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PREFACE


It is not unreasonable to assume that the desire for freedom is universal, something fundamental to us all. Surely, when faced with a choice between imprisonment and liberty, simple human nature means that we would do whatever it takes to slip the bonds of captivity. But in researching this book, it became apparent that such decisions are seldom simple.


Time and time again, when I met the few remaining survivors of the Freedom Trails of the Second World War, I recognized an indomitable spirit which meant that they often defied logic, the enemy, the elements, and even their companions to take their fate into their own hands. It is only in trekking the trails that one realizes the physical challenge involved (and for most I only did key sections of the entire routes). Frequently, the escapees would arrive at the start of the main Freedom Trail – for example over the mountains of the Pyrenees – having already been on the run for several hundred kilometres over the course of many months. They were so often pitifully ill-equipped, malnourished and under immense mental strain, and yet they still had what it took to take on formidable natural features that required the skills and endurance of mountaineers.


Such independence of thought and action has also been readily apparent in the people who helped them on their way – the vast majority of escapers fully acknowledge that without local assistance and support, they would not have had the slightest chance of regaining their freedom. The courage of the local people who did offer this assistance is beyond debate, as they invariably faced brutal reprisals if captured. Despite the huge risk to themselves, they still gave everything they had in order to help complete strangers. To a large degree, they are the heroes of these stories.


They are old men and women now, those who remain to tell their own tales of escape or defiance of their enemy in an occupied land. But despite the passage of time, this crystal spirit still shines brightly. Although invariably modest and unassuming (‘Anyone would have done it’ is a recurring theme in most interviews), they do speak proudly of their deeds, wearing them as a badge of honour and a defining moment in their lives. Under the most pressing of circumstances, they weren’t found wanting. How many of us – faced with similar, near impossible choices – would have shown the same strength of character?


Although such individual qualities are a continual theme in this book, the four main escape stories present contrasting circumstances and environments. The SAS raid in the Rossano Valley in Italy tells the tale of an extraordinary group of men exfiltrating through a benighted and stricken landscape (the SAS never retreat, they exfiltrate. I was reminded of this with some vigour by a modern Special Forces contact!). By stark contrast, the exploits of a young man from Hackney – one who had never left England before the war began – in not only living covertly in the midst of the German occupiers, but then making a heroic bid for freedom over the immense white wastes of Monte Amaro, represent a monument to an indefatigable will to survive as well as great personal initiative and drive. The Crow’s Flight in Slovenia is truly one of the most remarkable escape stories of the entire war – the largest successful escape by Allied POWs during the conflict, and a feat of leadership by one man that rings through the ages. And finally, there are the Pyrenees escape lines – immense in their scale, both logistically and geographically. One in particular, the Pat O’Leary line, was run by a man who was truly a colossus in the annals of escape and evasion. These are routes that the Nazis never truly conquered, operating with a local support network that they never fully subdued.


As a former Royal Marine myself, it was absolutely fascinating to investigate the physical, moral and mental challenges that faced the individuals who moved along these trails. Like so many of my generation, I have never been pursued, harried and hunted by a relentless and well-equipped enemy. I have never lived in fear of my life through a simple accident of time and place, of ethnicity and of culture. To walk these trails through some of the most dramatic landscapes in Europe is all about perspective – we are indeed blessed, with so much of what we have today owed to the sacrifices of those who have gone before. I felt dwarfed by the immensity of the scenery around me and awestruck at the stoicism and bravery of the people who played out their roles against the backdrop of the Second World War. I urge you to attempt some of these walks yourself, to follow the stories, and to experience just how far we have come as a continent since those dark days. In this new age of mass migration, of the movement of desperate groups of people into unknown lands, the stories of the Freedom Trails truly resonate. They offer a template for the very best, and the very worst, of human nature.


I will finish with my own small tribute to the men and women who used these trails, as well as those who bravely maintained the networks and infrastructure around them. Your stories are truly inspirational, it has been my pleasure to meet you, and my great privilege to walk in your footsteps.


Monty Halls




PART ONE


The Promise of Freedom


Pyrenees, France




‘Freedom is not a gift from heaven – one must fight for it every day’


Simon Wiesenthal
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CHAPTER ONE


Escapers and Evaders




Per Ardua Libertas


‘Through Hard Work, Liberty’


The title of a photographic survey of MI9’s work, produced by Christopher Clayton Hutton, and issued to MI5 and MI6 (SIS) in an edition of fewer than one hundred in 1942




In war, ordinary people are called upon to do extraordinary things, and are thrown into situations and circumstances so totally unfamiliar that they must learn fast if they are to survive. In the case of prisoners of war, they may have had virtually all of their rights removed, and their rank, honour and dignity stripped away by incarceration. But they could still maintain a flicker of hope – they could plan their escape. As Viktor Frankl notes in Man’s Search for Meaning: ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’


During the war, many prisoners exercised this right, but not as many as one might expect. Although there was an unspoken code amongst Allied soldiers that they should always seek a means of returning home and from there go back to the battle, for some, incarceration offered a way of seeing out the war in relative safety. Many men simply did not have the heart for an escape attempt. Others had skills which were indispensable in aiding other escapers, and therefore remained in the camps to assist their compatriots: the forgers of passports and other documents, the coders, the organizers and creators of escape aids. There were also those few who actively collaborated with the enemy, such as the traitor Harold Cole – a key character in one of the more compelling stories of the freedom trails. Indeed, there were occasions where POWs were actively discouraged from escaping – for example after the Italian surrender of September 1943, senior officers ordered prisoners to stay put in their camps until the Allied advance could liberate them.


But there were many, many POWs who did decide to make a run for it, and their stories are some of the most compelling of the entire war. They overcame overwhelming odds to escape, and once beyond the wire almost all of them relied heavily on civilian assistance and support. Networks sprang up throughout Europe to assist escapees, and were notable for the presence of a large number of women. Their stories are quite remarkable – almost invariably they were young, and operated with great courage in organizing and running the escape routes. Their names deserve to echo through the ages. Virginia d’Albert Lake, Marie Dissard, Lisa Fittko, Andrée (‘Dédée’) de Jongh, Elsie Maréchal, Nancy Wake (Fiocca) and Mary Lindell – all were titanic figures in the smooth running of the lines.


It’s especially important to acknowledge the civilian contribution because so few received any recognition at all after the war. Instead, they were left to pick up the ruins of their lives, having paid a horrendous price for helping the strangers in their midst. They knew the risks they were running, and still chose to do the right thing, to defy their enemies and to help their friends, albeit ones from distant lands who – on the whole – did not even speak their language. It should be remembered that while, for the most part, recaptured POWs could expect no more punishment than a return to camp and a spell in solitary confinement, the same did not apply to the civilians who helped them. If they were caught, they might face not only execution, but the killing of their families and the destruction of their homes. Their heroism was – on the whole – consistent and inspiring.


Which, of course, is not to say that everyone could be trusted: M. R. D. Foot, who served with Combined Operations HQ and the SAS during the war, was seriously wounded when he was run through with a pitchfork by a French farmer during one of his escape attempts. The escape lines’ managers had to be constantly on the alert for Nazi double-agents posing as escapers or evaders, as well as direct intervention by German forces as the result of betrayal. There were traitors within their own ranks, such as the Dutchman Christiaan ‘King Kong’ Lindemans, and the French gangster and ardent Gestapo collaborator and torturer Abel ‘Mammouth’ Danos. Even Mary Lindell, the wealthy Surrey woman who married the Comte de Milleville and set up her own escape route, the Marie-Claire Line, has been accused in recent years of operating as a double agent.


And to this mix may be added the disagreements, rivalries and conflicts of interest which arose between the various secret service departments, often over budgets. MI6 (the Secret Intelligence Service, founded in 1916 out of the original 1909 Secret Service Bureau) was often wary of MI9, which was established in 1939 to aid POW escapees, and certainly resented the actions and interventions of the SOE (Special Operations Executive, formed in 1940 to conduct sabotage and subversion in occupied Europe).


But despite the many hazards and obstacles, the escape lines continued to run, and as the war progressed more and more prisoners slipped from captivity and into established local support networks. In turn, the Germans redoubled their efforts at infiltration, surveillance and intimidation. This cat-and-mouse game, played for the highest stakes imaginable, lasted throughout the war, with the tides of fortune favouring first one side and then the other. To prevail required an ability to adapt and evolve, as well as genuine courage. At stake was the fate of the escapees themselves – the ‘packages’, as they were known.


Prisoners of war were of varying value to their captors. Captured aircrew and elite troops were of more value than ordinary infantry. In Britain, for example, Axis POWs were divided into three categories, white, grey and black. ‘White’ meant infantry, repatriated as soon as possible after hostilities ended. ‘Grey’ indicated aircrew, U-boat crew and other elite troops, such as paratroopers and Waffen-SS, who were only sent back after debriefing. For some this was as late as 1948 – they were kept in open prisons and used as farm labourers for the intervening period. Finally, there was ‘black’, which denoted Nazis, who were retained for thorough interrogation and – if possible – a ‘denazification’ procedure.


This tiered system is why the famous Great Escape from Stalag-Luft III (Sagan) in March 1944 – about six months after the Wooden Horse escape from the same camp – caused such annoyance to the Germans, and such an extreme reaction from them. All the escapers were aircrew – and whether Britain had enough aircrew to take the fight to the Germans hung in the balance throughout the war.


It was not just POWs who used the escape lines – as the intensity and number of air raids increased, so did the number of aircraft shot down and crews forced to bail out. Indeed, the RAF has calculated that, during the Second World War, of every one hundred aircrew, fifty-five would die in action, thirty-one would survive the war, but of those three would receive life-altering injuries, and the remaining fourteen would parachute into occupied territory (a distinctly hazardous thing to do – it wasn’t unusual for them to be killed out of hand by locals whose families had been the victims of air raids, as Len Deighton so vividly describes in his novel Bomber). Of those fourteen men, twelve would be taken prisoner. But two – that’s 2 per cent of all RAF aircrew involved in the conflict, still a substantial figure – would go on the run. For the fight to be continued, it was crucial that these men made their way back home safely.


It’s no surprise that both the escapes from Stalag-Luft III were made into feature films after the war, in 1950 and 1963. The earlier film, The Wooden Horse, conveys succinctly what life in the camps and on the run must have been like. Successful escapes had a positive effect on morale, both in and out of the camps, though even among belligerents who were signatories to the Geneva Convention there could be fear of reprisal. But this was no deterrent, and although certain privileges in the camp would often be withdrawn following an escape, it was still seen as the right thing to do. Certain rules applied as well: to kill, wound or even hit an enemy soldier or a civilian who attempted to obstruct an escape, was accounted criminal by many a Senior British Officer (SBO) in the camps. From a practical point of view, such actions, especially the first two, would also be sure to result in severe reprisals for fellow prisoners left behind. Escape proposals were also vetted by each camp’s Escape Committee before being given the go-ahead by the camp’s senior British or American officer.


The servicemen most likely to try to escape were those who had already shown promise, bravery and initiative as active combatants – those, too, who could least endure the deadly ennui of life in the camps. Some command of French, German or Italian would certainly help, but the Third Reich was so full of displaced persons and foreign labourers that it was easier to blend in than might be imagined – all that was required was the right kind of confidence, and ideally some local support.


Many thousands of prisoners, agents, refugees and downed airmen did successfully escape – 33,000 over the Pyrenees alone – including some of the most legendary figures of the entire war.


One of them is – if I may briefly indulge here – a personal hero of mine. Herbert ‘Blondie’ Hasler (1914–1987) was the leader of Operation Frankton, a covert attack by Royal Marines in six two-man collapsible kayaks to attach limpet mines to German ships in Bordeaux harbour in November 1942. The plan was for the commandos, who had been transported by submarine, to make their way overland to Spain after the operation. In the event, only Hasler and his partner, William Sparks, made it, after a march of 160 kilometres through enemy-held territory. They arrived at a friendly farm and were guided across the Pyrenees by locals using the Marie-Claire Line – after which Mary Lindell sent a secret message to Britain reporting their safe arrival in neutral territory. Hasler finally arrived back in Britain in April 1943. The mission he commanded was also the subject of a feature film, Cockleshell Heroes, in 1955.


For the modern walker such as myself, embarking on these routes for the first time and following the remarkable tales of those who used them, the freedom trails were irresistible. They make their way through some of the most glorious scenery in Europe, and along the way the paths, huts and caves which sheltered the escapers and their guides can still be seen, a poignant reminder of a none-too-distant and violent past which has directly affected all of us in modern society. I had proper equipment – windproof and waterproof jackets, mountain boots, trekking poles. Those who trod these paths as escapers had none of those things. They might have had nothing more on their feet than espadrilles, nothing more on their backs than a hand-me-down raincoat, and they’d be travelling at night, with little to eat or drink, through rain and snow. Even for a fully and properly equipped traveller, prepared and in training, these trails are no picnic. But they remain more or less intact to this day, a monument to the courage and endurance of those who used them in grim earnest. To walk the trails is to realize just how brightly the human spirit can burn, and how indefatigable people can be when the odds seem so impossibly stacked against them. And that brings me to the most important thing about the trails: many of these remarkable people are still alive, though now in their nineties. We are the fortunate – and final – generation who can have our own travels along the freedom trails vividly illuminated by the people who actually created and used them.


During the Second World War, particularly in its latter stages, Europe was criss-crossed with escape lines – routes created by local people, using local knowledge, and supported by individuals and communities along their length. They existed with one purpose alone, to provide a means of escape from occupied territories and into neutral or Allied controlled zones. Some were well known, both to the Allies and indeed the Axis powers, who did everything possible to disrupt and destroy them. Others were less prominent, involving boat crossings on moonless nights using muffled oars, or walking less conventional trails through obscure terrain. But – in the broadest terms – there were three main routes in western Europe.


The Comet Line was organized by a Belgian countess, Andrée de Jongh, and ran from Brussels and Paris down to Bayonne and over the western end of the Pyrenees to San Sebastian and Bilbao. From there, escapers would make their way to Madrid and thence to Gibraltar.


The Pat O’Leary Line or the Pat Line, as it was known unofficially, or PAO, to give it its formal appellation, took various routes to the Pyrenees, and became a network of great complexity and scope. Its story, as we shall see, is one of intrigue, betrayal, courage, and – ultimately – great humanity.


The Shelburne Line was the shortest of the three, and the one which involved no seriously difficult terrain. It was also the only one never to be infiltrated by the Germans. It ran from Paris and Rennes to Plouha in Brittany, whence escapers and evaders were taken by a British motor gun boat to safety at Falmouth.


There were of course many other, lesser known freedom trails. In Italy, there were numerous routes from what, after September 1943, became the Axis-occupied north to the Allied-occupied south. From Germany itself there were also routes into Switzerland and Sweden. One famous route, the scene of the largest of all prisoner breakouts, crossed Slovenia. And then there were the many escapers and evaders who took their own highways to liberty, with varying degrees of success. Of course, the first point on any escape, no matter how elaborate the network and sophisticated the infrastructure to support it, is the simple decision of an individual to go on the run. Making such a decision was influenced by timing, the right circumstances, and – crucially – the right frame of mind.


The psychological state of captured prisoners wasn’t something taken into account until relatively late in military history. To be captured had been regarded as dishonourable and disgraceful in earlier conflicts, and during the Second World War it still was in the eyes of one combatant, Japan – which partly accounts for that country’s treatment of POWs. Russia too was slow to change its views, and the fact that it was not a signatory of the Geneva Convention was one of the reasons why Soviet troops received much worse treatment in the camps than other nationalities.


Between the end of the First World War and the start of the second, the pace of technological development in warfare meant that capture carried less and less of a stigma. The speed at which an army could move, outflanking an opponent and bringing devastating fire down upon them, had increased dramatically (typified by the Blitzkreig tactics deployed by the Germans at the start of the War). Aircraft and tanks, longer range artillery, machine guns, mortars – all were developed to a point where surrender was often the only option available to a vanquished opponent. Submarine attacks became a new method of combat, paratroopers and commandos were introduced, and cost-effective, small-scale strike forces such as the SAS came into being, sweeping aside old rules of warfare and encouraging individual thought and initiative in fighting men. Indeed, one of the trails covered in this book follows the remarkable exfiltration by a small SAS patrol from the Rossano Valley in northern Italy, through the Marble Mountains and westwards to the Mediterranean coast and the safety of the Allied lines. The training, initiative and expertise of that patrol cannot be overstated – it is hard to imagine that only thirty years earlier generals had still been sending men into set-piece battles along the lines of Waterloo.


For the vast majority of captured troops, life in the prison camps was unutterably dull. Though sometimes a small number of books were available, and there may have been limited sporting facilities and various clubs and societies, these were hardly enough to pass the time – especially if none of those activities appealed to you. For many captives, young men in the prime of life and especially active, there was an urgent desire to get out, not just to re-join the fighting, but to escape the claustrophobia, to walk down streets, through a wood, to go to a movie, sleep in a proper bed, have a proper bath, wear clothes that didn’t itch, get away from unmitigated male company and date a girl. And of course, despite everything, there was for some of them an element of personal shame at having been captured, however irrational that feeling may have been.


Once we take all these factors into account, it is unsurprising that as soon as the trauma of capture had receded, thoughts of escape grew in the minds of many. There was a psychological bonus to this: planning and organizing an escape, especially if you knew there were those outside willing to help you, alleviated the debilitating boredom of camp life. The act of planning stimulated the intellect and gave you a reason for living. Perhaps the worst element of being a prisoner of war was that your term of incarceration was indefinite. It would last as long as hostilities lasted, and that might mean decades, for all anyone knew. It could be argued that those whose skills made it essential for them to remain prisoners in order to help escapees had their own sense of purpose, but nonetheless the depressive effects of incarceration could be fatal. One poignant story is that of Malcolm Sinclair, the ‘Red Fox’, as the Germans called him. After two unsuccessful attempts to escape Colditz – in 1943 and early 1944 – on 25 September 1944 he suddenly made a run for the wire and was shot dead as he ignored warnings and tried to climb it. The Red Cross identified this as an ‘act of despair’. Many inmates of the concentration camps sought death in this way – taking a considered, suicidal path to freedom of a sort. They had, at least, exercised Frankl’s right to ‘choose their own way’.


By 1942, all sections of the Allied military knew that capture could happen to anyone, and wasn’t necessarily the result of cowardice or misjudgement. In their history of MI9, M. R. D. Foot and J. M. Langley note that in the overall course of the Second World War about fifteen million people were taken prisoner. Escapers and evaders represent a very small percentage of that number. Although in the European theatre a larger percentage went on the run than in the global context of POWs, they still did not represent a substantial percentage of the total who were incarcerated. But even that small percentage of a percentage could cause great disruption to enemy infrastructure by tying up manpower which could be more usefully deployed elsewhere, and for some that was reason enough at least to try to get away from the camps.


Escape attempts were helped by the termination of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact in summer 1941, after which the vast majority of German forces were deployed on the Eastern Front. Guards in the camps, therefore, tended to be either very young, unfit, or too old for active service. Commandants were generally regular forces officers pulled out of retirement, and thus ‘old school’, in the positive sense of the expression – they abided by an honourable code from a more chivalrous time. Service for service, the guards had a degree of respect for the prisoners, despite ‘goon-baiting’ being one of the skills taught at the MI9 escape facility in Highgate – taunting guards was a small act of defiance that maintained morale, and might disrupt camp routine. The Wehrmacht officers also had little time for the SS and indeed Nazism, meaning that Jewish POWs were more often than not protected from transportation to the concentration camps.


Escape bids came most frequently from the officers’ camps, the Oflager. This is not to say that Other Ranks did not attempt to escape or that they were not successful. Around one hundred Distinguished Service Medals were awarded to Other Ranks for escape or evasion activity or services while in captivity. But POWs of officer rank were not required to do any kind of work – in itself a double-edged sword, for inmates on work detail might at least see the outside of a camp, and people other than fellow prisoners. Confined to camp, the officers had leisure to think, plan and to organize. Most officers were still recruited from middle- and upper-class backgrounds, and had gone through systems of education which not only reinforced the idea of a male society, but inculcated ideas of personal integrity and self-confidence coupled with a sense of duty and an ability to engage in teamwork – all perfect qualities to deal with the problems they would encounter as POWs.


They were also reared on books and stories which emphasized a spirit of adventure and derring-do, from Boy’s Own magazine to the novels of H. Rider Haggard. From 1921 they were able to read a true-life adventure involving escape from the Germans – a volume that was to light the blue touch paper for so many escape bids during the Second World War.


The book was The Escaping Club, by Winchester-educated Squadron Leader Alfred John – ‘Johnny’ – Evans (1899–1960). Evans was shot down over the Somme on 16 July 1916 during an early morning reconnaissance flight. He didn’t take happily to a POW’s life, and quickly managed to escape. Recaptured, and sent to Fort 9 at Ingolstadt (the Great War’s equivalent of Colditz), he escaped again and made his way, with Lieutenant Sidney Buckley, 160 kilometres to Switzerland. He arrived at the Schaffhausen Salient, west of the Bodensee, at 12.30 a.m. on 9 June 1917, after eighteen days on the run. His immensely readable book, which ran to five reprints in its year of publication, was both an adventure story and a prototype escaper’s manual, containing clear and concise details of every aspect of camp life and escape procedure. The club he refers to was real: recaptured escapers shared their experiences with other prisoners and pooled knowledge to improve future attempts. Outside help was there too: maps and compasses were smuggled in with clothing and food parcels, and Evans’ mother sent him home-made cakes which contained maps. Bags of flour, bottles of pickled prunes and jars of Gentleman’s Relish all served as hiding places for escape aids.


Evans noted in his book that the possibility of escape was highest when being transported between facilities or camps, a fact vividly illustrated in his own audacious escape. Hearing that they were to be transferred from Fort 9 to a camp further from the Swiss border, Evans and Buckley decided to jump off their transport train:




We had this in our favour, that we both talked German fairly fluently and well enough, with luck, to pass for Germans if only a few words were needed. Against us was the fact that, as we were going officially by train, we had to be in almost full uniform. By dint of continually wearing grey flannels, the English had induced the Germans to believe that grey flannels were part of the English uniform. I struck a bargain with a Frenchman for a Tyrolese hat, and Buckley very ingeniously made himself a very German-looking hat out of an old straw hat and some cloth. For food, we both stuffed the pockets of our tunics full of chocolate and condensed foods. Besides this I carried a home-made haversack full of biscuits and raw bacon, and Buckley had a small dispatch-case in which he had mainly condensed food – Oxo cubes, Horlick’s malted milk, meat lozenges, etc. Thus equipped, and with Burberrys to cover our uniforms, we thought we should pass as Germans in the dark.




An escaper’s manual indeed. In terms of how to manage food and smuggled-in kit, among many other things, The Escaping Club is the model and springboard for much of the thinking which inspired MI9 when it was formed eighteen years after the book’s publication; and Johnny Evans was one of the department’s key figures and ablest lecturers. With great foresight, and as an experienced Intelligence officer, he had returned to Schaffhausen before the outbreak of war in 1939, photographing the border area and making notes. His observations, together with detailed maps of the area, facilitated many escapes from Nazi Germany into Switzerland during the second conflict.


But the musings of a successful escapee from the First World War were not enough. The volume of POWs taken, and the impact this had on the war effort, meant that more formal measures were required. And this is where Winston Churchill stepped in. Churchill was himself an escaper in the Boer War, and as such he gave his blessing to the creation of a special department – MI9 – set up on 23 December 1939 to aid and promote escape and evasion, and offer moral and practical support to prisoners of war. It was formed at precisely the right moment, as six months later the Dunkirk debacle saw many thousands of members of the British Expeditionary Force in captivity. As early as August 1940, MI6 proposed to MI9 the setting-up of an escape line from Marseilles to Spain.


As its name suggests, MI9 existed within the new Directorate of Military Intelligence. It wasn’t an easy birth, and the fact that it came under the same wing as MI6 and was not controlled by the Foreign Office (as Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden had hoped) led to friction between the two sub-departments which might otherwise have been avoided.


Nonetheless, MI9’s mandate was clear, as outlined in its initial charter:




1.   A new section of the Intelligence Directorate at the War Office has been formed. It will be called M. I. 9. It will work in close connection with and act as agent for the Admiralty and Air Ministry.


2.   The Section is responsible for:


(a)  The preparation and execution of plans for facilitating the escape of British Prisoners of War of all three services in Germany or elsewhere.


(b)  Arranging instruction in connection with above.


(c)  Making other advance provision, as considered necessary.


(d)  Collection and dissemination of information obtained from British Prisoners of War.


(e)  Advising on counter-escape measures for German Prisoners of War in Great Britain, if requested to do so.




The new sub-department was to be housed in Room 424 of the Metropole Hotel in Northumberland Avenue, London. MI9 would be concerned with providing active aid to escapers and evaders, and facilitating their repatriation, as well as hindering any enemy action in guarding and preventing the escape of prisoners of war. It would also provide escape training, and recruit suitable military personnel to train in the use of codes, so they could send and receive information from MI9 through letters between home and the camps. Army doctors and chaplains were favourite trainees, as they had greater freedom of movement within the camps. The maintenance of morale through correspondence went hand-in-hand with the transmission of information relating to escape planning. Communication could also be two-way. As such the prisoners of war who’d been taught the codes could use them to request specific items which might be needed in advance of a planned escape. Recaptured POWs who had gleaned information while on the run which might be of use to the Allies could communicate this home by the same means.


MI9’s head for the duration of its existence was Major, later Colonel and later still Brigadier Norman Crockatt DSO, MC (1894–1956), who had seen distinguished service in the First World War but who had never been a POW himself. He was a level-headed organizer, a flexible thinker and an able diplomat on the interdepartmental and office–political fronts. Room 424 of the Metropole was a vast room, but it quickly became too small to contain all of MI9’s staff and activities, and it was a little too close to Whitehall for Crockatt’s comfort. As such, he ultimately moved his centre of operations to Wilton Park, near Beaconsfield, though the original base was not relinquished.


A training school, designated Section D, was set up in Highgate, where servicemen would attend lectures on escape and evasion techniques. Section W dealt with the interrogation and debriefing of returning escapers and evaders (and weeding out possible fifth-columnists and other enemy agents). Section X dealt with the actual planning and organization of escapes. Section Y devised codes and secret communication, and finally Section Z supplied escape equipment – some of which it devised itself. Development took time – Crockatt’s starting budget was £2,000, about £100,000 in today’s money, and that had to cover all of these various subsections of MI9.


Crockatt’s first task was to recruit his staff, and he was not altogether conventional in his choices. We have already encountered Johnny Evans. There was also Lieutenant Colonel James Langley (1916–83), educated at Uppingham and Trinity Hall, Cambridge. Langley, together with M. R. D. Foot, would publish MI9’s official history in 1979. He was himself a successful escaper, having been left behind, wounded, at Dunkirk. As an illustration of the bedlam of that operation, he had been abandoned because the space his stretcher would have taken up could accommodate four men retreating by sea. He was captured and taken to Lille, where surgeons amputated his left arm – which didn’t prevent him from escaping with a still-suppurating stump and, with the help of local French families, making his way home via Marseilles and Spain. He’d navigated by using the maps displayed in telephone kiosks (Evans’ book had already emphasized the importance of maps for escapers). He liaised between the two sub-departments at MI9 and oversaw the escape lines which were already being established in Europe. He met his future wife, Peggy van Lier, a Belgian national who worked for the Resistance on the Comet Line, after she was compromised and brought to Britain for her own safety. They went on to have five children.


Langley and Evans were later joined by Airey Neave who – as a Conservative politician – was to die at the hands of the Irish National Liberation Army in a targeted bomb attack at the Houses of Parliament on 30 March 1979. Neave was a Royal Artillery lieutenant when he was captured in Calais in May 1940. He was ultimately sent to Colditz, from which he escaped – the first British officer to do so successfully – on 5 January 1942. He managed to reach Switzerland, and from there made his way home courtesy of the Pat O’Leary line. He joined MI9 that May, bringing priceless first-hand experience to his work for them, with a special emphasis on the importance of maps as escape tools.


One of Crockatt’s other early appointees, on 22 February 1940, was perhaps the most interesting. This was Christopher Clayton Hutton – ‘Clutty’. He’d served as a pilot with the Royal Flying Corps during the First World War, and had tried to enlist after the outbreak of hostilities in 1939 when he was already forty-six years old, but both the RAF and the Army turned him down. He then bombarded the War Office with letters and as a result found himself under Crockatt’s command. He was ingenious, inventive and had a passion for the conjuror’s art: as a young man, he had tried to outwit Houdini (and failed). Hutton was an eccentric and no respecter of rules and regulations. He was given to wearing loud jackets and had something of a moody and depressive demeanour. He was, however, touched by genius when it came to the creation of gadgetry – some people have identified him as the model for Ian Fleming’s ‘Q’. In Crockatt’s opinion, he was a natural choice to run Section Z. ‘Old ideas are no good,’ he is said to have told Hutton, ‘we want new ones.’


It was a challenge that Clutty took up with some gusto. Hutton’s contribution to the war effort cannot be overstated. This flawed, irascible figure was possibly Crockatt’s most inspired recruitment, with a restless desire to invent, explore and constantly develop new equipment to aid escape. His application to the task bordered on the maniacal, with perhaps his most superlative moment being his invention of the silk map.


Although he had previously perfected printing onto silk by adding pectin – a type of wax – into the ink, he faced a problem in that silk itself was in short supply, with most of it being used for the manufacture of parachutes. Such silk maps that did exist were given to aircrew as a priority, but Clutty felt that they should be made available to every potential escapee. Casting about restlessly for alternative materials, he heard about a shipment of mulberry leaf pulp en route to Japan (used there – extraordinarily – to make lightweight balloons to lift bombs into the jet stream). He intercepted the shipment, and ‘jigged about like an excited schoolboy as I watched test after test with the new material. The results were sensational.’


The new maps could take seven different colours, did not rustle, could be dipped in water, and yet were thin enough to see through. Clutty now needed to get them into the hands of the men and women who needed them most, a task he approached with characteristic enthusiasm.


He started with flight boots, worn by all airmen for missions over occupied territory. The maps – silk and otherwise – went in the heel with a small compass. The boots were also equipped with laces that doubled as wire saws, and had a small knife within them that could be used to cut away marked sections of the boot themselves, so they would look like normal walking shoes.


But Clutty’s real challenge was getting the maps to POWs in the camps, the people who needed them the most. MI9 had set up a number of fake organizations to supply materials permitted to all prisoners under the Geneva Convention. Frequently, the addresses of these organizations were in fact the ruins of houses destroyed in the Blitz. Using relentless ingenuity and drive, Clutty concealed maps in sporting equipment, in board games, and even in gramophone records (to release them, the prisoners had to break the records, and as such Clutty named this particular initiative ‘Operation Smash Hit’). He would even cut maps into fifty-two pieces and conceal them within playing cards – the joker provided the key.


By a happy coincidence, the company that printed the silk maps – John Waddington Ltd – also made every Monopoly board in the UK. Soon boards sent to a prison camp not only contained a map, but also tiny tools secreted in minute compartments. This was done in a secret room at the factory by a select group of employees, and only came to light when the relevant documents were declassified in 1985.


A month into Clutty’s concerted attempt to get as many maps and tools to POWs as possible (which he dubbed ‘Operation Post Box’), escape bids by Allied prisoners had tripled. Maps, once inside the camps, were copied and thus proliferated. In addition to maps, the creation and delivery of escape aids amounted to a cottage industry.


Clutty’s inventiveness seemed to know no bounds. He magnetized razor blades, so that when they were placed on still water – for example a puddle – they would point north. He devised a more conventional miniature compass that was could be hidden in buttons, cufflinks, toothbrushes and pipes.


Such objects must have been fascinating and exciting for all who encountered them. Indeed, Clutty himself noted in his book Official Secret – The Remarkable Story of Escape Aids, published in 1960, that one of the greatest threats to the security of his devices was his own colleagues taking them home to show to their friends.


It is impossible to accurately estimate just how much of an impact Clayton Hutton made in terms of actual escapes, but the volume of his creations that made it into the hands of POWs, and conventional and Special Forces, is in itself a monument to his genius. By the end of the war it is estimated that 3.5 million silk maps had been printed – indeed there were so many that in the post-war years they were made into dresses, many of them with the maps still upon them. Historian Philip E. Orbanes notes that at least 744 captured airmen had freed themselves using materials designed by Hutton – the equivalent of the entire crew of 150 Wellington bombers.


With Hutton producing escape equipment at a frenetic rate, Clackett now needed to turn his attention to training the wider armed forces community. To do so he created an education programme on a truly mass scale. Lecturers at Highgate were paid two guineas a talk, plus expenses. MI9 at first had a tough job stimulating interest in its work from the Army and the Navy, but by 1944, 3,250 lectures had been delivered to 290,000 members of the RAF, 346,000 members of the Army, and 110,000 Royal Navy personnel. (Naval prisoners were fewer than those of the other forces, for the simple and sad reason that more were lost in action than saved.)


Not all lecturers came from the forces. Among them was Jasper Maskelyne, who, like his father and his father’s father, was a highly successful professional stage magician. He’d joined the Royal Engineers in the hope of using his skills to perfect the art of camouflage, and there is even a story – never fully substantiated – that he won round sceptical staff by creating the illusion of a German warship on the Thames through the use of mirrors and a model. After the war he published a book, Magic, Top Secret, which, while very entertaining, has since been shown to be rather a smoke-and-mirrors affair itself. He was posted to Egypt, where MI9’s man there, Colonel Tony Simonds, recruited him in 1942, with the agreement of the Head of Deception, Dudley Clarke.


Maskelyne claimed to be the inventor of several escape devices and aids, though many of them were actually devised by Hutton; but he was brilliant at lectures, making them as diverting as they were instructive, and in a sense popularizing the idea of escape. Camouflage and deception remained his main fields of interest, but between 1942 and the end of the war he spoke to around 200,000 men, mostly British and American aircrew, travelling 170,000 kilometres to do so.


Maskelyne’s greatest attribute was his ability to sell the idea of escaping. Norman Crockatt saw the instigation of ‘escape-mindedness’ in fighting men as of paramount importance. It was so successful that, as we’ll see later, when the infamous Stay Put order was issued to POWs in camps in Italy, many prisoners found it impossible to obey. By then it had been made crystal clear to every POW that it was his duty to attempt escape. The American counterpart of MI9, MIS-X, drummed into its captive forces that being prisoners did not mean that they need not be active: they still had an indirect combative role to play, in information-gathering and in making it impossible for the Germans or the Italians to reduce the manpower used to guard them. All Allied prisoners were encouraged to feel that they had not been forgotten or written off, and discipline among POWs was still conducted along military lines within the camps. This was another important factor in the maintenance of morale.


The will to escape was one thing, but confidence, teamwork, and above all luck were the elements required to pull it off. The Germans were well aware of the escape ethos and did as much as they could to stifle it. They were also aware of the existence of escape aids, in particular maps, but evidently not to the extent that they could intercept them as a matter of course. By 1944, they had uncovered nine escape maps, out of a total of 200 originals and 750,000 copies.


MI9 also produced a bulletin, marked ‘MOST SECRET – KEEP UNDER LOCK AND KEY WHEN NOT IN USE’, which was issued to Intelligence Officers attending courses at Highgate to aid them in instructing others. It detailed all the escape measures and devices developed to date (the bulletin was updated regularly), and began with a preface describing how Churchill, when escaping from the Boers, had found himself on the outside of a wall before he realized that his escape aids (such as they were in 1900) were still on the inside. The moral of this was, ‘always carry your escape aids with you’. All information in the bulletin had to be memorized: it was forbidden to take notes. The briefings the bulletin contained were copious and detailed, right down to comportment – some of which sounds obvious, but in such circumstances the obvious needed to be stated:




•    Do not march in a military fashion, but adopt a tired slouch.


•    Try and ‘collect’ a bicycle.


•    Sling your haversack: French peasants commonly carry one in this way, but never as a pack on their backs.


•    Do not use a cane or walking-stick: it is a British custom.


•    Get rid of army boots and adopt a paired of rope-soled shoes as worn by peasants, if procurable.


•    French peasants are generally clean-shaven . . .


•    Village priests are likely to be helpful . . .




. . . and so on. One deeply memorable line concerned sourcing food when on the run, and spoke volumes for MI9’s desire to keep things as straightforward as possible for any escapee:




Every large animal in Europe is edible.




Despite such sweeping statements, every i had to be dotted and every t crossed. MI9 never lost sight of its humanitarian duty, or the value of a successful escaper or evader as a source of information on the enemy.


As Hutton and his team got into their stride, they found new and ever more ingenious ways of smuggling maps and other aids to POWs. (Evaders, of course, unless they were already equipped at the outset of their missions, were much more on their own. To them the value of the freedom trails and local support cannot be overstated.) Local currency was smuggled into camps, as were small hacksaw blades (which were magnetized to double as compasses). Compasses and maps could be concealed in cigars; plain cotton handkerchiefs, when soaked in simple chemical solutions, would reveal maps or instructions; miniature compasses and watches hid behind uniform buttons, cap badges and collar studs. Hutton even devised a miniature camera, disguised as a cigarette lighter. Key items, such as a miniature compass, a watch, a tiny but effective telescope and even multi-bladed pocket-knives (screwdriver, hacksaw blade, lock-breaker, knife blade, wirecutter), could be concealed in, for example, chess set boxes. MI9 also sent blankets with concealed cutting patterns, so that they could be converted into makeshift civilian overcoats. Pencils, tobacco pouches and even Christmas crackers were utilized, all subtly marked to indicate their hidden contents. Their recipients were instructed on how to recognize these markings through coded messages woven into innocent letters from (often imaginary) family and loved ones. MI9 Y, the coding sub-section, had to concentrate hard when concocting the imaginary letters, as sometimes attention slipped and a German censor might notice that letters from a fond mother and an ardent girlfriend were written in the same handwriting on the same kind of paper. MI9 even had to be careful they didn’t use the same typewriter for two different correspondents. Sometimes an indiscretion meant that genuine wives at home agonized over husbands’ actually entirely fictitious girlfriends.


Parcels in which escape aids were smuggled were either from putative families or from fake charitable organizations, whose names provided a key for their recipients: the Lancashire Penny Fund; the Licensed Victuallers’ Sports Association, and, perhaps best of all, the Old Ladies’ Knitting Committee. Sometimes parcels were entirely innocent or contained ‘good’ as well as ‘naughty’ items; as the war progressed, some parcels were filled exclusively with naughty items, and had to be taken off the delivery trucks by the prisoners before they could be passed to the censor’s office. Over time, the system developed so that it ran like clockwork, and was even aided by the Germans’ efficiency and predictable logic. For example, if a ‘naughty’ deck of cards was discovered, the Germans would then inspect only decks of cards for a succeeding period. Coded messages home would warn MI9 to send no doctored packs for a while, while other items could continue unhindered. German efficiency also meant that post in and out of the camps – prisoners were allowed to send and receive a small number of letters and postcards monthly – was regular. It was far harder for POWs in Italian camps, where post was irregularly delivered and adherence to the protocols of the Geneva Convention less stringent.


Wirelesses and crystal sets were either smuggled in or cobbled together by the prisoners themselves, but MI9 forbade the use of them to send signals. As such, they were to be used just to listen in to BBC broadcasts, which also occasionally transmitted coded messages, as was sometimes the case in the regular Wednesday evening Forces broadcasts by the ‘Radio Padre’ – the Rt Revd Ronald Selby Wright.


Norman Crockatt also forbade the use of Red Cross parcels as cover for ‘naughty’ items. To have compromised their delivery would have been to deny a lifeline, in the most literal sense, to many thousands of prisoners who depended on them to supplement a less-than-meagre diet.


Apart from maps and escape aids, food was an essential part of the escaper’s kit – Johnny Evans had been recommending its inclusion from the first. He had himself depended on condensed and concentrated foodstuffs for his own escape almost thirty years earlier. It left the deep impression on him that only genuine hunger can: ‘The escaper’s enemy is hunger. When a man is starving, he very soon becomes reckless and insensitive.’


Hutton came up with the idea of the escape pack – it was refined over time, but was originally a flat fifty-cigarette tin. Hutton duly acquired the tins from W. D. & H. O. Wills in Bristol. The kits contained malted milk tablets, liver toffee (essentially Bovril, but liver-flavoured and with the consistency of toffee), matches, chewing gum, fishing line, boiled sweets, compass, needle and thread, razor and soap (as neat an appearance as possible helped the escaper), water-purifying tablets (Halazone) and Benzedrine (to combat weariness). Later versions of the container were made of transparent plastic and, when emptied, could double as a water bottle. A bottle cap was attached, in which a watch and a compass were secreted. These later versions were curved so that they’d fit more comfortably against the wearer’s body. Each version slotted neatly into a flying jacket or a battledress trouser map pocket. These escape packs became standard issue for RAF crews operating over mainland Europe.


Food and other supplies played another vital role in making life easier for POWs and facilitating their escape. As the war turned against Germany and conditions for Germans and their Allies worsened, it was increasingly easy to bribe the demoralized, underfed and elderly guards with chocolate and cigarettes, both useful and easily transferable currencies sent to the POWs in numbers by MI9 for precisely that purpose. Ralph Churches – leader of the Crow’s Flight mass escape in Slovenia – used such bribery of his guards to devastating effect.
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