades, and with a law practice back in Edinburgh might have been mistaken for a sedentary professional. Nothing could have been further from the truth. An avid mountaineer and distance runner with a demanding exercise routine performed daily since childhood, Lieutenant Alastair Cram of the Royal Artillery was in perfect physical condition. While becoming a prisoner left some immobilized in a temporary state of shock, it increased Alastair’s resolve all the more, as he later confirmed in his journal:




The first months of captivity press heavily on morale. A life of ceaseless activity at a blow is modified to one of monotony and complete inactivity. Worst of all to bear was the vision of the seemingly unending barren months; all one thought of was years of captivity, for it was patent to everyone that this war would not soon end. I felt a kind of horror at the effect on the will, mind and spirit that imprisonment must inevitably have unless the ennui was most desperately fought . . . Beyond these sterile years loomed the spectre of returning, cowed and broken to the bright, busy, uncaring world probably incredibly altered to meet persons who would have advanced, experienced, succeeded. Hopes, dreams, ambitions crumbling to bitter dust turned inward, remorseless. Humiliations and physical hardships were but small inconsequential things before the true spectre of physical decay, mental ruin and moral collapse. Those who did not succumb even temporarily were fired by a wild urge to regain all, by the one means left – escape.




On 24 December a fleet of ambulances arrived to take them back to Tripoli, where they were loaded onto Savoia bombers. Now the threat was the RAF in Malta, which they avoided by flying as close to the water as possible. Their destination was the small town of Castelvetrano, famous for its olives and for the ruins of Selinunte, one of Europe’s greatest archaeological sites. Sacked by the Carthaginians and then levelled by an earthquake, Selinunte was the perfect Greek city, albeit in Sicily. They were housed in a seventeenth-century convent located in the centre of town. Originally constructed for San Francesco di Paola’s Order of Minims, it was stripped bare during the unification of Italy, and after that used as a barracks, school, refugee centre and now a prison. It still retained a powerful aura of sanctity, at least when its latest inmates arrived on Christmas Eve. Following their first good meal in weeks, they started singing carols while a priest offered communion to a hushed line of men. Almost everyone was moved as the faded murals shimmered and came alive under the soft glow of candlelight. Combined with the thick straw bedding that covered the floor, many, including Alastair, were given a new appreciation of the meaning of the Nativity.


In the morning the air was sweet and cool and filled with the scent of plants and flowers, a relief after Tarhuna and the dullness of the desert. Best of all was the sight of mountains rising in the distance. ‘If I could reach them,’ wrote Alastair later, ‘I would be safe.’ From the age of four, when he made his first climb up Craigellachie in the Cairngorms, the mountains had been his refuge, a place of healing and rebirth, or as he once wrote: ‘Mountaineering is a means to an end and that end is merely a beginning.’ By fourteen he was climbing alone in the Highlands and not long after in the Alps as well. The local papers treated him as a celebrity, describing each of his feats in detail – the attempted rescue of two stranded climbers in the winter of 1928, summiting the Matterhorn in a storm, guiding the Cambridge University Club in the Alps in white-out conditions, completing the cycle of Munros, co-founding Perth’s Junior Mountaineering Club. What still eluded him was the chance to climb Everest. He had hoped to be part of a 1939 expedition, but that dream vanished, like so many others, with the advent of war.


For Alastair, mountaineering and escape would be inextricably linked. It wasn’t just that so many of his schemes involved mountains and the same climbing skills; it was that both drew upon a similar emotional and mental transformation, what he referred to as ‘the unspeakable heightening of perception. An entry into an awareness consciously sought.’ Castelvetrano, where an escape route revealed itself almost immediately, was a perfect example. The bathroom, reached by walking through an ancient kitchen, was in the rear corner of the convent. Its roof – which offered a fine view of the stars – was almost non-existent. And although the back wall was fourteen feet high, it had plenty of good holds for a rock climber like Alastair, who would have no problem scaling it. On the outer side, a mound of dirt had built up over the years, reducing it to a simple nine-foot jump. For the first few days a guard was assigned to patrol the area. Then, out of boredom or loneliness, or simply because he was too cold, he moved inside, monitoring access to the bathroom from the warmth of the kitchen.


Alastair told no one, not even Skipper Palmer, of his plans. He knew that his fellow prisoners would have thought him crazy. In fact, he thought so himself. He had no civilian clothes, nor any papers, maps, or compass. As for food, he had a little chocolate and a pound of dates. His idea was to head for the mountains and, after walking south for several days, make for the coast, where he would steal a fishing boat and sail over 125 miles to Malta. On the 28th, four days after arriving, he was ready to go. Slipping into the bathroom took some time. The guard would open the door for each person, then wait attentively until they came out. Alastair patiently stood in the shadows for well over an hour. At last the guard was changed. The new one was a short, overweight private more interested in warming his hands by the stove than controlling traffic to the loo. Men passed back and forth as he looked the other way. Alastair quickly slid behind a tall officer, his 5’8” frame concealed as they entered the bathroom together. The door closed. In seconds, he was up the wall and over. No one heard him as he leapt to the ground. Even the barking dogs weren’t enough to give him away. He crouched down as he crossed the road and disappeared into the well of night.


Within ten minutes he reached a ravine and immediately felt his body come alive as he scrambled over the sharp limestone ledge. This brought him into an endless series of olive groves, where each gnarled tree – some more than 1,000 years old – vied for attention. Enchantment soon turned into something much more sinister, pushing Alastair to get through them as quickly as possible. He finally came to a grove filled with ripe oranges, and for the first time since climbing over the wall, stopped and rested. Listening for possible pursuers, he remained standing as he ate two dozen oranges one after another. It wasn’t long before he arrived at the Belice River, heavily protected with barbed wire, spiky reeds and thick nettles. He tried to ford it, but had to give up and swim across. With dawn approaching, and the mountains still ten miles away, he broke into an abandoned barn to spend the day. He was wet, cold and exhausted, and could barely stop shivering. But he was free.


He was awakened by the sound of search planes flying close to the ground. He found them oddly comforting, an affirmation of his success. Just before dusk he set out again, following the shoreline to avoid the small town of Menfi. Workers were leaving the plantations and vineyards with blankets draped over their heads. Alastair quickly joined them, covering himself in the same way. He felt secure beneath this new disguise until a young man mistook him for his sweetheart, and gently started calling: ‘Maria, Little Maria. Wait, wait.’ Alastair began walking faster with the love-struck youth hot in pursuit. When the road looped around a gorge, he left it and started to climb: ‘I did a quick traverse, across and up the rocky walls, which seemingly were steep enough to cool the ardour of love. I wondered what the youth thought of his athletic mistress. Maybe I spoiled a promising affair but it was a lesser shock for him than if he had caught up with me.’


He eventually came to an old cobblestone path which he followed up to the snow line. By now it was pitch black and difficult to see. He was hungry and cold, and desperate to find shelter. That’s when Alastair experienced what many escapers have felt: the sensation of not being alone, of being guided by a greater force or presence. Perhaps it’s what led him to a stone hut tucked inside a hollow. Hanging by the door was a large pail of fresh milk covered with a heavy crust of cream. He put his face in and drank. A small boy opened the door and invited him in. They huddled together for warmth until morning, when an old man appeared. Alastair, still in his British uniform, claimed to be a German soldier, lost after being separated from his comrades. To his surprise, the old man spoke good German, having been a prisoner in Austria during the last war. When the subject of Mussolini came up, he spat on the ground and rubbed it in with his foot. Later, two other men arrived, carrying a large loaf of bread and some olives. The old man made cheese, which he moulded into a lump the size of a fist. He placed it in Alastair’s hands, along with a glass of dark wine. They talked cautiously, barely raising their voices loud enough to be heard. His hosts were generous by custom rather than conviction. They refused any money and hardly turned their heads when Alastair said goodbye with a Nazi salute. Halfway up the trail he turned to look back, but none had watched him leave.


Alastair remained high in the mountains, alone except for the occasional shepherd or two – elusive beings who lived in caves and dressed head to toe in sheepskins, which they also used for bedding and even as makeshift doorways. They drank sheep’s milk and ate sheep’s cheese. More comfortable with their flocks than with humans, they could be heard serenading them with pan pipes, or calling in a strange ovine tongue as the animals came to lick the salt from their hands and faces. When Alastair tried to approach, they quickly disappeared. Yet Alastair too was a ‘child of the mist’, a Highlander whose father was a Buchanan from Callander with ties stretching back to Rob Roy and the MacGregors. They were the ones who emerged from the mountain mists to steal cattle and wreak revenge upon the thieves who had taken their homes.


As dusk approached, he scrambled down to greet a young man working in the fields. Once more he claimed to be a German soldier who had lost his way. The man, covered in sweat and dirt, and dressed in a patchwork of different materials, invited him to spend the night. His stone hut, similar to the one Alastair had stayed in before, was much darker and smelled a lot worse. Only when his eyes adjusted to the dim light did he realize why. In addition to the old man and small boy seated by the fire were the many animals who also shared the space – the dogs and chickens, the two oxen, a donkey and even a goat.


They ate olives, fresh figs and bread, washed down with strong red wine. Then, to Alastair’s surprise, the old man turned to him and asked: ‘Can you speak English? You look a lot like an Englishman.’ Alastair replied slowly in his best German-inflected accent, telling him he had learned a leetle beet in school. The old man went on talking about New York, where he had lived for many years, saving money to buy the land they were now on. He loved America but had promised to return to his native land, a move he now regretted and would never have made had he known how oppressed Italy had become:




All our gold was taken away. My wife’s jewellery. Now they take our grain and oil and wine. Up here in the hills it is calm but down in my village there are Carabinieri and Blackshirts. We work very hard, the land is rich, but we receive little, and boots and clothes are dear. Sometimes I think we would be better off independent. We are happy people, loving music and leisure and wine. We love the land. We are not soldiers. To us an empire is only a loss. We are not like the people in the North, boastful and arrogant, cruel and treacherous. We have our feuds and hurt one another, for we are hot blooded. Every Sicilian woman keeps a knife in her stocking. But war is too large for us to grasp. All we wish is to be left alone . . . What do you think, signore? You are not like the others we have met.




Alastair left at daybreak before most of the menagerie was even awake. By mid-morning he had arrived at a series of canyon-like passes with steep walls rising on both sides. As he entered the second one, a dramatic rock spire suddenly came into view. The temptation to climb it was simply too great, and while he had some feelings of guilt, the emotional benefits easily outweighed them: ‘I climbed it by the East face. It was of course madness. It was my plain duty to press on. But in those days escape was a joyous venture, not the grave and serious business it became later.’


It was New Year’s Eve, the last day of 1941, a year the Allies would rather forget. The trails leading down to the valley floor were filled with families on their way to town to celebrate. After a long nap in an orange grove, Alastair joined the procession. He was soon stopped by two young men demanding to see his papers. German soldiers, Alastair informed them, did not show their papers to Italian civilians. And where were their papers, he asked in a threatening tone. They didn’t have any? Then perhaps they’d like to join him on a visit to German headquarters. That was enough to put an end to their officious meddling, though Alastair doubted whether they believed his story.


By now he had settled into a routine of selecting a house to approach at dusk just before dinner. He was invariably invited in and given a bed for the night. This often meant no more than a pile of straw shared with several family members and their animals. It didn’t matter how poor they were or how little they had, the Italian peasants, or contadini, were generous to a fault, and without exception welcomed him into their homes.


The next day, after trudging up a long, narrow valley, he found himself at a house so derelict it was hard to believe anyone could live in it. Surrounded by aged fruit trees and prickly pear, it leaned dangerously to one side as though waiting for a good breeze to blow it over. Seated on a rickety chair in front was an equally ancient dwarf. The man’s wife had gone to Bivona to visit family and he was grateful for some company. He brought out large bowls of pasta, along with bread and wine. For dessert they drank Marsala, which the old man had also made. By then it was dark and an evening chill was settling in. As they drew closer to the fire, Alastair marvelled at the beauty of the old man’s face, a landscape of ridges and glens like a topographic map. He was curious about Alastair’s family. What were his parents and siblings like back in Germany, and didn’t he miss them? Alastair, who was an only child, was happy for the chance to invent an ideal sister as well as several other imaginary relatives. The old man seemed satisfied and, after staring in silence at the fire, offered his own theory about Nordic women, sexual repression, and the origin of war:




The young men are crazy about blonde women. But they pursue them for what they imagine is there but is not. The dark force of passion. They are intrigued because they are ‘frigid’, but when they break down that reserve – and few can do that better than our hot-blooded young men – they find tepidness. When I was young we sought a girl with hair so intensely black it contained blue flames in the sunlight. She is like our Sicilian wine, fire and power. But if you cannot satisfy her beware, for her receiving energies will turn to jealousy. For love of you, she will try to kill you. For our women folk carry knives from childhood, and if you try to escape from her, her family will make a vendetta against you. So try. You will escape and then – ‘slick!’ the razor edged knife in the dark. And your women folk, how is it with them? They are mainly blonde, I am told. Ah you Germans, your women are so lukewarm you are compelled to find excitement in war. It is the same with the English. For if their women were like ours you would want to stay at home.




They shared a bed, slick with oil and dirt, and only one threadbare blanket between them, which they fought over most of the night. As he prepared to leave, the old man warned him that he might have trouble crossing the Platani River as the bridge had recently washed away. Alastair thanked him and set off for Agrigento. Like Selinunte, it was one of the great cities of Magna Graecia, the Greek expansion that helped transform ancient Italy for ever. Alastair was confident he could find a boat in one of the small fishing villages along the coast, and from there sail to Malta. It wasn’t long before he heard the sound of the river as it pushed its way through a gorge hundreds of feet below. By then, he was travelling along a thin goat path when suddenly, out of nowhere, a man slid down from above, nearly knocking him over. Unlike the two who had stopped him on New Year’s Eve, this one was a legitimate member of Mussolini’s fascist militia, the Blackshirts. He demanded to see Alastair’s papers and laughed when he said he was a German soldier trying to get back to his unit.


‘You’re no German,’ he answered. ‘I fought in Spain. You’re an Englishman.’


To which Alastair replied, quite honestly, ‘No, I’m not.’


‘You’re coming with me now,’ the Blackshirt barked in a feeble attempt to sound intimidating. It soon became clear that his intrepid captor was afraid of heights. When the path shrank to little more than a foot, the terrified Italian began to panic. With a clear drop on one side and a sheer wall on the other, he grabbed on to Alastair for dear life. That was foolish, as all Alastair had to do was give him a good shove, which he did, sending him over the edge into the riverbank below.


Alastair hurried on, passing the spot where the stone bridge once stood. A group of men were busily at work constructing a new one beside it. To his relief, a temporary wooden crossing had already been installed. Rushing across unseen, he immediately returned to the safety of the hills. By now he had been walking for over a week, with each day bringing him closer to that magical zone he would inhabit so often while on the run – the exhilaration of freedom, the threat of danger, the electrified senses of the fugitive, the unfiltered smells and sounds experienced when alone in nature, even the delirium caused by lack of food and sleep combined with physical exertion. Together, they created a pathway to the ‘higher realms of perception’, a parallel route to the joy of mountaineering.


He walked across fields that had just been ploughed for a new planting of oats and wheat. There were poppies and fennel and Queen Anne’s lace, and in the distance carpets of yellow broom that reminded him of home. The almond trees too were starting to blossom with a delicate scent that filled the valley. Higher up, he came to an area bursting with orange trees but fled when a girl called out to him from a ladder. Her black hair shimmered with blue flames in the sun and, while he didn’t see it, he was sure she had a knife in her stocking. He remembered the old man’s warning. ‘I had enough trouble on my hands,’ he said, ‘without figuring as enemy number one in a first-class vendetta.’ Finally, he reached the top of the ridge where he entered the garden of a ruined cloister. The air was crisp and clear with a perfect view far out to sea. In the distance was Malta. He hadn’t realized it would be visible, and was as surprised as anyone when he saw it quietly sitting on the horizon. For the first time he actually believed he was going to succeed.


It took him two days to reach the sea. The first night he slept on the floor of an abandoned house. By morning a storm had moved in and didn’t let up until he finally arrived, cold and hungry, around 1 a.m. The beach was deserted as the winds from the storm continued to blow. He found two boats up on rollers, both of them locked and dismantled. Their masts, sails, rudders and oars were in a separate hut 500 yards away. Alastair checked the door but that was locked too. He’d need another person to help him get a boat in the water. But that wasn’t the only problem. The Italians had placed restrictions on all non-military craft, limiting the hours they could be at sea as well as their distance from shore. Any boat discovered over twelve miles out would be sunk without warning. Alastair, who learned to sail as a child in Perth, did a quick calculation: at six knots, and with sunrise at five, he’d be twenty miles out when the day’s first search planes flew over, an easy target. There was also the issue of food. He’d barely eaten for two days and would need provisions for the trip to Malta. He decided to go back to the hills to forage for food. After that, he’d return to the beach and launch one of the boats.


The sky was still overcast and the path pitch black as the rain turned into a cold, piercing sleet. He was light-headed and half starved, aware that this was when judgement was compromised and mistakes were made. An hour later he heard the bells from a mule train. When he finally overtook it, the driver – a small, toothless man whom he could barely understand – nearly died of fright. But he agreed, after some haggling, to take Alastair ‘home’, or so he thought. They travelled all night and the next day too, using goat paths and trails that only a mule driver would know. It was already dark as they struggled up a cobblestone walk and entered a small town. By then Alastair was almost delirious and paid little attention when they turned into the doorway of a large brick building. Once inside, the lights flipped on and he realized he was standing in the middle of a police station.


He feigned outrage at being detained, insisting that they let him go at once. Couldn’t they see he was a German soldier?


‘Doesn’t Cosentino speak German?’ somebody asked. ‘He was a waiter in Budapest. Go and call him.’ Minutes later, a tall, spindly man in his forties rushed in, looking as though he should be carrying an order of goulash. His German was limited to what was on the menu, and after struggling to converse with Alastair, he assured everyone that he was indeed a member of the Wehrmacht.


To be certain, they woke the local schoolmaster and dragged him in for a second opinion. His German was even worse than that of the waiter, leaving everyone to wonder what exactly he was teaching their children.


Then the sergeant major in charge got through to Palermo, nodding as he repeated, ‘Five foot eight, blond, curly hair, blue eyes, ruddy complexion, athletic build.’ Covering the phone with one hand, he looked up, and with a huge smile announced: ‘He fits the description of the escaped British officer exactly.’ To which everyone, except Alastair, cheered. Wine and cake were brought out and they celebrated as if their football team had just won the championship. Nothing like this had ever happened in Racalmuto.
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Enter the Baron


Word of the miraculous appearance of the British officer spread quickly through the small mining town. By mid-morning, a line of women carrying baskets filled with fruit and cakes had formed outside Racalmuto’s police station. Everyone wanted to get a glimpse of Alastair, who by now was affectionately referred to as ‘our Englishman’. Among the first to arrive was the mule driver responsible for his capture. Dressed in his Sunday best, he came to ask for Alastair’s forgiveness. Had he known that he was British, he would never have turned him in. But Alastair himself claimed to be a German, and one could only assume that he was a deserter as well.


Most visitors were content simply to watch in amazement as he consumed one enormous plateful of food after another. There were some, however, who insisted on placing their children on his lap, as if he were a visiting Santa with the magical power to grant wishes. At around 10 a.m. a district commander from the Italian army pulled up in a black Fiat. Like most Italians, he was amazed that anyone would want to leave the safety of a prison camp to return to combat. ‘Why escape?’ Alastair was frequently asked. ‘It’s very dangerous. Stay here, eat, drink, sleep. After the war you’ll return to your home. You’ll see your mother, you’ll have a beautiful girl. If you die, it will all be over.’


The district commander grilled Alastair about his plans. How was he going to get out of Sicily? Where was he heading?


Finally, as if confessing a deep secret, Alastair said in a near whisper, ‘Siracusa.’


‘And then what?’


‘Swim to Greece.’


To which the Italian exploded in disbelief, ‘You must be crazy! It’s impossible. It’s miles and miles away.’


‘Oh,’ Alastair said sheepishly, ‘I thought there was just a narrow channel.’


That night he was taken to the basement and locked in a small, windowless cell without heat or light. He had been on the run for two solid weeks and, while the showcasing of his extraordinary eating abilities had blunted the initial trauma of recapture, it now hit him with full force:




Nothing so completely underlines loss of freedom than the closing of a heavy door, the grinding of the locks and bolts, the echoing retreat of footsteps and of silence and solitude . . . Recapture is bitter but the disappointment does not become apparent immediately, rather there is a sense of relief from strain. Not until that moment does one realize that for days, hour by hour, one has been living at a high pitch with every muscle and nerve strained and tensed for the uttermost effort. The body and brain, driven, channelled by some of the most powerful urges one can experience, have known surge after surge of energy and power against the physical difficulty of hills, rivers, rocks, scrub and weather . . . Day and night one has lived in the character of a part, thinking and speaking another so that one may seem to speak and act like another. Sweet it is to recover one’s identity. Rest and mindlessness. Then the bitterness of realization. Then the restless seeking spirit begins to search again and one prowls the cell, exploring. Vain quest.




He remained in Racalmuto for several days, awaiting the arrival of the carabinieri who would escort him to Palermo. By then he had gained back the weight he had lost and also befriended many of the locals, in particular the sergeant major’s family. His wife was a lovely Genovese who, along with her four children, was a constant presence at the station. Alastair was especially fond of Carlo, their precocious eight-year-old son. The sergeant major even asked if the boy could visit him in England after the war. His departure was filled with tears and hugs. Extra food was secretly slipped into his pockets while Carlo held his hand all the way to the station. As the train pulled out, the sergeant major screamed: ‘Don’t try and escape. If anything happens to you, what shall I tell Carlo?’


Palermo was much less inviting, and after several lengthy interrogations he was glad to be on his way again. His escort was increased considerably. Instead of two carabinieri, there were now five, each of them elaborately costumed with cocked hats, capes and swords. Alastair’s reputation as a dangerous prisoner was taking shape. It was a sullen and sleepy trip, at least, until they reached the Bay of Naples. Sandwiched between a breathtaking sunset on one side and an equally spectacular view of Mount Vesuvius erupting on the other, Alastair could forget for just a second that he was a prisoner and imagine himself a young aristocrat on a Grand Tour of Europe.


Their destination was Capua, twenty-five miles north of Naples, where a transit camp had been set up on a barren, water-soaked field. There were several thousand prisoners, almost all of whom had been captured in North Africa. Finding permanent homes for the glut of new arrivals was taking time, leaving many stuck in a camp that was never meant for prolonged stays. They were cold, damp, crowded, hungry and bored, with no amenities such as a library, theatre, or playing field. There were Red Cross parcels but they were treated like precious jewels, brought out only for special occasions. Many were too weak to even get out of bed, and yet sleep was equally difficult as bedbugs and lice were endemic. Everyone was depressed. Michael Ross said that ‘Capua was about as miserable a place as could be.’ Alastair called it ‘a muddy, dreary camp’, and was shocked when he finally saw his friends from Castelvetrano, moved the morning after his escape:




I found my late comrades pinched and wan. They were packed in wooden bungalows, bed to bed. The cold was intense. The lavatories outside and the food meagre in the extreme. In spite of minor hardship I was well fed, tanned and hard as nails and more than ever determined to escape. Capua looked an easy nut to crack. The double apron wire, the bad lighting and stupidity of the sentries promised well. Three factors made me delay. Lack of food, the appalling weather of raging winds, sleet and blinding rainstorms, and lack of local knowledge.




Alastair was more concerned than ever about the soul-destroying nature of imprisonment. And yet, there were some, like Eric Newby, who appreciated the irony that it also provided unprecedented freedom. Every need was taken care of. There were no obligations, no decisions, no financial responsibilities, no job. According to Newby, ‘We were certainly much more free than many of us would ever be again, either during the war or after it. And as prisoners we did not even suffer the disapprobation of society as we would have done if we had been locked up in our own country. To our own people we appeared as objects worthy of sympathy.’


For Alastair, it was this lack of responsibility and engagement that threatened to drain one’s vitality and ‘insidiously sap the will’. George Millar, a lieutenant with the Rifle Brigade, worried about this as well, claiming that in the most extreme cases one ‘lost interest in everything inside the prison and everything outside it. You stifled, you stagnated, you sulked.’ And eventually you couldn’t even get out of bed. Alastair knew right away that escape was the surest and most powerful form of resistance, especially when combined with his demanding mental and physical regimen. He spent hours studying and copying maps, taught a course in German for escapers and pumped guards for as much local information as possible. He also amassed a good supply of food, saving part of every meal, no matter how small. Self-discipline, he said, was its own reward, paid out in psychological benefits.


His physical conditioning began every morning at 7.30, when, regardless of the weather, he took off all his clothes and performed a series of movements known as the Müller System. While all but forgotten today, J. P. Müller was once considered the most famous Dane after Hans Christian Andersen. A former soldier and sanatorium inspector, Müller developed a simple fifteen-minute programme that combined a mixture of stretches, bends, squats, push-ups, leg lifts and sit-ups. To achieve the maximum benefit, he insisted they be performed naked or in what he called an ‘air bathing costume’. Concluding with a vigorous and thorough rubbing of the body from head to toe, there was little that the Müller System couldn’t cure; or so a 1916 ad in The Times claimed:




There are reports from thousands of men and women on the Müller System as a remedy for Digestive and Intestinal Disorders, Nerve Maladies, Obesity, Thinness, Throat and Lung Complaints, Uric Acid Troubles, etc., and as a delightful process of real rejuvenation.




Published in 1904, My System, 15 Minutes’ Work a Day for Health’s Sake became an international best seller and was soon translated into more than twenty-five languages. One of his most devoted followers was Franz Kafka, who did his Müllers stark naked in front of his window at least twice a day. The System was also adopted by the British army during the First World War, when soldiers were ordered to do them in the trenches. Müller eventually moved to London where he published a slew of other books with titles like My System for Ladies, My Breathing System, The Daily Five Minutes and Morals, Sex, and Happiness. Following the deaths of his wife and two sons, he retreated to a medicinal spring near Moesgaard, where he devoted his remaining years to spiritualism and the occult. Despite predictions of longevity, he died of bronchitis in 1938 at the age of seventy-two.


It’s unclear when Alastair was first introduced to the Müller System, though it probably coincided with his growing interest in climbing and the desire of a teenage boy to develop his strength. By the time he enrolled at Edinburgh University, he was already a dedicated practitioner. While there, he not only received several Blues in cross-country and track, but also briefly held the Scottish record for the half mile. When he was named vice captain of the team in 1933, the student paper ran a profile under the heading ‘Cross-Country Personalities’. It made special mention of Müller’s influence:




The undoubted excellence of our Vice-Captain as a runner across country can be attributed both to the fact that he combines the stamina and endurance of the expert climber with an unusual turn of speed, and to the fact that he is invariably in magnificent training. Surely there never was a man more fit than Cram – he positively radiates vitality. Muller is his private deity, and his exercises sacred rites, performed at 7:30 a.m. with a sacred fervour which sleepy Cowan men well know. He has, too, a missionary zeal which has produced surprising effects in the section.




Alastair expanded his routine at Capua to include a mile run in between the Müller exercises and the cold sponge bath and rub. It was the spectacle of his naked contortions as he vigorously rubbed his body that everyone who was a prisoner with him recalls. George Millar described the unusual sight in his memoir, Horned Pigeon, written immediately after the war: ‘At first Cram used to have an excited, sometimes a caustic, audience when he did the rubbing, which consisted of starting low down on each leg and rubbing in strangely voluptuous movements right up to the base of his neck.’ Although impervious to any comments, they changed considerably as his reputation as an escaper grew. By now the story of his fourteen days spent wandering around Sicily was legendary. What everyone wondered was what his next move would be, as it was certain to come. Some said he was ‘fanatical’, while others proclaimed him ‘an escapologist’. Then suddenly, everyone started calling him the Baron.


The title was borrowed from one of Germany’s most popular pre-war athletes, Baron Gottfried von Cramm. Born just a month before Alastair, in July 1909, von Cramm was a leading figure on the international tennis circuit of the 1930s. He was also a major heart-throb, tall and elegant with the kind of manners that could seduce anyone. He had already won the French Open twice and been a finalist at Wimbledon three years running when the event he’s best remembered for took place: the Davis Cup of 1937. Although he lost to Don Budge after blowing a 4–1 lead in the final set, many consider it one of the greatest tennis matches ever played. It was also the high point of von Cramm’s career. Up till then, the Nazis had tolerated his refusal to join the party, believing that his international success was compensation enough for his quiet resistance to the regime. He was also a national hero, much too popular and well connected to arrest. His immunity came to an abrupt end in March 1938, when he was accused not only of having a homosexual affair with a Jewish actor named Manasse Herbst but also of illegally sending him money in Palestine. Von Cramm served five months in prison, after which he moved to Sweden. He returned to the Fatherland, however, when war broke out and eventually won an Iron Cross for service in Russia. Despite some closed doors, he resumed his tennis career after the war, playing competitively well into his forties.


It didn’t matter, of course, whether or not one knew the origin of Alastair’s new title. He wasn’t simply the Baron because of his German namesake – though that was the inspiration; he was the Baron because of his accomplishments. If, as Adrian Gilbert claims, ‘escapers were the military elite of the POW world’, then it makes sense that Alastair would be awarded noble status. His next stop certainly turned out to be worthy of a baron.


Alastair had been at Capua for only a few weeks when he was told to get ready to leave at 6 a.m. the following day. He was being sent to Aquila in the Abruzzi to be punished for his prior escape. The two soldiers who came for him weren’t very bright, nor did they seem concerned that he might try to get away. He forced them to lower their guard even further by pretending to be lame and barely able to walk. It was a shameless performance, and yet it seemed to work. No one who yelped and groaned as loudly as he did could possibly be considering an escape. Within half an hour, both guards were sound asleep. As for Alastair, he was too excited to even think of taking a nap.


It was an old train and very cold inside. The heating, if it ever existed, had broken down long ago. The other passengers had come prepared with warm coats and blankets wrapped around their shoulders. As they chugged along into the Apennines, a heavy snow began to fall. The conductor, who was a cousin of one of the guards, came by and gently tapped him on the back. They weren’t going to make it to Aquila, he said. There was too much snow with giant drifts blocking the track. It wasn’t the first time this had happened either. Another train had been dispatched although they’d have to walk quite a way to board it. Could the Englishman manage, he asked. He had been told that his legs were bad.


An hour later, they screeched to a halt. There was mass confusion as everyone stood up at once to gather their belongings. The conductor’s cousin rushed out to walk ahead, while the second guard changed seats to get a better view. Alastair quietly stood up and, using the other passengers for a shield, worked his way to the opposite end of the car. Then, as everyone was being helped from one side of the train, he jumped out from the other. As he sank down, he knew right away that he was in trouble. Snow that fresh and deep would be impossible to cross without proper shoes or skis. But since he’d come this far, he might as well continue. Snow was still falling and visibility poor; both would work in his favour as he headed straight uphill towards a stand of trees just a hundred yards away. He’d gone only a short distance when he heard the alarm being raised behind him. Already well above his waist, the snow seemed to be getting thicker the higher he went. Then the two guards started screaming that they’d shoot if he didn’t stop at once. It hardly mattered. His legs were completely stuck and he couldn’t move at all. Just as well, since the guards had also forgotten to load their weapons.


They eventually reached the new train, and as they thawed out, the guards expressed their amazement at Alastair’s sudden recovery. His legs didn’t seem to bother him at all any more. They still hadn’t figured it out. However, they did make him a proposition. If he didn’t mention their failure to load their rifles, they wouldn’t report his escape. Fair enough, said Alastair, as he was handed a large piece of bread and cheese.


The castle, when they finally arrived late that night, emerged from the mist like a ghost ship, its giant prow jutting out over the city. Built by Aquila’s sixteenth-century Spanish rulers, it sat inside four great bastions, a symbol of power and fear. Though its original occupants had left long ago, it was still known as the Spanish Fort and remained just as imposing. It certainly was to Alastair as he stared up at its massive stone walls, dripping with water. His reverie was quickly brought to an end by the two guards, who nudged him forward with a simple ‘Andiamo’. Crossing over a deep moat amid swirling gusts of wind and snow, they passed through a heavy door to enter into another universe.


A captain in an impeccably tailored uniform welcomed him into a wood-panelled room filled with high-backed chairs and silver chandeliers. ‘Come, stand by the fire,’ he commanded in perfect English. ‘You must be tired after such a long journey.’ As he offered him a cigarette and a glass of wine, Alastair noticed that he was wearing a British Victory Medal from the Great War. Would he prefer chocolate or biscuits, the captain asked. Unfortunately, the cafe from which he was to order his meals had already closed.


From there he was brought to see the commandant. Tall and handsome with salt-and-pepper hair, he was a full colonel, though he might well have been the dean of a major university. Alastair, he graciously announced in Italian, had been sentenced to thirty days’ imprisonment, ‘tutto di Convenzione di Geneva’, all in exact accordance with the Geneva Convention, neither more nor less.


‘It was fantastic,’ said Alastair when he was finally shown to his room. While his companions at Capua were enduring the worst possible conditions, he had been sent to a punishment camp that resembled nothing so much as an exclusive men’s club. With its tiled floor and fireplace, the room would have been luxurious under any circumstances, especially given its furnishings. Included among the tasteful arrangement was a small desk, chest of drawers, antique armoire and, best of all, a huge four poster bed with a spring mattress and night table and lamp beside it. For any additional needs, a servant had kindly been provided.


For the first few days he remained locked in his room, save for two hours of daily exercise as stipulated by Convention rules. That soon changed as many of the Italian officers were curious to meet him. In fact, it wasn’t very long before they started showing up with bottles of wine and other treats. They usually appeared around eight and would often sit in front of the fire talking well into the night. They all desperately missed their families – their mothers, children, wives, a best friend, even a horse. None could understand how Alastair, thirty-two and with a steady income, wasn’t married. In the end, they blamed it on the coldness of English women, an argument he’d heard before.


They tended to steer clear of politics, though as time wore on, the anti-fascists among them made their sentiments known. The Abruzzesi hated Mussolini according to one of the officers. So much so that he began giving Alastair money and, even better, the addresses of people who might help him should he manage to escape. One contact in Rome was the sister of a philosophy professor from Edinburgh whom Alastair knew quite well. The officer apologized for not doing more but it was simply too dangerous. He and others like him were waiting for the tide of war to change. In February 1942 it began to look as though it never would. Rommel had already retaken Benghazi and was on his way to Egypt. The Germans were also rolling across the Crimea and almost at the Volga. Burma had been invaded by the Japanese. And, in one of the worst defeats of all, Singapore had just surrendered.


Although a guard was assigned to follow him everywhere, Alastair was soon permitted to come and go as he wished during the day. He especially liked walking along the battlements with their spectacular views of the Gran Sasso, the highest peak in the Apennines. After the first week, another prisoner joined him, a lieutenant with the Italian Air Force who was serving thirty days for a very different kind of transgression. While flying over Spoleto he had buzzed two girls on bicycles, setting off an air raid alarm. ‘A crime of passion,’ he said dismissively, ‘not worthy of punishment’. A Sicilian with an English aunt and Polish background, Marcello was practically a parody of the Latin lover. Tall with big white teeth and black hair combed straight back under a double layer of pomade, ‘his one interest in life was the other sex’. Not only did he regale Alastair with endless stories of his many conquests, he even found a way while serving his sentence at Aquila to add to them.


Every day small groups of young women, between seventeen and eighteen, passed by the castle, giggling and chattering on their way to a nearby school. Not one to miss an opportunity, Marcello borrowed a pair of binoculars from one of the guards and was soon tossing love notes across the moat. Among the group of admiring girls was an extremely attractive brunette who always wore a red scarf around her shoulders with a matching hat. Her name was Gisella, though Alastair called her La Bambola Rossa, ‘The Red Doll’. Before long he was sending letters of endearment himself, to which Gisella happily replied. Marcello, meanwhile, had become obsessed with a skinny blonde named Nanella. His proclamations of love were soon so unrestrained that the commandant, whose room was directly below, called up for him to be more quiet. The colonel didn’t disapprove of the relationship. He simply objected to the noise.


Marcello eventually convinced a guard to let him meet Nanella inside the moat. He kindly asked Alastair if he and La Bambola Rossa would like to join them as well. This led to several intimate visits until one day Gisella invited Alastair home to spend the night. He told her that to do so, he’d need civilian clothes, especially if he planned to leave the castle after dark.


‘Don’t worry,’ she replied. ‘My brother’s in North Africa. You can use a suit of his.’ But there was another problem; Alastair was about to escape.


Marcello had showed him a small hinged window on the floor below. Once through it, Alastair was able to climb up to the battlements and by walking through the guards’ sleeping quarters reach the drawbridge over the moat. While exploring the route, he discovered a wardrobe full of new uniforms, one of which he took. Since they had arrived there, the castle had become an assembly point for fresh recruits. With so many new faces passing in and out, he felt confident he wouldn’t be challenged if he crossed first thing in the morning. He planned to remove the hinges from his door and start in the middle of the night – first through the window, then up to the battlements, silently past the sleeping guards, dressing in his uniform, and over the bridge by 6 a.m. He had money, contacts, warm clothes, and a rucksack full of food. His goal was Switzerland and with any luck, he should make it. He would wait, however, as long as he could for the weather to improve.


Gisella, who had already wrapped up her brother’s clothes, was becoming anxious. Why was Alastair taking so long? She knew that he was reluctant to put her in danger but had repeatedly assured him that it didn’t matter. She finally sat down and wrote a long letter describing her feelings and the life she imagined they would have together. She was desperate and acting erratically by the time she arrived at the castle. When she didn’t see Alastair or Marcello, she walked up to the gate and asked the guard to deliver her letter. The captain with the British Victory Medal happened to be there and offered to take it.


That afternoon, Alastair’s room was searched and the stolen uniform discovered. He was eventually tried for theft and sentenced to a year in civil prison. He never served it, though, as Mussolini soon declared a general amnesty to celebrate twenty years in power. Extra guards were now posted in front of his door and he was let out only to see the commandant. Avuncular and professorial as ever, he calmly expressed his disappointment in Alastair’s childish behaviour. Then, in what may or may not have been an attempt at humour, he announced that Alastair had been punished enough and would depart for another camp the following day.


The train was already in Naples by the time Alastair learned where he was going: Padula, an ancient farming community so old that it was said to have been visited by Hercules. That was when it was still called Cosilinum, before the malarial swamps – which gave it its new name – were drained by Carthusian monks. Arriving at the beginning of the fourteenth century, they also built a giant monastery with the largest cloister in Europe. Named for a martyr slowly roasted to death over a barbecue pit, the Certosa di San Lorenzo had been a national monument since 1882 and would eventually be declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Its exquisite architecture wasn’t wasted on the prisoners, many of whom had come directly from Capua. Tom Straker, a major with the New Zealand Infantry Brigade, noted with some irony that entering the newly baptized Prigione di Guerra 35, was an uplifting experience: ‘We felt our spirits rise as we passed inside.’ George Millar, who had studied architecture at Cambridge, was even more effusive: ‘Worn out though I was by a long journey and by the tediously strict search we were obliged to undergo on arrival, I still count my entry into the vast court-yard of the monastery at Padula as the second greatest moment in my twenty-month career as a prisoner of war. The greatest moment came at the end.’


There were many ways in which it was the ideal space to be converted into a prison. It was already conveniently divided into two parts with each serving a function similar to its original one. The maze of offices, chapels, kitchens and store rooms in the front half had been the realm of the lay brothers who acted as an interface for the monks living in complete isolation in the cloister behind. Most monks arrived by the age of fourteen, the second sons of noble families who were given no choice in what amounted to a life of solitary confinement. They lived in one of twenty-four apartments lining an enormous grass-covered courtyard with a fountain in the middle. Meals, slid through a small opening, were eaten alone, and other than chanting at prayer, all speaking was forbidden. They wore hoods and lowered their heads when venturing outside their rooms. The second floor was composed of one great corridor with twenty-foot-high ceilings and interior-facing, glassless windows. Damp and either too hot or too cold, it served as an ambulatory where the Carthusians could occasionally exercise. This too was done alone.


The apartments, each of which had housed a single monk, were converted into suites for as many as eight senior officers at the rank of captain and above. The others, who numbered at least 400, were placed in the unpartitioned ambulatory. With beds and a small cupboard placed no more than two feet apart, there was little privacy and lots of noise. What most remember best, in fact, was the snoring, a nightly cacophony of ear-splitting wheezing that often made sleep impossible. Connecting the two floors was a double marble stairway that swept back and forth like a sail before reaching its destination beneath an equally oversized dome. Lining the steps were enormous, open windows that framed a different view with each twist and turn – the Valley of Diano, fields full of wheat and corn with animals grazing at the edge, orchards and olive trees, the foothills of the Apennines covered with flowers, and hanging above it all, the village of Padula with its red roofs and balconies strung with laundry. For the prisoners, like the monks before them, this was the only portal into the other world. Apart from the playing field that sat just beyond the stairs, they were entirely confined to the cloister.


News spread quickly of the Baron’s arrival and it wasn’t long before he had his first suitor. Jack Pringle, a captain with the 8th Hussars, wanted to escape and was looking for a partner. Alastair had never considered teaming up with anyone. He was too much of a loner. In fact, it was one of the first things that people usually recalled about him. When Tommy Macpherson was asked about Alastair, whom he knew at Gavi, his response was typical: ‘Alastair was of course another matter. Actually he was so reserved, so much his own man, that I don’t believe anyone knew him really well.’ And yet, he was perfectly amiable and could always be counted on for a good story when needed. But he had few close friends, and they were all climbing partners, like Edward Machonochie, the bank teller’s son who was with him in the Cairngorms in 1928 when they discovered Thomas Baird, stranded and dying in the snow. His dearest friend was Kenneth McDougall, from whom he was inseparable throughout the 1930s. English-born, though educated in the US and Scotland, Dougal, as he was commonly known, was both a zoologist and veterinarian. A strong climber and visionary, it was Dougal who introduced him to the Darlings and their Island Farm experiment. When he was killed with the Devil’s Brigade in southern France in 1944, Alastair felt as though he had lost a brother.
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