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Foreword

It may have been Ian Fleming himself who launched the story that his celebrated fictional hero, Commander James Bond RN, was modelled on Lieutenant-Commander Patrick Dalzel-Job. In his book, Dalzel-Job dismisses the suggestion as preposterous. I am less sure. I suspect that Bond was a composite character, owing something to Dalzel-Job and the exploits described in this book; something to the late Dunstan Curtis, a dashing figure who was the real commander of Fleming’s private army of naval intelligence officers and Royal Marine commandos (Fleming was desk-bound at the Admiralty); and much more to a vivid imagination. A month after D-Day, on a brief visit to Normandy, Fleming was palpably envious of his highly independent charges in the field, living it up in brilliant summer weather and obviously enjoying their war. Who knows, he may have asked himself, what they got up to after dark.

To this happy little band of warriors I was loosely and all too briefly attached at the age of twenty-one. Over-promoted and under-employed after the landings, I joined up with Dalzel-Job and followed him to Brittany, where I slowly discovered that in spite of his impetuous sorties into enemy territory his companions were in safe and capable hands. Dalzel-Job was a veteran, and marvellously equipped – mentally and mechanically – to do his own thing in war. Somewhere along the line he had learned the value of button-holing civilians: in France we scarcely moved a step without finding out from a farmer how to avoid unwelcome encounters with German troops.

Patrick never told me where he had been and what he had done earlier in the war. Having read his remarkable book it’s clear to me that I ought to have asked. I was vaguely aware that he’d served in Norway – there was a story that he’d spent part of a winter sitting alone on an Arctic iceflow reporting German convoy movements by radio to London. This was an exaggeration but see chapter eight for a vivid account of what it’s like to be marooned on an island – in darkness and in rain, and apparently forgotten – with only a sodden sleeping bag for company.

One of my earliest memories of Patrick is set in an orchard somewhere near Carteret in the Cherbourg Peninsular. A stark naked, pink and white figure is standing ankle deep in a stream, scrubbing himself from head to foot with a face flannel. This done, he carefully wrings out the flannel and uses it to dry himself. I offer to lend him a towel:

‘Thank you. I am using a towel.’

‘It looks like a face flannel.’

‘It’s a pocket towel.’

But if his personal gear could be contained in a pack, the military accoutrements of Dalzel-Job and his two devoted companions, Marines Wright and Fraser, filled a jeep and trailer. Lashed to the front bumper was a folding airborne forces motorbike; mounted on a tripod bolted to the bonnet, an outsize captured German machine-gun; inside, under a line of jerricans of petrol, pound upon pound of plastic explosive. At the wheel of this lethal instrument, the red-headed Fraser would take bends at fifty miles an hour.

Shortly after the fighting in Europe stopped the three of them vanished from our headquarters in Hamburg. It transpired that Patrick, determined to end the war where, for him, it had begun, had persuaded the Navy to put his jeep and its crew on a destroyer bound for Norway. There he had left a girl, waving from a quayside as he went back to England in September 1939. Within a few days there was a wedding, followed by a blissfully happy naval and civilian life. Now please read on.

 


 


Charles Wheeler, 1991




Introduction

Although it happened more than seventy years ago, I remember nothing in my life more clearly than when my mother told me that Father had been killed in the Battle of the Somme. She did not say it exactly like that, for I was barely three years old, but I knew exactly what she meant. In those terrible days, even young children could not altogether escape from the tragedies and disasters which surrounded us.

We were living in cheap lodgings at the very top of a narrow house in Hastings. Mother liked to be there because she could sometimes hear the sound of the guns in France. She was a pretty little woman, just five feet tall, with green eyes and – in those days – luxuriant dark hair. Before she was married, she bore a striking resemblance in appearance, and perhaps also in character, to that other dark-haired young woman, Etta Place, who accompanied the notorious nineteenth-century American bank robbers, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Mother was an excellent shot, and was very proud of having killed a running mouse in an aviary with an air rifle. She was afraid of nothing.

To finish her education, such as it was for girls in those days, Mother was sent to school in Germany. With her musical ear, she became fluent in German and also in French, but it was the time of the Boer War and adult Germans spoke scornfully to her about the British Army – ‘Your Lorrd Robairrts’.

We forget, these days, how militaristic the Germans were at the end of the nineteenth century. When an officer in uniform came into a public place, such as a restaurant, all the civilian men stood up until he had found a seat, and civilians always stood to one side to let any officer in uniform pass.

At morning assembly in her school, the girls and teachers of course sang ‘Deutschland über Alles’. Alles, we are now told, means ‘everything’, not ‘everybody’; but from the enthusiasm of their singing it was clear that the German girls favoured the latter interpretation. With equal enthusiasm, my mother sang ‘Deutschland unter Alles’. On the whole, however, I think my mother enjoyed her time at the German school.

I was still only two when I last saw my father, but I have a clear recollection of him, a very tall and upright figure who was mixed up with God in my infant mind. He had been many years in the Artists’ Rifles, which is now the SAS TA and of which Millais, Holman Hunt and Burne-Jones were founder members. Father did not claim to be an artist, although he sketched quite nicely, but he was national champion at bayonet-fighting for some years and was in the Artists’ team that defeated the 2nd Battalion Scots Guards in the combats at the Royal Naval & Military Tournament in 1905.

Father was in Russia on his firm’s business as a chartered accountant at the outbreak of the First World War and it was some months before my mother heard any news of him. In fact, he had quite an exciting time with the industrial unrest and street fighting in St Petersburg. When he could get away from Russia, his only route home was along the Arctic coast, past Petsamo and through the Norwegian ‘Inner Leads’, calling at Tromsø and other places which were to loom large in my own life in later years and in a later war.

Father liked what he saw of Norway and the Norwegian people, and he enjoyed his unexpected voyage in those far northern waters. He was a great writer of postcards, which continued to reach my mother from distant places long after he was dead, and indeed many years after the war was over.

When he had at last reached England, Father volunteered for overseas service in the army, and rose rapidly from sergeant in the Artists’, to command a company in the Machine Gun Corps. He was given the 115th Machine Gun Company, then training near Grantham in Lincolnshire in the park of one of England’s great houses, Belton. To be near Father, my mother took me to live in a pretty little village, called Manthorpe, on the edge of Belton Park. We had two rooms in a corner cottage, and my father came there whenever he could do so; it was a busy time for him.

Just over fifty years passed before I went to Manthorpe again. I feared to find the village submerged in new buildings and modern development; but to my surprise and pleasure it was exactly as I remembered it. I saw the path where I ran and stumbled when I went to meet Father as he came striding from the camp; and I saw the farmyard where I chased a hissing gander away from my mother as she in turn walked down through mud and mire to the camp. Nothing had changed, except that the cottage gardens had perhaps more flowers and fewer vegetables than in wartime.

The 115th Machine Gun Company was ordered to move to France in May 1916. The Machine Gun Corps was considered a pretty hazardous regiment in those days, but my father had seen to it that his company was well trained for what was to come. The movement from Belton Park was a complicated one; these were heavy machine-guns and they needed limbers to carry them, with many mules and horses.

When Father came to kiss me goodbye, I was in my small bed in the low-ceilinged upstairs room of the cottage, half asleep. Father told Mother not to wake me.

Mother was to be on the railway platform when the troop train left Grantham, and so she took a taxi to the station early next morning. The taxi went to the wrong platform, where Mother asked guidance from a young soldier. Together, these two ran across fields and railway sidings – Mother was a fast runner – but when at last they reached the proper platform, the train had gone.

On 11 July 1916, Mother and her much younger sister were staying together for a few days. They were kneeling at their prayers that evening when Mother suddenly stood up. She said quietly, ‘Something has happened to Ernest’. As she heard later, it was at that instant that Father was killed in Mametz Wood.

When Mother was able to bring herself to tell me that Father would not be coming back, she was seated at the dimly-lit dressing-table in the window of our top-floor lodging in Hastings. There was not much light, because the lace-curtained window faced the blank brick wall of another tall house. Mother spoke while continuing to brush her hair, and she did not turn round. I was kneeling on the floor on the other side of the bed, playing with some cheap, wheeled toy. It was away from the window, and nearly dark there. I looked up, and stared for a little while at my mother’s back, where the hairbrush moved rhythmically up and down. Then I went on playing on the floor.

We had very little money after Father was killed. The family tried to help us, but Mother was too proud to accept ‘charity’, and so there was nothing to supplement her army widow’s meagre pension. Although a machine-gun company was a major’s command, Father’s substantive rank was still only Lieutenant when he was killed. Mother was economical and a careful manager – I remember the daily ritual of her counting out the prunes before giving them to the landlady for pudding.

For a short while, however, we kept Alice, my young nursemaid from Manthorpe. I was walking along the sea front at Hastings with Alice one day when a small but important incident in my life took place. That winter was cold and snowy – unusual for the Sussex coast – and a number of young sailors on leave started throwing snowballs at Alice from across the street. One of the snowballs, small and hard, struck me full force on my left ear, and the lad who had thrown it rushed across the street with such genuine contrition to apologize and to wipe my stunned, cold face, that I thought men in sailors’ uniforms must be the best and kindest in the world, next to my father. This opinion has lasted all my life, and I had little reason to alter it when the time came for me to command some of a later generation of British sailors.

My mother did not want to part with Alice, who was a faithful friend and a link with happier days at Manthorpe, but money was getting scarce so Alice went back to the Lincolnshire farm which was her home. Every meal now was a matter for careful thought, and I do not think that we really had enough nourishing food in those days, despite the prunes.

Whether or not that was the reason, I was not a very strong little boy and I grew weaker as time went on. Father and Mother had both played hockey at county level before the war, and Mother was close to national selection in spite of her short legs, but I was no good at team sports. I did once, as a very small boy, make seventeen runs in an inter-school cricket match, and heard the other team’s wicket-keeper (who was equally small) observe to a fielder, ‘We must get this man out’. It was a triumph that was not repeated.

For about two years, I attended Berkhamsted School in Hertfordshire as a dayboy, but I spent more time at home than at school, with repeated bouts of fever. When I was fourteen, my mother decided that I was so weak and thin that schooling was less important than my health. She was probably right, but it meant that I had little further education except through untutored reading in English and French.

We went to French Switzerland, where everything was very cheap in those days, and we lived well within Mother’s means in a small village by the shore of a lake in the Jura mountains.

To my great delight I discovered that I could get about on skis without exhaustion and I soon became very competent at cross-country. I even began ski-jumping. It was a different life for me and I spent most of the winter months on the snow slopes or on long ski runs through the wooded hills. There were very few tourists in that remote area, but a lad of my own age with similar tastes was there for quite a while. We undertook long skiing expeditions in the mountains, sleeping in the hay in chalets left empty for the winter. We never met anyone; it was very cold at night, but the sun was hot in the daytime.

There was a big lake beside the village, stretching nearly to the French border, with many boats; but no one sailed. I got one of the flat-bottomed local boats and read all I could about sailing. With Mother working on a borrowed sewing machine, I rigged up quite an effective dipping lugsail and made exciting speed, although not of course to windward.

I received occasional hours of sporadic teaching, but it was mostly only conversation, although often of a very interesting and informative kind. French or, rather, Swiss-French patois became my second language. I did study one subject very thoroughly and that was navigation, which greatly took my fancy. I undertook several correspondence courses while in Switzerland, and always got top marks in subsequent examinations.

When I was about seventeen, and we had been four years in Switzerland, I discovered somewhat to my surprise that I could find a sale for much of my writing. I contributed to monthlies such as the sadly defunct Blackwood’s Magazine, and to travel magazines. In 1931, when I was eighteen, Mother and I went to England, where we had bought unseen, an ancient, converted National lifeboat with two unreliable engines. In this craft we pottered about the Isle of Wight, while I learned several bitter lessons, none of which proved fatal. My study of navigation continued. In almost everything in life, I was self-taught.

We then went to the West Highlands and I set about the tremendous project – for me – of having a sixteen-ton topsail schooner built by Dickie of Tarbert in Loch Fyne. Dickie’s yard was a wonderful place, each of the five brothers having his own specialist part of the work, all done with meticulous care and precision; but these were hard times and they were happy to make the hull and spars from the best materials for a ridiculously small sum in order to keep their skilled men employed, while allowing me the facilities of the yard to complete the schooner’s deck-work and all her interior.

The sails and standing rigging were done in Leitch’s sail loft, where I spent some of the happiest days of my life listening to old Mr Leitch, white-bearded and always neat, talk of his days going aloft to mend topgallant sails around Cape Horn. Andrew, his son and rigger, was a real friend to me.

My part in the building of my schooner took rather more than a year, often working ten or twelve hours a day. They were glorious days of hope, made the happier for me because at last I had progressed from the practice chanter to the pipes and was able to make some music of my own.

I named my schooner Mary Fortune, and her final rig was hermaphrodite brig (fore-and-aft on the main, square on the fore), or, less correctly, brigantine, which is what I liked to call her. She was probably the smallest of that rig that ever sailed. I designed her to be easy to handle under all conditions and in all waters, for one man. Mother, gallant as ever, agreed to come with me as cook wherever I might choose to go, but her work on deck was necessarily limited, by her small size and advancing years, to helping out sometimes with the steering. When she had finished in the galley, she usually retired to her little cabin for’ard and went to sleep; at other times she sat knitting in the main cabin. She did not bother her head with whatever might be happening on deck or what the noises and commotion might portend, unless she was summoned to the tiller for one of her spells of gazing into the steering compass until told she could go below.

For two years, my mother and I wandered around the coasts of the British Isles. I learned as we went, putting into practice the theory I had gained from books. I ran the schooner aground twice in the first month, fortunately without damage.




1

North-Eastwards to Norway

Norway was calling me. By 1937 I thought I knew enough to cross the North Sea and in July of that year Mary Fortune sailed from Fraserburgh in North-East Scotland. All through the first day we passed score upon score of fishing craft, provoking a lively interest. Later, we sailed across an empty sea, bounded by a hazy blue horizon. The schooner carried jib, fore-staysail, fore-topsail, main-staysail, mainsail and main-topsail, but she made slow speed until dusk, when the wind freshened from a greying southern sky. By nightfall we were carrying nothing but the jib and square fore-course, reaching fast with a rising sea. I lashed the tiller and dozed beside it as we rushed onwards into the night.

About midnight, a crash of heavy spray aroused me. We were scudding now, with the fore-course straining to leeward and with breaking seas glowing alternately green and red in the navigation lamp-lights. A more experienced seaman might have carried on, but I thought it better to be on the safe side, so I hove to under main-staysail and slept very peacefully until daylight.

The gale – for so it was at times – soon blew itself out and left a windless calm, with a very big swell. Reluctantly, I started the engine, which was that old friend of Scottish fishermen, a thirteen horse power Kelvin ‘poppet’, and we chugged slowly and uncomfortably towards Norway all that day, entering fog at nightfall. At dawn, the weather cleared suddenly and the wind came fresh and cold from right ahead, veering southerly and increasing to gale force by 10.00. I hove to again under main-staysail. The horizon was clear, and I went below at about noon, to get a bowl of hot soup from my mother in the dry, warm cabin.

Mary Fortune on Loch Fyne, sailing for Norway, June 1937.
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While I was below there was a great crash and two seas, one after the other, struck the fore part of the schooner on the starboard side. A few drops of water found their way through the watertight fore-hitch, and Mary Fortune began to roll to port. When I got back on deck, she was lying nearly on her beam-ends on the lee side of a breaking sea.

I dragged myself forward against the wind, and streamed the sea-anchor – a big and heavy canvas drogue – on thirty fathoms of coir warp. With the double-reefed mainsail sheeted flat aft, instead of the main-staysail, Mary Fortune came head to wind and thus we lay in great comfort all the third day. At times, the top of the mainmast was below a line from breaking crest to breaking crest. In the late afternoon, the wind fell light again, and I set all sail. I tried also to start the engine, but a bearing had failed owing to a clogged oil-drip, so it seemed that I would have to make port in Norway under sail alone. I have always been glad that this was forced upon me.

We entered fog again, and rolled slowly on our way. Then, for the first time, I heard that noise which was to be so familiar to me later, in peace and war – the ‘tunn-tunn-tunn-tunn’ of a Norwegian fishing boat’s single-cylinder engine. In the fog, we could see nothing.

The wind freshened, and on the morning of the fourth day we saw the sun again. I got several sextant-sights, and found ourselves to be within five miles of my estimated position. Early that evening, we saw a dim shadow on the port bow; it was the island of Utsire, and when I had fixed our position by the lighthouse I was able to alter course for the southern end of Karmøy, which lies some way outside Stavanger.

The sun went down in a glorious flow of crimson over the North Sea behind us, and then the Norwegian coast lighthouses came to life. We entered the red sector of Skudenes light, and kept in it, passing close southwards to the islet of Gjeitungen, until that light had changed from occulting, through group occulting, group flashing and again occulting, to red occulting. Now we turned eastwards in the last sector, seeming (in the darkness) to glide silently within only a few feet of numberless rocks and islets.

Vikeholm light came in sight, and changed from red to white on our port quarter. We turned towards it, and beat up tack and tack within the white sector, north-westwards. The land had almost killed the wind; it was a warm, gentle wind, scented with the shore, but it could no longer do us any good, so I dropped anchor at midnight on Norwegian ground, very close to the rocks below Vikeholm light. After this came five hours of pulling and hauling, sometimes towing from the small boat which we had carried on deck, but mostly warping from one or other side of the rock channel.

[image: e9781783033065_i0003.jpg]

Skudeneshavn, Norway, July 1937.



By two o’clock in the morning, it was already broad daylight, and a rosy-golden dawn lit the painted wooden houses that jostled each other all along the shores of the inlet. The sky above the islands was flecked with clouds, pink in the sunrise, and the silence was complete, so that my voice sounded startlingly loud when I called across the water to Mary Fortune. It was like entering a toy town in a northern fairyland, with a toy lighthouse winking on the island as the only sign that there really were people inside those painted houses.

Slowly, slowly, Mary Fortune made her way up the harbour, her green topsides glistening with dew and her brown sails furled against the masts. The red ensign hung limply from the mainpeak, and the yellow flat requesting pratique flapped lazily from the yard-arm.

We came to a short quay that seemed less like somebody’s front garden than the others. A lifebuoy hung on a shed, and a gravel road led away inland, so I made fast to iron hooks, tidied the decks and rigging for a Sunday in harbour, and went to bed.

About nine o’clock, I awoke to a crescendo babble of voices. Pushing my sleeply head through the cabin-hatch, I discovered the little wharf to be no longer silent and deserted, but packed to overflowing with scores of children – chattering, flaxen-haired children in white shirts and trousers or clean cotton frocks. Behind the children there stood (it seemed to me) the whole population of Skudeneshavn. We had arrived; and already I had lost my heart to Norway, and above all to Norwegian children.

We lingered long in sunny, idle days at Skudeneshavn, with the excellent excuse of awaiting spares for the Kelvin engine. British yachts had not found their way to Norway then, as they have in such numbers since the War; there had never been a British yacht in Skudeneshavn when we were there, and there had been no British visitor of any kind for fourteen years. No wonder we were charmed by the hospitable welcome we received, and by the unaffected friendliness.
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The author, Patrick, with some Norwegian children on Mary Fortune, July 1937.



The readiness of Norwegian people to initiate conversation with a stranger was a great pleasure to me. My unusual upbringing combined with some natural shyness often made new social contacts an ordeal, but Norwegian children (in particular) seemed to like me, and they provided me with many introductions.

Of the adults of any nation it is seldom wise to generalize; but I will be bold enough to say that there are no more charming and delightful children in the world than Norwegian children. Their clean and healthy appearance, frank and friendly ways, and remarkably good manners were a joy to see. Before the War at least – and still now in the better families – little boys were taught to bow to their elders and to strangers, and little girls to curtsy. My wife even curtseyed to me when we first met, but that was a long way from Skudeneshavn.

I told my mother that we would stay a year or two in Norway, and when I had repaired the schooner’s engine we set about exploring the deep fjords between Stavanger and Bergen.

I was intrigued by the very narrow channels and tiny anchorages, of which there were so many; and I soon learned to use Norwegian charts, and to drop an anchor in deep water close inshore, taking a line to an iron ring or post on the rocks. These rings and posts have existed in every anchorage all round the coast of Norway for hundreds of years – the holes for some of them were made a thousand years ago. They are now marked by black and white ‘targets’ painted on the rock face alongside, and this sign means in effect ‘good anchorage here’. The principle is that the anchor will not drag up the steep bottom, while the rope to the shore keeps the ship from blowing off the land. Holes in the rocks, which might have been made for mooring pins of this kind, are said to exist in some places on the north-east coast of North America, and may be evidence that Norsemen sailed that way many years ago from Greenland.

For a schooner worked by one man, weighing anchor in deep water so close to the rocks could be difficult at times, but I had a ‘Heath Robinson’ affair of pulleys and chains which enabled the engine to do the hauling for me, with much clattering, but very effectively. As the years went by, I evolved all kinds of ingenious ways of working and living in my schooner; people who did not like Mary Fortune called it ‘misplaced ingenuity’. What these people did not know was that I could not have afforded the cost of more orthodox gear and methods, even if I had liked them (which, to be honest, I often did not). This was one reason why Mary Fortune carried outdated brigantine rig instead of modern and efficient Bermudan sails, and why her windlass was driven by a rattling endless chain instead of by a hydraulic motor.

The late autumn gales warned us to seek a safe winter berth, while we were still exploring the inner arms of the hundred-mile length of Hardangerfjord, surrounded by steep mountains and the glint of glaciers. I chose the little village – as it was then – of Norheimsund, and we lay there very comfortably until the spring of 1938.
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Hardangerfjord, September 1937.



That first winter in Norway began to teach me how to make the little schooner into a snug home, even with snow on deck and ice near by. As time went on, I fitted extra insulation under the deck, four separate layers of glass to the hatches to stop condensation, as well as other refinements, and I improved my battery of ducted oil heaters until we were able to face even an Arctic winter in comfort.

Norheimsund, 1937.
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I now had time to turn my thoughts to matters of wider import, and I wondered whether the British Government and War Office had given any consideration to such matters.

After the little I had already seen of Norway’s west coast, I had come to believe that this vast area of fjords, channels, islands and rocks would be a battleground for small, fast boats in time of war. The belief turned into an obsession; I went by passenger ship to England, although it was an expense I could ill afford, I managed to make contact with a department of Admiralty which might be expected to be interested, and I told them what I thought. I said I was likely to be at least two years exploring all of the coast as far as the Arctic Russian boarder, and I offered to make detailed plans of all the places where small craft might hide in time of war. Admiralty was clearly not very interested, but would accept whatever I might send.

I returned to my schooner in Norway. In the event, there was no organization in London for filing the carefully prepared information which I began to send as we sailed northwards. When it was badly needed a few years later, the information could not be found. By that time, topographical detail about all enemy-occupied coasts was becoming a vital necessity for the conduct of the war, and Admiralty was seeking everywhere for anything, even picture postcards, to that end. One wonders how many ships and lives were lost because of pre-war negligence.

In 1939, there was an even more blatant case of Admiralty negligence. A sympathetic Norwegian Ship Master (most of them were sympathetic) turned up in London with an enormous bundle of Norwegian charts, covering the whole coast. He said he no longer needed the charts, and he thought they might be useful to the Royal Navy.

The Norwegian charts of their own coasts are uniquely important to anyone needing to use the inshore channels. The whole length from the Skagerrak to the Arctic is covered by charts on the same large scale, showing every small rock and channel and all the myriad perches and other seamarks. Most important of all, the sectors of all the automatic lights which mark every channel are drawn and are coloured on the charts. This system is extraordinarily effective, the sectors being extremely accurate and often very narrow; the permutations vary between two white sectors, which means safety for big ships, through green for smaller vessels, to two red lights – which mean that you are aground! Even the express costal steamers navigated entirely by light-sectors at night and never took bearings. Without charts showing the sectors in colour, movement at night in those waters was impossible. Admiralty charts were copied from the Norwegian ones, but only a few were on the large scale of the originals. Many of the light sectors were omitted, and none were shown in colour on the British charts.

The Norwegian Ship Master was thanked for this unexpected gift of charts, and went on his way. The naval officer who had received the charts could not think what to do with them, so he shoved the whole lot behind a steel cabinet. It was years later, when the war was nearly over, that the Arctic explorer Augustine Courtauld had a temporary staff job in Admiralty and chanced to move the steel cabinet. Out fell the charts. In the intervening years, many lives and small boats had been risked crossing the North Sea to get copies of those charts from different villages along the German-occupied coast of Norway.

In the pre-war years, however, the tiny anchorages and bright little fjord villages of the Norwegian coast, among which Mary Fortune moved, could not have been more peaceful. I must have been one of the few people in the world who thought that the peace might not last for ever.
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During the winter, we had left the schooner and spent several happy weeks surrounded by snow-clad pine forest, in a small mountain village, one that was visited by Norwegian families from Bergen rather than by foreign tourists.

I made as many new friends in my first year in Norway as I had done, I think, in all my life before. People were so friendly and ready to talk, either in English or (as I began to learn it) in Norwegian, and for the first time I found myself able to participate on equal terms in the normal activities of young people of my own age – which were here mostly skiing and boating, instead of the British cricket and football at which I had always been an unenthusiastic and incompetent performer. In Norway before the War, ‘skiing’ still meant cross-country skiing, or else ski-jumping, for most people. At the first of these, I was already up to ordinary Norwegian standards, and I could make a reasonable showing on a moderate ski-jump.

Skiing in most countries is now rapidly becoming a highly skilled specialist sport, confined to prepared packed-snow runs; things were very different then. Everybody skied, from grandparents to toddlers, and in country places it was a usual thing to see an elderly farmer’s wife don her skis in order to go and draw water from the well, or a father on skis carrying the baby on his back on his way home from the station. Skiing was part of the Norwegian way of life, so that being entirely at home on skis was a great asset in helping me to make friends with all kinds of people. I loved all this, and I still think there is nothing more delightful to see than a Norwegian family on skis, wandering up through the spruce and birch woods near the treeline, with the early morning sun sparkling on old icicles and on the new-fallen snow that falls lightly away from the stab of a dozen rhythmic ski-sticks.

Learning to speak Norwegian was rather a slow business. I had started studying the grammar, or what there is of it, long before I went to Norway, but the only textbooks I could find were in the ‘riksmaal’ as spoken in Oslo. This has very little resemblance, for foreigners, to West Coast Norwegian, so I gave up any attempt at learning by theory and tried instead to pick up the sound and idiom of the language by conversation. In this I was helped tremendously by the talkative Norwegian children who seemed so fond of my company.
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Patrick, left, with friends Egil Sondresen and Kaare Schetelig on Mjölfjell, 6 February 1938. Kaare Schetelig was shot by the Nazis during the Second World War. Photograph by Sverre Martens Blanke



Among friends of my own age was a Norwegian lad named Kaare, who knew some school-English (this is good English when it is from a Norwegian school). We skied, played chess together, and argued. We argued off and on for many, many years, and there is nothing like arguing for forcing one to learn the idiom of a language. Kaare was a thin young man, with a small, dark head and long neck – not at all the popular conception of Scandinavian youth – and his health was delicate, but he was fit enough on skis to keep up with anyone and he had a quick and intelligent mind. We argued about everything under the sun, from the rules of chess and table manners to political and international affairs. When I took Mary Fortune northwards beyond Bergen, the arguments continued by letter. All this improved my Norwegian.

Mary Fortune sailed away towards the Arctic in May 1938, going in and out of every little creek and harbour all that summer. After centuries of isolation or near-isolation by reason of the island-strewn coast and the deep penetration of the fjords, the dialect spoken by Norwegians varies a good deal from community to community. I found this confusing for the first few months, but in the end I was able to turn it to advantage. I readily picked up the very colloquial Norwegian spoken by fishermen and harbour children, and nobody could believe that any foreigner could speak so fluently. By the outbreak of war, I could pass well enough as a North Norwegian if I was in the Westland, or as a Westlander if I was in North Norway. Even after several years of absence, I could pass as Norwegian in other Scandinavian countries and (rather more oddly) as Danish if in Norway.
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The Arctic – Prelude to War

Without any thought that our remaining months of peace were a prelude to five cruel years of war in those same northern waters, we made Nordkapp, the northernmost point of Europe, on the last day but one of July. On 31 July, we met a tremendous westerly storm, with fierce squalls of swirling spindrift, and were lucky to ride it out in a bleak and rock-bound anchorage in Latitude 71 degrees North.

Some of our anchorages that year were very wild and lonely – the coast northwards of the Lofoten islands tends more to large, mountainous islands, with many open stretches of water and much less shelter than on the west coast. Finnmark has wild and barren coasts facing the Arctic Ocean; to ride out a storm in one of the uninhabited inlets is a terrifying experience, with miniature waterspouts rushing across the bay and glimpses of snowfields showing grim and cold through the driven rain-mist. I spent many sleepless nights in this way, and in summer there was, of course, no darkness.

There were also days of calm sea, blue skies, and island mirage, when the late summer sun was clear and hot; but daylight hours shortened quickly after September. We began to think again of winter anchorage and, greatly daring, I chose Tromsø, two hundred sea-miles North of the Arctic Circle. There, I said, we would live on board all winter. My mother agreed; she usually did, in the end.

It was a wonderful winter. The sun dipped below the southern mountains in November for its two months absence, leaving increasing darkness except for a short, noonday crimson glow; and the pale green curtain of the Northern Lights, edged with violet and tinged with misty red, drifted from dark horizon to dark horizon over the myriad lights of the little town of Tromsø.

Tromsø, September 1938.
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The ‘dark time’ of December and January brought new friends on board – again, mostly children, but many adults as well – and on shore there were parties and hospitality of all kinds, with coffee and cream cakes. There was always singing and music.

The ‘Munich crisis’ of 1938 was over, but it had served one useful purpose for me. Just at that time, the schooner’s radio receiver had failed to get any broadcasts from the BBC, and I found myself forced to rely for all news during those anxious days either on the excellent Norwegian radio bulletins or on the equally informative local Norwegian newspapers. It was good discipline.

On 22 January, the sun came back as a sliver of gold showing briefly above the southern hills. The short noon twilight lengthened rapidly into hours of daylight and I turned my thoughts to the prospect of sailing northwards and eastwards into the Arctic Ocean.

Mother thought she would like some assistance in the schooner’s galley for that venture – someone who could help her with buying provisions in remote northern villages where the people knew no English. In Tromsø, one family had been particularly hospitable, with coffee and cream cakes and music for us all through the long winter. Pappa Bangsund was a timber merchant and prominent citizen of the town; they had ten children. Surprisingly, because it would be a considerable adventure, Pappa and Mamma Bangsund agreed that one of the children should join Mary Fortune. Number eight was chosen.

Bjørg Bangsund, deckhand, June 1939.
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Bjørg resting in one of the lifeboats, June 1939.



Her name was Bjørg. She was just thirteen, a slim child with enormous blue eyes and short, light brown hair. She was very musical, like all her family, and had a sweet singing voice. She had an enchanting laugh and charmed everybody she met, then and later in life. She was enthusiastically interested in everything she saw and in every person she met. We could not have made a better choice.

By the time Mary Fortune had left the shelter of the mountainous islands around Tromsø, and was out in the blue, rolling swell of the Arctic Ocean, Bjørg was very seasick and slightly homesick, but she soon got over both. She learned quickly to steer the schooner at sea and to handle a rowing boat in harbour, and she proved to be adept at cooking; but she claimed in later years to have spent most of her time finding my mother’s spectacles or polishing the schooner’s bell and binnacle – which then had to be smeared with grease as protection from the salt spray, hiding all her good work.

Past the North Cape of Europe, we sailed eastwards until we came in sight of Arctic Russia. We entered Petsamo inlet, which was at that time still a part of Finland although it would not be so for much longer. No one seemed ever before to have seen a British vessel there.
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Mary Fortune moored in Stikkelvag, Arctic coast, June 1939.



Petsamo was peaceful and sunny then. Finnish soldiers were mowing the priest’s hay, and the smaller Finnish children played naked in the dust by the river, so hot was the Arctic August sun. There were a few ancient hovels to be seen, and there were occasional long-bearded, long-robed herdsmen by the roadside; but mostly there were modern houses and shops of concrete and plate-glass.

Going westwards again, we had a narrow escape from disaster. We had passed the mouth of the border river between Arctic Finland and Arctic Norway when Mother said she was tired of eating seagulls (although she made quite a good meal of them by skinning, boiling and then roasting them) and needed fresh eggs. There was a hamlet of huts by the river, and we came to anchor in a wide and quite open bay with a long, slow swell coming in from the North Pole. Bjørg and I landed in our tiny boat, leaving Mother alone on board. The houses were much farther away from the sea than we had thought, and the only place we could walk was on the beach of big, round stones. We got a basket of eggs and other fresh provisions; and then the wind began to freshen from the northwards so that the swell creamed and rumbled, growing whiter on the beach.

Running over those stones, two steps forward and one step backwards, carrying the precious eggs before me and wondering what in the world poor Mother would do all alone as Mary Fortune rose and fell on the increasing Polar swell, was indeed like a nightmare. Little Bjørg trotted happily beside me. Nothing ever frightened or alarmed Bjørg, and we got the little boat off the stones just in time. Mother, also, was quite unconcerned; we found her sitting quietly knitting below decks, although she did think there had been an unusual amount of movement and noise while we were away.

It was now late August 1939. From the news we were getting on the schooner’s radio receiver, it looked as though war was not far off but it seemed unlikely that we could make the United Kingdom with Mary Fortune. Mother and I ploughed through all our possessions, throwing overboard everything not really needed and packing essentials in two suitcases. While we were doing this, Bjørg steered all alone on deck; it must have puzzled the occasional Norwegian fishing boats to see the little square-rigger ploughing steadily westwards and southwards with only a small girl on deck. We were briefly anchored in a little anchorage called Havøysund, when we heard that war had been declared.

Bjørg and my mother ashore in what is now Arctic Russia. They always dressed ‘properly’ when going ashore.
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At Norwegian ports of call, short as our stays were, the Norwegian authorities now began to take interest in us. I was told to report all my movements to the police and was twice taken in for questioning. Friendly Norwegians said cheerfully, ‘Of course you’re a spy’. Spy or no spy, in my innocence I was convinced that the British authorities would be keen to receive all the information about the Norwegian coasts that I had been so carefully collecting, so I felt it important to go immediately to the UK. On 12 September, Mary Fortune was ready to be left in the crook of Tromsø mole, where we had lain during the previous, happy winter. We went from Tromsø by express coastal steamer that night; it would take four days to reach Bergen.

All the Bangsund family came to see us leave, and most of them went below to inspect our cosy cabins. They were all on the quay when the ship’s bell clanged its warning at midnight and we backed out into the darkness of the deep channel. The lights of the Arctic town disappeared behind an island; it would be nearly six years before I saw them or Bjørg again.

I went down to my cabin. Tucked under the edge of my pillow, there was a torn scrap of paper. On the paper were written three words in English, ‘I love you’. In later years, Bjørg said that she had hoped we would take her with us; I wish I had known.
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Frustration

Eight days later – the fastest time we could make – my mother and I landed at Newcastle from the SS Meteor. Barrage balloons were already flying over the smoky port and city.

Alas, my belief that Admiralty would be eager to receive the information I had for them proved a delusion. No one was in the slightest bit interested in the Norwegian coast and for weeks I was kept hanging around doing nothing. I was commissioned on 8 December 1939, and I asked that at least I should be allowed to go as far north as possible, to be near my beloved Norway.

I was to have gone to a destroyer, but I got my wish to go north early in January 1940. I was then appointed Navigating Officer on board a target-towing tug working out of Scapa Flow in Orkney, which was interesting at times, especially on the occasion when we were westwards of the islands on a dark night and all the coast lights were switched off because of a U-boat scare. I found myself having to pilot the tug and target back into harbour through tidal streams faster than our own speed, without any shore lights of any kind. In those days, of course, we had no radar or Decca Navigator. The tug rolled like a pig and I was very queasy after my long time ashore. The Captain expressed some surprise when he saw the dim red lights of the harbour entrance right ahead, but pilotage and navigation were things in which I was always confident: it is simply a matter of using all the available information and then putting absolute trust in your conclusions.

From the tug, I was sent to command a coal-fired steam drifter, converted to patrol vessel for Scapa Flow Fleet Anchorage. I am not sure what we were expecting to see, but Royal Oak had recently been sunk by a U-boat which had penetrated through one of the narrow channels and got out again undetected, so everything possible had to be seen to be done to stop that sort of thing happening again.

Occasional bombing raids brightened things up a bit. There was a fairly heavy one on 16 March. We were lying alongside with nearly all the crew ashore and quite out of recall, when I received a signal that HMS Norfolk had been hit and that I was to go immediately to pick up survivors. Despite the fact that my total crew was now two seamen and one stoker, I set off in the direction of the fleet in a series of fits and starts, our speed depending on the amount of coal that the one stoker was able to shovel into the drifter’s boiler fires, between dashing to the engine controls in response to my bridge-telegraph.

The fleet was of course completely darkened, and seemed moreover to have disappeared entirely. This I discovered (a useful lesson for the future) was owing to my being on the moon’s side of the ships, so that their palely-lit shapes merged into the palely-lit sea and the night sky behind them. Eventually, I got the ships between me and the moon, and found which of them was Norfolk. She seemed afloat and undamaged, but I was determined to fulfil my orders in spite of our increasingly erratic progress. Forgetting that control of my engines was unlikely to be very effective, with only one young stoker below, I took the drifter smartly alongside the starboard side of the cruiser, which was in deep shadow. Too late, I saw that Norfolk’s heavy boat-boom was swung out at about half the height of my mast. The stoker’s desperate effort to respond to my equally desperate telegraph ring for full speed astern came too late; our massive foremast hit the cruiser’s boat-boom, broke into three great pieces, and crashed to the deck. From the infuriated shouts on the deck of Norfolk, it was clear that neither she nor her crew had received any damage in the bombing (although her boat-boom might well be damaged now), so in some disorder I retired to pick up the remainder of my crew from shore.

Next morning, inevitably, I was summoned to the presence of the Royal Naval Base Captain to explain my conduct. He heard my explanation with (I think) some amusement, although he did little to show it, and at the end he warned me solemnly to ‘temper my enthusiasm with a modicum of discretion’ – wise words, which I would have done well to remember on other occasions. That was the last I heard of the matter; I was lucky.
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All this time, Norway was never far from my mind, and my constantly repeated applications for work connected with that country can hardly have added to my popularity in high places. I was almost alone, I think, in believing that the war would eventually reach into the Norwegian Inner Leads.

The German invasion of Norway started on 9 April; on 11 April, I was ordered to report on board the cruiser Southampton, which was carrying an advance party of two companies of Scots Guards, and some of the staff for an expeditionary force. It was symptomatic of the muddled British planning of those days that an ‘expeditionary force’ had in fact been assembled and embarked when the decision was taken to lay a British minefield off the Norwegian coast, but was neither trained, equipped nor briefed to operate in North Norway.

I had been put on board the cruiser because someone thought that my knowledge of Norwegian might be useful, but I soon found that very much more was expected of me. None of the other officers on board, from the General downwards, knew anything about the country where they were supposed to operate, no arrangements had been made for landing troops there, and none of the officers or men had any knowledge of winter warfare. They had been told to land at or near Harstad, a small town on an island between Tromsø and Narvik; the naval battles of Narvik had already started.
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HMS Southampton in better days.



There was a big conference in another cruiser – Manchester – before we left Scapa, and I tried to explain that if the soldiers were not to land at Narvik, Tromsø would be a better base than Harstad. Tromsø was the growing capital of the Arctic, with fifteen thousand inhabitants already, and was a centre for communications, with excellent harbour facilities. Tromsø was also far enough away from southern airfields to be fairly safe from German bombing. Harstad, on the other hand, was an unimportant island town, much less than half the size of Tromsø and with very poor communications, and it was likely to be within range of German bombing while at the same time being too far away from the fighting line to be an effective advance base.

No one denied all this, and the gist of it was passed to the British Admiralty by signal; but (as might be expected) the orders for the North-West Expeditionary Force were not changed. It was six frustrating weeks before events proved Harstad to have been the wrong choice; plans were then made hurriedly for a move to Tromsø, but the whole North Norway operation had collapsed before the new base could be established there and allied evacuation followed.

When I said that there would be deep snow on the North Norway coast at that time of year, at first I was not believed. I showed photographs which I had taken the previous April, and there was consternation. The Expeditionary Force was well supplied with motor cars and bicycles, but there were no skis or snowshoes – nor any men trained to use them – and there was no white camouflage. There were also (as became distressingly clear later) no anti-aircraft guns.

HMS Southampton sailed from Scapa on 12 April, with an escort of destroyers. The Military Force Commander (General Mackesy) and the Naval Chief of Staff (Captain Maund, RN) were on board. The weather was fine and clear, with blue skies, blue seas and a fresh westerly breeze; but the Chief of Staff had not been to sea for some time and he was at first very seasick, poor man.

The great mountains of the Lofoten islands were already in sight, gleaming white with snow to the tide-line, when the Chief of Staff had sufficiently recovered to summon me to the bridge. He was still pale, but cheerful. He asked whether there were any boats on the coast that could be used for landing troops. I said that there were hundreds of skøyter – sturdy, well-built craft, with heavy single-cylinder, semi-diesel engines. There would be one or two in every inlet and anchorage, and larger numbers at towns and villages.

Captain Maund seemed satisfied, and said that my job was to gather enough boats to land the whole Expeditionary Force, which was coming after us in three ocean liners. He didn’t mind how I did it, but said (with a grin as I left the bridge) – ‘if you fail, you’ll be hanged at the yardarm’.

I went to find the General, to see if he could tell me how many men there would be in his Expeditionary Force.

‘Certainly not,’ said the General, ‘I can’t tell you that.’

‘But, Sir, how am I to know how many boats to get?’

‘That’s your affair,’ said the General.

I went away, and made other enquiries at a lower level – as perhaps I should have done in the first place. No one was quite certain, but ten thousand men seemed as good a guess as any, and I prepared for the landing in Norway with that figure uppermost in my mind.

It was now 14 April. The two naval battles of Narvik had been fought and won by the British, but the resulting brief opportunity for a frontal assault on the town had not been taken, although the Norwegian inhabitants were expecting it. The Germans were firmly in possession again, and the Norwegian troops northwards were hard pressed. No British or other Allied troops had yet landed in Norway; seen from seaward, everything looked very peaceful.
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Return to Norway

We rounded Andenes lighthouse and made for the little town of Harstad through narrow, twisting channels, sending the ship’s flying boat ahead. Sea and sky were a sparkling blue and the air was fresh from the snow mountains. Very early in the morning, we stopped close to Harstad and lay peacefully in the calm water.

No one knew whether there were any Germans in Harstad; it was part of my job to find out. An Army intelligence officer (Captain MacKinley) went with me – not wishing to betray the presence of British troops, he was dressed in a gunroom Sub Lieutenant’s uniform and greatcoat, which looked somewhat incongruous on the man of middle age. Wisely, we both had automatic pistols inside our greatcoats, and the hood of the boat from which we landed hid the stout Royal Marine sergeant with a Lewis gun. The boat also carried two large smoke floats balanced precariously on the bows, and the midshipman had orders to return to the ship if we did not appear within a specified time after landing. Thus we set off, expecting every instant to be peppered by shore machine-guns; but all was quiet, and just before entering the harbour I saw a small fishing boat leave a quay. I told the midshipman to take us alongside and found an old man, a girl and an old woman. They said that there were no Germans anywhere near, though a German aeroplane had machine-gunned the streets the day before. We let the boat get on its way while we went alongside the central quay.

The Intelligence Officer was kind enough to let me step ashore first and I scrambled up on to the snow-covered quay. About half-a-dozen Norwegian soldiers were standing about with fixed bayonets; one or two came to attention but most of them stared at us, obviously puzzled as to who or what we were. Then an officer appeared and saluted. After a while, we were surrounded by the local notables, who bowed and thanked us with obviously genuine gratitude for our arrival. Then the Army Intelligence officer went off to deal with the military side of affairs, while I tackled the problem of pilotage and landing.

As I collected information, I passed it to Southampton by signal-lamp. It appeared that the Norwegians were still holding the pass near Gratangen. Except for the inner half of that fjord, the shipping channels were ice-free; landing could therefore be made at Salangsverket or Sjøveien, north-east of Gratangen. There was about half a company of Norwegian troops in Harstad, and no Germans anywhere in that part of the country.

In the end, the number of officials and notables who appeared, loaded with maps and information, was so great that we all went on board a small passenger-vessel, Salangen, and proceeded to HMS Southampton in style. When the officials had been introduced and had had their say, we left them bowing and waving in their overloaded little ship, and Southampton proceeded to the head of the fjord called Salangen, through the narrow northern entrance, where we met the Arctic patrol ship Fridtiof Nansen.

The water in Salangen was deep for anchorage, and Southampton lay dodging between mountain walls, while her escorting destroyers patrolled the entrances. The landing of the Scots Guards by ship’s boats began at once at Salangsverket, a disused ore-mine and hamlet of scattered houses. I went ashore with the first boat and was met by an excited little old man, who was the postmaster and caretaker of the mines. ‘Would I telephone to the Norwegian Headquarters?’ he asked, almost too excited to speak. Strange to say, that was something of which no one had yet thought, but I went along with him to his little post office. Soon he was banging the telephone and shouting shrilly into the mouthpiece. Then he triumphantly handed it over to me, and I had the pleasure of giving Norwegian Army Headquarters the first word of the landing of British troops, who were already taking up their positions in the deep snow around us. The telephone fairly buzzed: ‘British troops? How many? Two hundred? More to come? How many more?’

Having arranged for two armies to meet, my next task was to find landing craft for the main expeditionary force. With the help of the enthusiastic and self-important postmaster, I telephoned all around the neighbouring islands and fjords, until I had ordered enough boats to carry my expected ten thousand men. As well as this, I succeeded in getting a message through to Harstad, both for the quays to be cleared to allow landing from destroyers on the following day and for all available local boats to be made ready. The General’s instructions had been that the message to Harstad must go through. I managed it in the end by telephoning to some obscure village, where the girl at the exchange, made almost speechless by what was happening, relayed it to the Policemaster of Harstad. The message had then to be passed back to me for checking; it was a long and irritating process. The risk of sending such a vital message by open telephone was great, but it was a risk that had to be taken and so far as I know it resulted in no leakage to the enemy.

By the evening of 14 April, the Scots Guards’ advance party had been landed and was well on its way to linking up with the Norwegians. When I returned on board HMS Southampton, the first of the fishing boats were already arriving from all directions. Soon they were coming in unending streams. While the cruiser made her way to a night anchorage, the ‘tunn – tunn – tunn – tunn’ of single-cylinder diesel engines broke the evening silence everywhere around us. I had given instructions that the boats were all to proceed to Salangsverket, and there they gathered in scores all through the night, under the direction of my friend the postmaster.

Early the following morning, I went into Harstad by destroyer, to begin arrangements for the landing. I now had more definite information. It seemed that there would be three large transports arriving about 11.00 the next day, each carrying at least two thousand soldiers. To my horror, however, the orders had been changed, and all the men were now to be landed at Harstad. I now had to get the boats, waiting at Salangsverket, to come to Harstad instead, ready to go out to the transports when the Allied Expeditionary Force arrived. As before, the sending of the message by telephone was a long and very difficult process. Luckily, the transports arrived late, which gave most of the boats time to arrive.

I detailed one coasting passenger vessel to each transport liner, with a letter to the liner’s Commanding Officer, and I told the fishing boats to divide themselves equally among the three ships, following their leader wherever she went and going alongside when beckoned. I then set all available labour to clearing the snow from Harstad quays while I went up to the police station to summons still more small craft.

One of the tragedies of the North Norway campaign was our lack of Norwegian speakers. Time after time, there arose misunderstandings which I was able to straighten out with a few words of my somewhat primitive fisherman Norwegian. Alas, I and the very few other Norwegian speakers could not be everywhere, and it soon became clear that English-speaking Norwegians could not perform the same service. It was typical of the Allied Expeditionary Force that there were not more than about two interpreters to every thousand men, and of those interpreters many spoke Swedish rather than Norwegian. No one spoke the dialect of North Norway fishermen, as I did.

Language was, I believe, one of the greatest problems we had to face. I never met a British or French officer in Norway who could pronounce Norwegian place-names, and mistakes and delays owing to errors in Allied signals were the rule rather than the exception. Allied officers could not pronounce the Norwegian word for the diesel-engined fishing boats skøyter, so I called them ‘puffers’ after the small steamers that used to ply the west coast of Scotland. Official dispatches refer to ‘local boats called puffers’, evidently under the impression that the word was Norwegian.

At my special request, the people of Harstad had given up more than one thousand pairs of skis, without which no movement on the deep snow was possible; I later found that there was nobody in the Allied Expeditionary Force who was able to ski. For myself, I now had very severe blood-poisoning in my right arm, not improved by the constant need to salute senior officers in my efforts to get things done at what I regarded as essential speed.

I was worried that the three large troop-transports would be bombed before they could be emptied – they were the Monarch of Bermuda, Reina del Pacifico, and Batory – so I made plans to get the men ashore from them as quickly as possible. Nobody else seemed at all concerned about danger from bombing, but my hundred or so small coasters and fishing craft quickly understood what was required of them. The Norwegian police were very helpful and efficient in preparing for the landing of a force of men much larger than the whole civilian population.

The troop convoy appeared at about noon on 15 April, much cheered by their escorting destroyers, which found and sank a German U-boat that was by mere chance in the seaward approaches. The convoy came majestically on its way towards us. It was a superb day; pale blue, pink-tinted snow mountains and islands rose from the calm, deep blue fjords against a vivid blue sky, and the great, grey transports stood out in clear silhouette among their escort of cruisers and scurrying destroyers.

Out from the fjords and inlets, where they had been waiting in accordance with my orders, appeared my horde of boats, ready to attach themselves in more or less equal numbers to the three big ships.

I went to the Polish liner Batory. Soldiers were so crowded in the corridors and on the stairways that moving around inside the big ship was a slow business, and impossible at times. It was not hard to imagine what one German bomb could have done, but I searched in vain for anyone with authority to order disembarkation.

After about an hour, I took the responsibility of ordering disembarkation on my own initiative. My boats lay three deep alongside, and I sent the men into the outer boats with their personal kit. As each boat was filled to capacity, it left for Harstad; but the flow of troops tended to slow down or to halt altogether if not constantly herded at all the exit ports, of which the liner fortunately had several.

There did not seem to be any officers, and those who did appear were not always helpful; but the Military Police were willing, efficient, and anxious to be of assistance. If I was an impatient and importunate shepherd, the Miliary Police were admirable sheep-dogs. When official orders arrived, confirming that disembarkation was to take place, most of the two thousand men originally on board that ship had already gone, and soon only working parties remained.

I went across to the Monarch of Bermuda, where disembarkation was now well under way, and I also had her clear by nine o’clock that evening. The whole convoy then up-anchored, and before I knew what had happened I saw the big ships disappearing northwards for a night anchorage. I followed in impatient pursuit in one of my small coasters, but nothing more could be done that night. On board Reina del Pacifico early next morning, I found a ‘Disembarkation Plan’ and irritating delays. The plan was for most of the disembarkation to be done by destroyers, and three-quarters of the soldiers were still on board at noon on the second day.

In the early afternoon, a two-engined bomber appeared over the mountains eastwards of the anchorage, flying fairly low. Since none of the ships opened fire, we naturally supposed the aircraft to be friendly, and it came as shock when bombs began to fall. The German pilot was probably as surprised to see us as we were to see him and there were no hits, but bombing and ships’ anti-aircraft fire continued for some time. One good result of this was that the Army now asked me to carry out disembarkation in my own way at utmost speed.

I signalled the flagship, and they sent me what was I think the Admiral’s own fast motor boat, with which I spent a hectic two hours all over the fjord, chasing up the somewhat scattered puffers. By about five o’clock, I was able to go on board HMS Aurora, the flagship, and into the presence of ‘Ginger’ Boyle, Admiral of The Fleet the Earl of Cork and Orrery. The Admiral later told his Secretary that I was a ‘lad after his own heart’ – surely a comment to be treasured by any young officer – but I am afraid he changed his mind later when I was in constant conflict with his Staff.
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The blood-poisoning knocked me out completely for the next two days, and partially for a week. When I was fit to do so I made a nuisance of myself to the Staff about my several hobbyhorses of dispersal, winter camouflage, and using small craft instead of big ships. Once, I had the temerity to gate-crash a conference of all the senior officers from the Admiral downwards, when they were considering a plan to assault Narvik from the sea. I cannot think now how I dared to do it, as a very junior Sub Lieutenant in such company, but I piped up uninvited to say that the chance to assault from the sea had been lost after the naval battles. By this time, I said, the Germans would be back in their defensive positions, while the snow along the steep shore-line had not started to melt and would make landing from boats impossible. There was an annoyed silence. The suicidal plan was dropped.

I did not know it at the time, but in this I was supporting General Mackesy (whose assessment of the situation proved, like mine, to be correct) and I was speaking against the Admiral and against Mr Winston Churchill in London, both of whom were impatient and neither of whom knew anything at all about conditions in Arctic Norway. Such presumption on my part probably helped to prevent a disaster, although it did me no good.

I was sent down to Evenskjaer (Skaanland), on the mainland side of the big ship channel, where the South Wales Borderers now were. The blue, calm days of the first landings then gave way to blizzards and intense cold, which gave me time to train my flotilla without any risk of air attack. I had about thirty vessels of various sizes, and worked them in groups of three. Each group came, so far as possible, from the same village, and always worked together. I gave them simple call-signs, so that by waving a flag or flashing a light a certain number of times you could get any required group to start engines, up anchor, and come to wherever you were.

Each group of boats kept a man on watch all the time, and they were happy to do this, because there were twelve or fifteen men from the same village or area in the three boats, and because they knew very well that they would not be kept needlessly near the front line, or called without reason. This was important. Force Headquarters in Harstad had said that no boats were to be allowed either to go home or to work for civilians, but my boats went home by groups, turn and turn about, for Norwegian food, clean clothes, and so forth. They never failed to return after their short leave was up; and I put them to work for Norwegian civilians whenever this seemed a good thing to do. No crews could have been more loyal, and they were quick to grasp what was required of them.

We could embark troops at a rate of over five hundred men an hour at a single jetty, with absolute safety. I kept the soldiers back from the shore in the shadow of rocks or houses, and they moved down to the boats in dispersed single file. The boats came alongside group by group; as soldiers came on board, my crews removed their heavy equipment for stacking under tarpaulins, and the men were pushed bodily below decks, filling the outermost boat first. When each skipper had taken as many men or stores as could be crammed on board, the boat moved out into deep water; and the whole group being thus loaded and on its way, the next group came to the jetty. On the journey, the boats maintained the same dispersed order, apparently haphazard, but in reality moving towards a systematic disembarkation at the other end.

These North Norway fishermen soon realized that their lives depended on prompt and strict adherence to my embarkation and dispersal routines. Those who were slack got a bullet from my revolver across their bows, past their ears or even between their legs if I was close enough, but they accepted such cavalier treatment very cheerfully and we were all on excellent terms. ‘You are our father and we are your children,’ shouted one burly skipper from his wheelhouse, under the influence of French red wine.

Immense barrels of red wine were essential items of their war stores for the French troops, and were even more difficult to transport in my boats than were the mules belonging to the Poles.

At Evenskjaer in those early days, the Norwegians welcomed us as saviours of Norway; in some cases, the village shops refused to take payment for goods and I do not think I have ever been offered so much refreshment. In one house, near the police-watch and telephone, I was given ten or fifteen cups of coffee every day, as well as endless smørbrød, which were all very gratefully received in such bitterly cold weather.

That such good relations between the two peoples did not always last was partly the fault of the Norwegians themselves, especially slouch-hatted youths who did little or nothing to help us or themselves and who seemed to look on the British as destined by God to do all the hard and dangerous work while they (the Norwegians) cheered on the winners in the battle and made as much profit as was convenient. When, later, refugees began to arrive at Liland before the final attack on Narvik, the local inhabitants did not stir a finger and the whole business of feeding the women and children fell to a long-suffering RASC Captain. Again, during the evacuation of Narvik late in May, many of the young men in the place not only refused to help until I came along with my father’s heavy revolver, but they even tried to force their way into the boats which had come to take women and children out of danger.
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Poles embarking with mules, Liland, Norway, May 1940.
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In rightly condemning such people, however, the British usually forgot all those thousands of Norwegians, especially country-folk, who gave us their unstinted and willing assistance. In many cases men, women, and even children risked their lives for the British – as, for instance, the young woman who refused to betray the British consular staff in Narvik, and the fourteen-year-old boy who skied twenty miles through the enemy lines at Bjerkvik with a message for the British.

How did we repay such people? Well, when my puffers had moved the South Wales Borderers for the last time, most of the boats found that everything of value on board had been pilfered – tobacco, money, watches, even sugar and bread. In one case, a Norwegian, who had served the British enthusiastically and without pay since the first landing, arrived home in Harstad to find that men from a British naval trawler had broken into his home, stolen everything of value, and deliberately smashed all the furniture. These are but two examples; there were scores of others and, instead of the culprits facing a firing party (as German soldiers would probably have done for the same offences), they usually escaped unpunished or with the loss of a stripe. Nevertheless, I believe that the Norwegians liked and admired our troops; but it is natural that some of the first enthusiasm should wear off when so little was accomplished during so many weary weeks, and when silly blunder followed silly blunder.

During this period at Evenskjaer, while it was still dark at night with very low visibility in snow-storms, German bombers did not trouble us. They passed over regularly, to and from Harstad, during the day, but the South Wales Borderers had such strict orders as to camouflage and taking cover that the enemy bombers never suspected the presence of British troops.

For three days, we waited impatiently for the attack on Narvik itself – a wait that was to extend to six weary weeks, but on 26 April the Borderers were ordered to move to Ballangen, on the southern side of Ofotfjord. My boats had been scattered by gale and blizzard, but I collected them just in time and we made quite an impressive procession as we passed through the narrow Ramsund, carrying the first half of the battalion and with Salangen leading the way.

As we filed across the open waters of Ofotfjord, with Narvik smoking in the distance, a big destroyer came charging towards us, and for a while we thought she was an enemy. When she looked like running me down, I signalled our identity. To my relief, she signalled, ‘Your escort is HMS Zulu.’ On the second night, when I moved the rest of the battalion, the same destroyer met me again. This time she signalled, ‘HMS Zulu here has pleasure in escorting you up the fjord.’ It was a courtesy much appreciated.

Generally speaking, we did not need such protection (except perhaps against a marauding enemy submarine or a shore machine-gun), but the presence of a larger vessel served to divert the attention of German bombers. On many occasions, enemy bombers circled low over puffers packed with troops, but only twice in six weeks was there a deliberate attack, and in neither case was any harm done. This was not luck; it was the result of carefully disguising the true nature of my ‘flotilla’. Except for the shortest ferry trips, no officer or soldier was allowed to show himself on deck or in the open on shore, and all military stores were covered by nets or tarpaulins. Making sure that these rules were at all times strictly observed was an exhausting and sometimes heart-breaking job, especially in the case of French or Polish troops. By constant violent abuse in three languages (which did not include Polish!) I succeeded, ably assisted by my puffer crews.

On 29 April, I landed some batteries of French artillery at Evenskjaer. That day, they left limbers, field kitchens, and wine barrels standing about conspicuously in the snow, and made no attempt either at dispersal or at camouflage. Spurred by a desperate appeal from the village lensmann, I sent a panic-stricken message to Force Headquarters, followed by another message the same evening. Nothing was done – such matters were still considered pretty unimportant – and Evenskjaer was bombed by German aircraft next day, the first of many raids. The French arrested a poor old woodsman as a ‘fifth columnist’.

There was much talk of ‘fifth columnists’ in those days, but I never heard of any case being proved. When German bombers suddenly attacked a new Allied target, it was always (in my experience) because someone had been negligent about camouflage or dispersal. Why this should have been clear to an officer so very junior and inexperienced as myself, and yet apparently not have been at all clear to many or most senior Allied officers, was both inexplicable and tragic. It was tragic, too, that Force Headquarters could not understand how much safer it was to be in small craft using narrow inshore channels, than in big ships (however well armed) on the main shipping routes.

In the first week of May, I took my fishing boat flotilla to Bogen, about ten kilometres by sea from German-occupied Narvik, and attached myself to the 24th Guards Brigade Headquarters. The blizzards of late April had given way to long, blue days and clear Arctic sunshine; the sky was seldom empty of German bombers, coming and going between Harstad and the big-ship anchorages. Every day brought news of some disaster among the warships and supply ships. Even the anti-aircraft cruiser Curlew was sunk. Midnight to 04.00 was when the bombers were least likely to be about, and I did most of my troop movements during those hours. I did not use destroyers or larger craft, even when ordered to do so by Force Headquarters, and this was the main reason for the success of our movements.

The officers at the Guards Brigade Headquarters were delightful company; there was a feeling of optimism in the air, despite the slow and fumbling progress of Allied operations around Narvik, and we devised all kinds of ingenious and humorous schemes for public but light-hearted punishment of Adolf Hitler and his fellows when the time should come. I have often regretted that those plans – so humane and yet so humiliating – were not put into effect in 1946 instead of the sentences resulting from the Nuremberg trials.

The front line at this time was only just outside the village of Bogen – movements of British troops were still very restricted by deep snow, and the thaw was only beginning. With no outside communications except by sea, and no boats, food for civilians was getting scarce, and the village lensmann at Bogen was anxious to send some of the children to safer areas; he was therefore desperately in need of a boat, but Force Headquarters had told him that no boats could be used for civilian purposes of any kind. This was the situation I found when I arrived at Bogen. Immediately, I put one of my better boats at the disposal of the lensmann; his gratitude was pathetic, and there might well have been less hard feeling towards the British all over North Norway if there had been more sympathy and relaxation of orders in this way.

Even so wise and generous an officer as General Auchinleck, who had replaced General Mackesy, grumbled in his despatches about the difficulty of controlling the local fishing boats, upon which (as he candidly admitted) the whole success of operations in North Norway depended. He was thinking, of course, of the boats immediately under the control of Force Headquarters, and his solution was to put military guards on board all of them. He said that he would have preferred military crews, forgetting that military crews could never have worked the boats in the narrow waters where my fishermen were happy to work. The true fault, alas, was in the unimaginative handling of their boats and skippers both by Force Headquarters and by some senior officers, who kept crews waiting needlessly in bombed waters, refused to let them go home to see their families, and would not let them do any work for Norwegian civilians, however urgent the need.

The boats in the Bogen area had previously been under a Sub Lieutenant Jackson, RNVR, whom the fishermen liked and who tried to learn their language, but he was only one cog in the cumbersome Inland Water Transport machine and he had not my capacity for disobedience to senior officers when that was necessary.

From Brigade Headquarters in Bogen, on the other hand, I received nothing but sympathetic co-operation and support, especially from Colonel Faulkner of the Irish Guards and the Staff Captain. In castigating Inland Water Transport as a whole, I must except their Commander (whose name I fear I have forgotten); that officer was always sympathetic, and I believe he spoke kindly about me to General Auchinleck.

On 1 May, I moved half a battalion of Chasseurs Alpins from Lenvik (a hamlet near Bogen) to Grindjord, the ferry quay on the other side of Ofotfjord, near Skjomnes. The Colonel of the Chasseurs was a Corsican and a fierce but delightful old chap, later a very good friend of mine. He had not the slightest idea of the limitations imposed by the sea; tides, depths of water, quayage and all the other inevitable factors of sea transport, meant nothing to him.

The Chasseurs seemed overladen with kit and very far from being the light, mobile mountain troops we had expected. They had a very small number of skiers, not more than a dozen or so, and most of them could only use snowshoes – and their snowshoes, together with all their white camouflage, had been left in Brest. Force Headquarters’ orders were to ferry the men out to the destroyer, Bedouin, by puffer and to disembark in the same way on the far shore. I persuaded the Colonel to let me do it my way as one movement by puffer, with the destroyer as escort. This was what I always did unless it was impossible to avoid obeying the orders from Headquarters. My method was far safer, quicker and more efficient.

I should here mention that the Pay-Commander – kind soul – of HMS Southampton, in conjunction with the ‘Bunting’ department, had produced for me a white arm-band adorned with British and Norwegian flags, with the mystic letters ‘R.N.L.O’. No one knew what it meant (actually ‘RN Liaison Officer’), but when it was on my Arctic greatcoat without badges of rank, and combined with a loud voice and masterly manner, I could get officers much senior to me to jump to my orders and to call me ‘Sir’ very nervously.

There were more moves of the Chasseurs on the night of 3 May, and on 5 May I was instructed to partake in the disembarkation of the French Foreign Legion from troopships. Here I really lost my temper with Inland Water Transport, finally taking matters into my own hands and disembarking the troops without orders. That I did not face court martial for this and other rebellions, when things quietened down, was probably due to the generous support I got, when it was all over, from that fine old man, the King of Norway, who wrote very kindly about me, making it difficult for me to be disciplined about my work in Norway.

During the following week, the Guards were turned out at midnight to be embarked in cruisers, only to be sent back on shore within a few hours. On 12 May, a great fleet of small steamers and puffers arrived, carrying a battalion of Polish troops, in charge of a young Sub Lieutenant who could speak no Polish, French or Norwegian. They chose the time of low water to arrive, and no warning had been given to Brigade Headquarters or to myself. Chaos ensued.

The Poles were always difficult to handle. They were splendid fighters but of a distinctly obstinate nature. I could not speak Polish, none of them spoke English, and only a very few (generally not officers) spoke French. Also, they had mules.... The most difficult person I had to deal with in Norway was a cloaked Polish woman ambulance-driver with red lips and a highly dramatic manner, who demanded to be taken into Narvik long before anyone else could go there.

The uncertainties and delays of the first part of May had a bad effect on my puffer crews. They had started out willing and ready (apart from some exceptions, who had deserted at the first sign of bombing) to carry British troops into Narvik under fire, without pay or recompense. As days of delay lengthened into weeks, and orders were cancelled as soon as given, the fishermen became irritated, bored and, in some cases, nervous. They were seldom attacked deliberately by the enemy but they were never far from exploding bombs, and puffers elsewhere had been sunk. However, forty-eight hours of home leave every fortnight, to obtain Norwegian food and clean clothes and to see their families, made all the difference in the world to the crews’ contentment. In this, I was fortunate to have the backing of the ‘A & Q’ in Harstad, Colonel Allan.

In all this, it was of course useful to be able to ‘turn the laugh’ against the puffer skippers in their own language, especially in front of a crowd of their own people, before whom they were often reluctant to appear in any way disciplined.

In May of 1940, I seldom had more than three hours sleep in the twenty-four. All the big moves were at night and in the daytime I was in continuous demand: to supply boats for all sorts of purposes, to settle disputes, and to translate. My comfortable little ship Salangen was soon taken away from me and I transferred my headquarters to a puffer, where I lived with four fishermen in an unventilated cabin eight foot square. Later again, I moved to a seventy foot puffer, Holmesund, where I lived in a tiny cabin on the ‘bridge’ – close quarters but comparatively clean, although I felt somewhat exposed as the German bombers passed overhead, which they now did all day and most of the night.

I do not know how many people my puffers moved on the coast of North Norway between 4 April and 7 June, but it cannot have been much less than fifteen thousand soldiers and four thousand refugees. In waters which were being constantly bombed by the Germans, with big ships being sunk on all sides, we did not lose a single man, woman or child – nor, so far as I know, was any box of stores lost from any of my boats.
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About this time, a German bomber was hit by one of our cruisers, and seen to come down in No Man’s Land beyond the Guards’ outposts. The Brigadier was anxious that someone should make quite sure of the bomber’s destruction. From what the Norwegians could tell me, there was no real reason for doubt, but it was an experience not to be missed. For a British officer – and a naval officer at that – to command a Norwegian army ski-patrol would be more than worth the loss of a night’s sleep!

I was given a Norwegian sergeant and seven soldiers. The sergeant was a big, blond man – quiet and very efficient – but most of his men were raw and inexperienced, with a tendency to forget the rules for dispersal and silence; or perhaps I was over-sensitive.

We left the barbed wire and outpost machine guns of the Guards early on the evening of 9 May. The snow near the sea was wet, with bare patches, and we carried our skis for a while – very cumbersome with rifles and pistols. When the snow deepened on higher ground, it was soft and saturated with water, the sodden drifts covering tangled undergrowth in which our skis caught. The wind freshened from seaward to half a gale and soaked us with cold, driven rain, but at least it was behind us and in the faces of the German outposts.

The rain and mist went by, and it began to freeze. Our white overalls turned to crackling sheets of ice, and the wet surface of the snow became ice-crust, which made ski control difficult and progress noisy. Then we passed fresh ski-tracks which, from their nature and direction, could only be those of an enemy patrol; and there was a brief alarm when we saw two black shapes moving in the valley – but they turned out to be only reindeer.

By good fortune, a blizzard of thin, dry snow caught up with us as we crossed the high rock-ridge beyond which the bomber was supposed to lie. The patrol spread out over the rough ground under cover of the falling snow, and after half-an-hour’s search we found the frosted, dark green shape of a Heinkel 111K pancaked on the hillside.

We were too late. There were fresh ski-tracks all around the bomber, and everything of military interest from the guns to the instrument panel had already been removed. There was something eerie in coming so unexpectedly on such a quantity of ski-tracks, and the young Norwegian soldiers were suddenly very silent. It was after midnight, but in that latitude (62.5 degrees North) it was of course broad daylight.

The sergeant and I were rummaging through the remains of the bomber – gingerly, for fear of booby traps – when we heard voices, and one of our sentries reappeared with two Norwegian civilians on skis. It was a memorable meeting, for here was hot news indeed. The men came from a house beyond the next ridge, and they were able to tell us that all the German troops had moved away south-eastwards earlier in the night, in some cases leaving their evening meals uneaten on the table. It was clear that the enemy was now withdrawing, so as to concentrate all his forces around Narvik, and this explained why we had seen nothing of the German outposts or patrols, except for their tracks in the snow. The news raised our spirits; the patrol had after all been worthwhile.

Despite our elation, the eighteen-kilometre return journey was an ordeal for all of us – even for the muscular Viking sergeant and much more so for me. Snow conditions for skis were atrocious, and it was very cold when we faced the gale, with intermittent, fierce blizzard squalls.

In the early hours of the morning we came, now soaked with half-frozen rain, to a road, and passed close to a little wooden school building, where a Norwegian outpost had been surprised by a German ski-patrol a few days earlier. The countryside was grey, empty and silent. In spite of my exhaustion – and I was very, very tired – the drama gripped me. For the first time, I knew the intangible entrancement of No Man’s Land in war. It seemed then, and it seems to me still, that the fascination of pitting skill, endurance and wits against an enemy on equal terms in unknown country is the best game of all. Man is a fighting animal; the world would be a happier place, I think, if wars could always be fought and won or lost by small groups of men moving silently with rifles.

We reached the barbed wire of the British outposts, passed the sentries in their wet snow foxholes, and returned to the more mundane ways of the war – embarkations and disembarkations, orders and counter-orders, and the menacing drone of passing bombers when the rain-clouds cleared. Force Headquarters at Harstad had been totally unprepared to act on the news I gave them on our return.

Two days later, Brigade Headquarters and the Irish Guards received orders to move to the Bodø front, two hundred kilometres further southwards, where the British troops were now hard pressed. Colonel Faulkner of the Irish Guards, a very fine officer, was in temporary command during the absence of the Brigadier, and he asked me to move his troops in my Norwegian boats. Before it could be done, alas, elaborate written orders came from Harstad prescribing a three-legged move – Norwegian boats, destroyers, transport liner, with embarkation near Skaanland to the northwards of our start point, which added one hundred kilometres to the distance.

Astonished at what seemed to be dangerous folly at Force Headquarters, I argued passionately on the field telephone, encouraged by cries of ‘Stick to your guns, Admiral’, from the Guards officers. It was all to no avail; the best I could get was permission to cut out the destroyer leg so that we might keep to the narrow channels at least as far as to the embarkation in the Chrobry, the Polish troopship.

I said a sorrowful farewell after embarking the 24th Guards Brigade at Skaanland. As had seemed to most of us to be inevitable, the Chrobry was found and attacked by German aircraft in the open waters of Vestfjord soon after leaving Skaanland. A bomb went down the funnel, Colonel Faulkner and all his senior officers were killed, and the survivors went back to Harstad in the escorting destroyers, without their equipment.
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HMS Effingham before the war.



Troop movement to Bodø was tried again in the cruiser Effingham, but she hit a rock which General Auchinleck described in his despatch as ‘uncharted’ (although I believe it was shown on the Norwegian chart), and she became a total loss. Once more, the soldiers returned to Harstad – again without their equipment. The third and successful attempt to move to Bodø was in Norwegian boats from Harstad, but it was too late. The German advance northwards from Mo i Rana could not now be stopped.

I am absolutely certain that I could have taken the Irish Guards and Brigade Headquarters from Bogen to Bodø in my puffers in complete safety, in rather less than fifteen hours, had I been allowed to do it my way. Forty-two years later, my son watched in horror when almost exactly the same error was made with Sir Galahad and the Welsh Guards in the Falklands War.

On 15 May, I was ordered to take the Poles from Bjerkvik (captured a few days earlier) to Ankenes, a small village opposite Narvik. I knew that Ankenes was then in No Man’s Land, covered by German guns, and I checked very carefully on the various orders, but all the signals were worded ‘to Ankenes’. I supposed that the enemy guns must have been silenced, but by chance I sent an empty puffer ahead; when she approached the Ankenes pier, the German guns opened fire and only minor casualties were sustained from the whole incident. I therefore ignored the orders from Headquarters, and took the Poles to a safe village, Skjomnes. To my surprise, on this occasion, I actually received an apology from Force Headquarters, who added that ‘if it had been anyone other than Job, the Poles would have been decimated’.

We were now moving one battalion every night. There was an unstable quay at Skjomnes, and I preferred to use the car-ferry pier at Grindjord. It was a warm corner: on one occasion, when waiting to move the Chasseurs again, a huge four-engined German bomber came and circled very low three times over my own boat before dropping two small bombs, which missed astern. Even a comparatively big puffer like mine was a small target for bombs. In brief intervals between troop movements and dealing with the stream of refugees, I slept in the May sunshine on a quay or on the deck of my boat, while German bombers passed and re-passed immediately overhead.
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Junkers 88 shot down by a Skua and salvaged by Patrick near Bogen on 21 May 1940.
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There were very occasional slack periods, and in the third week of May I used my biggest boat to fish a German bomber out of the fjord. It was a Junkers 88, shot down by a Fleet Air Arm Skua, and we got it by dragging our anchor over the bottom where it had fallen in the sea, until by chance we caught one wing; and then we jerked the bomber yard by yard to the shore.

Some interesting papers and bits of equipment were in the Junkers. Better still for us, there were three machine-guns, one of which was reasonably intact, although the barrel was bent. My fishing boat cook – a bright, curly-haired lad called Albert – straightened out the barrel on his galley table by hitting it with a heavy hammer, and the gun then worked very effectively and not too inaccurately. I collected nearly a thousand rounds of abandoned German ammunition, and at last we had an anti-aircraft gun of our own. This put new heart in my crew.




5

Narvik

On the afternoon of 29 May, a destroyer appeared and asked for four puffers to carry men and ammunition from Øydejord to Narvik. I took Holmesund and three other good boats.

Narvik town was then clear of Germans, who were being driven eastwards along the railway line. Rombaksfjord was comparatively quiet except for occasional bursts of machine-gun fire, and a French battery firing at the railway tunnels from above Øydejord.

By 22.00 I had finished the work I had been sent to do. It then occurred to me to wonder whether any arrangements had been made to get the women and children out of the town before the Germans started bombing. From past experience, I thought it unlikely that Allied Force Headquarters would have given the matter any consideration.

I went ashore at Vasvik quay, on the northern side of Narvik isthmus. Luckily, the first Norwegian I met was interested in the same problem; he at once led me up the steep road in search of the ordfører, or Mayor of Narvik. On the way, he told me something of the German occupation. The whole town was full of admiration for the British Navy; the two battles in April had been most impressive. The various bombardments were so accurate that after six weeks of shelling only thirty civilians had been killed – mostly through their own carelessness. Indeed, the Royal Navy acquired in Narvik a reputation which has still not died.

The Germans had fled in terror, throwing away their weapons and waving white flags, when the first British warships appeared. The Norwegian police could have disarmed the enemy, but naturally supposed that the British would land – it was the only chance to do so. The total of thirty-six ships was sunk in the harbour, but the approaches to the main quays were fairly clear.

During the occupation, the Germans had treated the inhabitants strictly, but not unkindly. There was no real shortage of food. There had been about three thousand German troops in the town. Of the civilian population, about seven thousand remained throughout the siege.

At the time of my arrival in Narvik, the centre of the town showed little sign of damage, apart from the complete destruction of the railway, a number of shell-holes, and innumerable broken windows. The harbour area had of course been badly damaged by our guns and the Germans had destroyed everything else of military value.

My guide took me first to the fire-station, but the mayor was not there; a fireman was told to take me to him on a motor-cycle. This proved to be a hair-raising experience. The road was pitted with shell-holes, the pillion saddle had no foot-rests, and my steel helmet persistently fell on my nose. We went at fifty or sixty miles per hour and caused some sensation among the inhabitants. Although well past midnight, it was of course broad daylight at that latitude in May. I was still clutching the yellow flag which I used to control my puffers.

After some trouble, we found the mayor – a very energetic, thin-faced, youngish man whose name was Theodor Broch. I arrived at precisely the right moment. The Town Council, police and other officials were discussing the evacuation of civilians. They were uncertain what to do, because they had been given no information or advice by the military – and they had no boats. They had printed evacuation passes and had designated reception areas, but without boats they could do nothing.

I assured the meeting that the Germans would bomb Narvik within twenty-four hours (I underestimated by only twelve hours), and I was immediately asked to take charge of the whole affair except designation of reception areas. Within two hours I had started loading the first boats, with mothers of two or more children under ten and the children.

I myself went with Holmesund as far as Liland on the first trip. We carried about seventy passengers, with eight babies to a bunk. One passenger was the wife of the Captain of the Norwegian coast-defence ship Norge, which had been sunk by the Germans in gallant action at the start of the invasion. Fru Askim clutched my hand and thanked me with tears in her eyes for the work of the Royal Navy.

Evacuation of civilians, Vasvik, June 1940.
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I collected more boats at Liland and returned to Narvik. Within fifteen hours of starting the evacuation, more than 1,500 women and children had been sent away. Each one of them had had to be lifted down from the wooden quay into a waiting motor-boat. Throughout 30 May, Vasvik jetty was crowded with pathetic family groups and their bags and bundles of bedding, but by the grace of God no bombs fell.

Procuring sufficient boats against the wishes of Allied Force Headquarters; checking the number of refugees in each boat and forcing the skipper to take about ten more passengers than he wished; finding someone to take charge of each boat; driving young men of military age back into town; comforting nervous old dames and frightened children; restricting baggage to reasonable limits in the face of family pleadings; preventing attempts to proceed to districts even more dangerous than Narvik; the shouting of orders to skippers above the babble of the crowd; the continuous sorting out of troubles, finding lost luggage and tracing missing families; and the making of immediate and difficult decisions under an unceasing bombardment of appeals, queries and requests in three languages – all this had to be done, hour after hour, day after day, and night after night, with the ever-present awareness that a bomb might arrive in the midst of the waiting crowd.

It was during this time that I came to like and to respect those splendid soldiers, the French Foreign Legionaries. Ruffians, often half-drunk and always willing to pilfer and to burgle, yet they made up for all this by their fighting spirit and the gentle kindness they showed to women and children or to anyone in need. Many of them were working at stores or guarding ammunition on Vasvik quay, and one or other would always notice when I became exhausted: hot coffee would suddenly appear from nowhere and a large share of some legionary’s rations.

On one occasion on the first day, I was in a boat which was carrying wounded legionaries. Here I saw how the spirit of loyalty to a unit (it was the 13th Demi-Brigade) can make men fight and die as nothing else can; typically, they referred to their dead as ‘les camarades’. The exposed deck of a heavily vibrating puffer was not a good way for carrying men with blood-caked faces and shattered limbs, but I did what very little I could for them and they responded with pathetic smiles through the blood. They filled me with pity and admiration, these soldiers without a home and without a country, suffering so gallantly in the name of the Legion for a country and cause that was no concern of theirs.

In my life, I have received three compliments which I shall never forget. The first was what Admiral Cork said after the landing of the Expeditionary Force, even if he changed his mind later, and the second came from one of these wounded Legionaries. Shivering with suppressed pain, he whispered to me as I passed, ‘Venez me couvrir, mon lieutenant. Personne n’peut le faire comme vous.’ He gave me a Caporal cigarette. It is the only cigarette I ever smoked in my life; I still have the remains of the cigarette paper.

On the evening of 30 May the supply of boats failed and the many people still waiting had to be sent home. The British Consul, Captain Gibb RN, and his staff were still in Narvik and from them I received the extraordinary kindness which I met everywhere in North Norway from people of all ranks and of all nations.

About noon on 31 May, the Norwegian Government ordered evacuation of civilians to cease. It seemed inexplicable both to Theodor Broch and to me, and we ignored the order; but it was now very difficult to get any boats. Lord Cork and Orrery (his title was Flag Officer Narvik!) appeared briefly at this time for his one fleeting visit to the town, which dangerously increased the congestion on the ferry road. Control of traffic in Narvik was a major problem. There were few constables and the auxilary police were of very little use. While the Admiral was there, I was out in a puffer trying to collect more boats when two heavy bombs from German aircraft burst in the middle of town. Admiral, Colonel, Guard of Honour, refugees and prisoners – all disappeared before my boat could turn round.

I believe that only one civilian was killed in this small raid, but the Norwegian Government changed its mind about evacuation when it heard about it. Allied Force Headquarters had no such change of heart. While I was snatching a few hours of sleep that night, Headquarters sent a young naval officer to take all my puffers away, together with some of the boats specially procured by the mayor for civilian evacuation. In consequence, three hundred women and children were kept waiting for eight hours on the quay in cold drizzle.

By cunning or by force, I recovered some boats and in the next two days I sent away 2,000 to 2,500 women, children and old men, including all the inhabitants of an old people’s home, some of whom had not walked for years.

A signal for me arrived from Force Headquarters. It said that I was ‘not repeat not’ to concern myself with the evacuation of civilians from Narvik. I showed the signal to Theodor Broch, who said that if I lost my commission (which looked increasingly likely) I would immediately be given one in the Royal Norwegian Navy. I ignored the signal.

One evening, a Norwegian radio reporter found me on Vasvik quay. We had a very brief chat among the hubbub and then, as was usual in those days, I was asked whether I had any personal messages for broadcasting. I spoke a brief greeting for my mother in England – which of course she never heard – and then for Bjørg’s family in Tromsø. Later, when I saw how the war in North Norway was going, I supposed (and hoped) that my message would not be broadcast. After the war, I heard that for safety Bjørg was then living with her younger brother and sister on a little island far out in the Arctic Ocean. Bjørg’s grandfather was the lighthouse keeper. The grandmother, who was a pious old lady, called the children from playing by the shore to hear the morning service on the radio. When the service was over, my voice came suddenly into the small-windowed room. Five years were to pass without even that remote contact between us.
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After the German bombings, 2 June 1940.
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On 2 June, Narvik’s time came. At least twenty-three German bombers (some said thirty-six) made a concentrated attack on the centre of the town. In spite of the gallant efforts of four somewhat aged RAF fighters from the temporary airfield at Bardufoss, which shot down at least six bombers, a great fire was soon sweeping through Narvik, which was mostly built of wood in those days. At times the bombs fell in such rapid succession that it sounded like heavy automatic gun-fire. The heat and roar of the flames was terrific. Within a very short time, the centre of the town had been completely destroyed. So far as I could find out, only three people lost their lives. It seemed a miracle.

Later that evening, a captain of the Foreign Legion, thinking I already knew, talked to me of the impending evacuation of North Norway by the Allies. It seemed to me that the Mayor of Narvik, who had done so much for the Allied cause as well as for his own people, should know of this. I did not wish to act in any underhand way, so I waited until we were both with the British Consul. For a little while after I had spoken, there was silence in the room. Narvik was very quiet between air-raids; there were no troops in the town and there was very little traffic. The heaped snow had almost gone from the streets, and there was sunshine beyond the lace curtains. ‘Yes,’ said Theodor Broch, ‘I see. I must think a little. We must change some of our plans; I must think a little.’ Then he was all energy again; but never by word or deed did he ever betray my confidence. Official secret confirmation of the Allied evacuation came to Narvik four days later.

We continue to send civilians away from the town; we wanted the Germans to find Narvik empty, it was to be an empty victory for them. Bombing continued sporadically, but our warning system was now efficient and there were few people left for the bombs to hit. There were also fewer houses left to burn.

Poles leaving Narvik, 7 June 1940.
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British destroyer, Arrow, near Harstad, 8 June 1940.



Movements were mostly at night – if you could call it ‘night’ when there was no darkness and the sun did not set – because bombers often did not come then. Planning and organizing were done by day, so there was little time for sleep.

There had been ten thousand people in Narvik before the war. When the Mayor and I left the harbour quay in my last fishing boat, late on Friday evening, 7 June, there were probably not more than one hundred people in the town.

I still had my German machine-gun in a suitcase with the remaining six hundred rounds of ammunition, and my plan had been to stay behind in Norway when the Expeditionary Force had gone. I sent a message to my mother in England through a friend on the consul’s staff to that effect, and I delayed my departure from Narvik so as to reach Harstad after the last Allied ship should have sailed.

Unknown to me, departure of the ships was also delayed, and I was disappointed to see HMS Southampton still at anchor when we came to Harstad in the early hours of 8 June. The last vestige of any excuse for disobeying orders was now gone; I climbed on board with my machine-gun still in its suitcase, and the Mayor of Narvik went on his way to Tromsø in my fishing boat. When Theodor Broch got to Tromsø, the Norwegian King and Government were already at sea in HMS Devonshire, so he went east-about around the world to join them in England.

I slept almost without a break during the next three days and nights, but the cruiser’s lookouts saw bodies in the water on the first day at sea. In fact, unbeknown to us or to any British ships, there was at that time (9 June 1940) taking place perhaps one of the most terrible events of the Second World War, not far beyond the clear horizon on our port side. In the cold, calm waters of the Arctic sea, almost a thousand officers and men from the aircraft carrier Glorious and destroyers Ardent and Acasta were drifting in Carley rafts, without food, water or medical supplies and with inadequate clothing. Some were naked and many were terribly wounded. Their ships had been surprised by an enormously superior German naval force – including two battleships – on 8 June and had been sunk before any signal could be sent to Admiralty.
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HMS Glorious.



From the thousand floating survivors, among the moans and occasional cries of anguish, there might from time to time be heard the sounds of weak and tuneless singing; but – in ones and twos and tens and scores – they died, of wounds, of thirst, and from exposure to the pervasive soaking and awful cold of the Arctic sea. When, by chance, a Norwegian coaster came that way on 10 June, fewer than forty of the original thousand survivors from Glorious, Ardent and Acasta were still alive.

The cruiser Southampton steamed into the Firth of Clyde on 12 June 1940 – a warm, sunny day. The fighting in France was almost over, and the evacuation of British troops from Dunkirk was part of history; I had heard nothing of these events. After Norway, I was disillusioned, ashamed, and resentful.

Bomb bursts near Glorious off Norway, 1940.
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6

Operation ‘VP’

I went by train to the south of England, where my mother was staying with her sister on the edge of Ashdown Forest. As my taxi drove through the village, I saw my mother looking in a shop window, in the way people do who find time hanging heavily on their hands. I stopped the taxi, and went across to tap her on the shoulder. In the taxi, she told me that she had received my message from Narvik, telephoned by my friend in the consulate when he arrived in London; so she was relieved and pleased to see me.

The King of Norway found time in those distressful days to send a message of personal thanks to me through the British Admiralty. He was too honourable a man to show bitterness at our desertion of his country in her hour of need.

I turned my own thoughts to finding a way to return to Norway. Motor torpedo boats seemed the best prospect, but in 1940 there were not many of them and their range was restricted by their size and small fuel capacity. There was a Norwegian flotilla working out of Dover, and I spent some time with it, but it had little hope of getting back to Norway and my ideas of using hiding places and fuel-dumps on the Norwegian coast were thought impractical by the British naval authorities. I still think that it could have been done in those early days of the German occupation, and would have been worthwhile.

However that may be, I was to spend two frustrated years trying one way and then another to get back to Norway; but in fact I was probably fortunate to have this period of more or less normal service at sea. By November 1941, when I gave up keeping further records, I had already covered more than twenty-seven thousand miles in the Western Ocean in HM ships, so I must have done well over thirty-five thousand miles in all, mostly steaming at slow speed.

Looking back, it is astonishing to remember how ill-equipped some British warships were in 1940 and 1941. Much of my sea-time was in a converted merchantman, HMS Corinthian, which zig-zagged all alone in the Southern Atlantic, with two six-inch guns and one four-inch gun – old and worn – and no other offensive or defensive armament. Incredible as it must now seem, the only close-range anti-aircraft weapon on board was my German machine-gun from Narvik, which was taken out of its suitcase and provided with a special bracket on one wing of the bridge. For months, the German gun was my action station at sea.

The Captain of this ship had been Navigating Officer for one of the world’s great liners. He and his own Navigating Officer worked the ship’s position with meticulous accuracy, to a fraction of a mile within the great empty expanse of the Southern Ocean, which was good training for young officers like myself. We always joined a convoy to go out, and another to come in, but at sea we were alone. There were twelve of these ocean patrol vessels at first, turn and turn about in different areas. Eight, I think, were sunk by enemy aircraft or submarines, but we were lucky. We intercepted friendly ships in the warm, blue waters beyond the Azores. We picked up survivors from other ships – men haggard after three weeks in open boats. We sighted U-boat periscopes, and charged them, blindly, like a slow bull, until the periscopes submerged and we (lacking all means for search or attack) could turn and zig-zag to safety with our enemy-sighting report tapping in the wireless room. Homeward bound, we watched in helpless pity as neighbours in convoy erupted one by one into torpedoed flame and fell out from the plodding lines of ships into the unfriendly night. All this seemed terribly monotonous to me.
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Relaxing on the boat deck, HMS Corinthian, 3 October 1941
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Patrick at Action Stations, 13 October 1941
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Boat deck, October 1941.
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HMS Corinthian, November 1941
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I still heard nothing from Bjørg, and nothing but vague rumours about my schooner. Someone had seen my mother’s yellow oilskin coat covering a German anti-aircraft gun... . A few letters did reach me from Southern Norway, especially from Kaare, my chess opponent, who had a brother at a technical college in Switzerland. The letters needed to pass the enemy censor, of course, but Kaare had ways of his own for making his meaning clear to me. In one letter he wrote, ‘Give my greetings to our old friend Haakon, and tell him I look forward to seeing you all.’ We had no ‘old friend’ called Haakon, but I was able to deliver Kaare’s message all the same.

During a short leave in London, I was asked to meet the King of Norway at the United Services Club. We had coffee in a corner that was reserved by custom for the Norwegians, and I sat beside the King, on his right hand. He was now very close to his seventieth birthday, a tall, upright and noble, but very friendly person. In a pause in the general conversation, I was so bold (especially for a still very junior lieutenant) as to repeat Kaare’s impudent message, speaking in my fisherman Norwegian.

For a few seconds, there was startled silence in the Norwegian corner of the room. Then old King Haakon raised his hands and slapped his knees with a roar of laughter. ‘Ha,’ he said, ‘of course there are many Haakons in Norway. How would the Germans know which one your friend meant?’

This was January 1942. By April, my ship had been refitted for the Far East, and was lying in the Clyde, waiting for an outward-bound convoy. We were under sailing orders, and I was going up to the bridge, when I was shown a signal which had just arrived on board. The first paragraph instructed me to report to the Admiralty in London, and the second added that a relief would be sent to the ship. The signal had been repeated to Chief of Combined Operations for information.

I felt like a man reprieved in the death-cell; but many months were to pass before I knew why I had been reprieved. At first, I was sent to a Fairmile Motor Launch working out of Kirkwall in Orkney, presumably to gain practical experience in Coastal Forces working in northern waters. I was supernumerary, and the Commanding Officer was a charming and cultured man – a sculptor in civil life – who became a life-long friend. Except for my itch to get on with the real business on the Norwegian coast, it was a pleasant and not uninteresting interlude.

[image: e9781783033065_i0035.jpg]


Late in June 1942, I was appointed to the staff of Admiral Sir Lionel Wells, who was the Admiral commanding Orkney and Shetland, and at Lyness I began at last to see what was going to be expected of me. It was a formidable undertaking, being entirely without precedent, but the immediate task was to collate all available information about the west coast of Norway, which took me seven weeks, working seventy or eighty hours a week. It was useless to recall that much of the information needed was of the kind that Admiralty had earlier mislaid, or which I could have collected so easily myself in the days when I had my schooner.

The mechanics of the forthcoming operations had then to be considered. I was fortunate in finding that a young officer of quite outstanding ability and character had been appointed to start the new Coastal Forces base at Lerwick, Shetland. He was an Engineer Lieutenant of the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, Grund by name. We made a good team; I knew little or nothing of the ‘nuts and bolts’ involved, but I was able to fight many of Grund’s battles with other departments in Shetland, Orkney, Invergordon and London, between which scattered points I flitted by air, land and sea.

It was when I was in London in September, just after the abortive Dieppe raid, that I was summoned to see Lord Louis Mountbatten (as he was then) at Combined Operations Headquarters. Lord Louis had only recently been appointed Chief of Combined Operations; before that, he had commanded the 5th Destroyer Flotilla and had become a legendary hero for most young Naval officers.

Lord Louis gripped my hand when I stepped nervously into his office; then he strode back and forth across the wide carpet, addressing me in forceful tones as he passed, so that I was obliged to swing from side to side in order to face him.

He had arranged for me to run the special motor torpedo boat operations in Norway – it was now up to me to make a success of them. He told me that I was to remember that Commando-trained troops would be essential for success. It had been shown in the Dieppe raid that Commando troops were much more successful than other troops. ‘Yes, Sir,’ I said, and ‘Ay, Ay, Sir,’ and ‘Yes, Sir, of course.’ I did not add what I really knew – that Sir Lionel Wells (under whose overall command we would after all be working) was a seaman of the old school who did not much favour either ‘combined operations’ or the idea of having troops of any kind on board his ships. Lord Louis shook my hand again, and I departed, impressed but shaken, for Shetland.

Reasonably, enough, the Norwegian motor torpedo boat officers themselves were not very pleased at the idea of carrying ‘passengers’ in the restricted space on board their boats, but the plans which were growing in my mind made me pretty certain that Commando troops would have an important part to play in what was going to be done in Norway.

The Norwegians had eight of the big, new ‘D’-Class boats. They were really small ships, of well over a hundred tons. They were powerful craft, heavily armed and with two twenty-one-inch torpedo tubes, but there were many problems to be overcome if they were to cross the North Sea and were to work successfully against the enemy in Norwegian waters. The Senior Officer of the Flotilla was Lieutenant Tamber, a fierce, dedicated and rather moody young officer of the Royal Norwegian Navy. He was (as he liked to say) the only Norwegian naval officer, except the King, who was allowed to wear a moustache – Tamber had a hare lip. The next senior officer was Lieutenant Andresen, commonly called Ola, a fair-haired, happy, but independent little man (‘little but good’ in the words of the flotilla song), who would really have preferred to work on his own, without bothering with the rest of the flotilla.

Another of the Royal Norwegian Navy officers was Charles Herlofson, who became my particular friend as the difficult months of 1942 and 1943 went by. He was less ebullient than some of the others, but highly efficient and very conscientious. Most of the others were Royal Norwegian Naval Reserve, a cheerful, friendly and rumbustious crowd, all magnificent seamen – which they needed to be, for ‘D’-Class motor torpedo boats were never designed to cross two hundred miles of the North Sea in winter.

I was already clear in my own mind that there could be no question of the normal type of motor torpedo boat raid – there and back in one night. True, the problem of range had been overcome by carrying large quantities of high octane fuel in consumable cans on deck, and I felt certain that the difficulties of getting into the Norwegian Inner Leads had been overestimated; but the boats could not possibly hope to find a target, attack it, and return to base, all in one night, without being sunk by German aircraft. We must do something quite new: keep the big ‘D’-Class motor torpedo boats hidden on the Norwegian coast – if necessary for several days and nights – until a suitable target came in sight. One much smaller Norwegian MTB had done something of the kind as early as 1941, having then been towed by destroyer most of the way across the North Sea, but that successful operation was too complicated and hazardous for frequent repetition.

When my plans had taken shape, the next task was to convince all the many authorities concerned that they would work. Tamber and his MTB Captains were well satisfied with the proposals, and the Royal Air Force at Sumburgh, who were flying Beaufighters over the North Sea, were equally cooperative. The Commando troop was under a South African London Scottish officer, Major Ted Fynn, who knew exactly what was needed of his men and who could not have been a better choice for the difficult and unusual task before us. Commando troops in those days were picked men of the highest standard, who took the hazards and extreme discomforts of long-range MTB raids in their stride. Outside this happy and close-knit organization in Shetland, however, innumerable other people were involved, some of them very senior indeed, and at times the difficulties seemed insurmountable.

The ‘VP’ operations (that was the official code name) were unique for anything of such magnitude, in that none of the officers directly concerned was more senior than naval Lieutenant. After some early arguments, I was made directly responsible to the Admiral through his Operations Room (one hundred and twenty miles away in Orkney), and I was given virtually a free hand to plan and direct all the operations in Norway. The decision whether or not the boats should sail was also made in my Operations Room at Lerwick; only when the operation had started did I telephone the details by ‘scrambler’ to the Lyness Operations Room in Orkney, so that the Admiral could send out his ‘Most Secret’ signal, directing the motor torpedo boats to do what they were already doing, and informing all the other authorities who had to be told. It was an odd but efficient arrangement, and certainly a credit to the Admiral and his staff officers who permitted it.

My appreciation of the situation on the Norwegian coast was proved correct by events, because in the course of the first eight months of intensive patrolling and raiding only one ‘D’-Class MTB was lost, and that was by stranding on a reef, not by enemy action.

During all this time, Norwegian casualties in the motor torpedo boats amounted to no more than three killed and twenty-one wounded (of these, most were only slightly wounded, and nearly all of them were on one big ‘combined operation’). The intricate channels of the Norwegian Inner Leads carried as much German shipping in 1942 and 1943 as any waters in the world, and the Germans did everything possible to defend the coast. There were gun batteries, searchlights, and minefields at every entrance that could be used by big ships; but I had details of twenty or thirty narrower entrance channels which were in many cases undefended except for an occasional watch post. The minefields, even where they really existed except on paper, were too deep in the water to affect motor torpedo boats. The enemy had little or no radar on the Norwegian coast, but it was essential to approach the islands in darkness, so as not to be seen by shore observers or patrolling aircraft. Equally important, it was impossible to identify the intended entrance in darkness unless the moon was rising behind the land. Approaching Norway against the moon, the mountains stood out in distinctive silhouette, while for shore observers the boats merged into the silvered sea and sky behind them; but if the moon was not in the right position, the favourable conditions would be reversed, and MTB operations would become highly hazardous or impossible. On such small considerations does success in war depend.

Since darkness was needed, as well as the right moon, and there is no darkness in summer in northern waters, the ‘VP’ season was late autumn, winter, and early spring, when storms from westward were always a hazard. The distance from Lerwick to the Norwegian West Coast entrances was about two hundred nautical miles; the motor torpedo boats were capable of thirty knots, but they never reached that speed in the open sea and they were knocked down to half-speed, or much less than half-speed, in anything like bad weather. In my planning, therefore, I had to take into consideration what winds might be expected during the ten or fifteen hours after leaving Lerwick and – much more difficult – the probable wind strength and direction two or three days later when the boats would be returning from Norway.

It was another piece of good fortune that the best possible man for the job was appointed as my meteorological officer. He was a Special Branch Lieutenant, George Westwater by name, a recent graduate of a Scottish university. George’s analytical mind and extreme discretion, combined with perception and a clear understanding of the operational requirements, made him the ideal forecaster of weather for our operations. He worked quietly by himself all day in a little room beside my own Operations Room, until the time came to decide whether or not the boats should sail. George would stand in front of his weather maps, silently considering them for perhaps five minutes. At the end of that time, he would give his opinion in gentle tones, always clearly and concisely, but never claiming greater accuracy than his information warranted. He knew just how much weather the torpedo boats could take, and the Norwegian officers came to trust him implicitly. Mutual trust, in operations of this kind, is essential to success.
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Nothing, of course, could prevent bad weather from overtaking the boats from time to time before their return to base, so they seldom came in without some sea damage. The worst experience was when Charles Herlofson faced a north-west force nine gale all the way back across the North Sea, and suffered breaks in no fewer than thirteen of the heavy laminated frames of his boat. Conditions in motor torpedo boats returning from Norway in such weather were appalling. The bows crashed into the trough of each sea until the hull shook like a hooked mackerel; men and movable objects parted company with the deck as it plunged, only to regain contact with a sickening shock as the bows surged upwards in the next sea.

It was a long time before the Germans realised that motor torpedo boats were operating in the Norwegian Inner Leads, and still longer before they understood how the operations were being conducted. This secrecy was helped by our close cooperation with the RAF at Sumburgh, on the southern tip of Shetland. Beaufighters escorted our boats about halfway across the North Sea, and met them when they returned, often under the worst of flying conditions. Close air cover could not be given within range of the German airfields in Norway, so the boats were on their own after they had left the Beaufighters and as night began to fall, but the RAF continued to keep ceaseless watch for the MTB wireless signals. No message was ever sent out by the boats except with the code and procedure normally used by patrolling Beaufighters; in this way, the Germans did not bother to trace the source of MTB wireless transmissions, and the boats were safe to send requests for information, rendezvous messages for aircraft, or enemy sighting signals, without any risk of being immediately pounced upon by German fighters.

This was a simple but very effective deception, because it was impossible for the enemy to investigate every radio transmission emanating from (apparently) a patrolling Beaufighter, which might be expected to be far away before anything could be done about it. Radio messages were very brief, of course, and sent only in emergency, but they were passed to me at Lerwick by ‘scrambler’ telephone from Sumburgh after their quick decode, so that not much could happen to the boats without my knowing of it within a very few minutes.

This is to look ahead a little, because first we had to send our own reconnaissance to the Inner Leads, using a Norwegian fishing boat commanded by a giant, fair-haired and quite delightful Norwegian naval Lieutenant called Sjur Østervold. With his help, I built up my store of information and Norwegian charts still further, and Østervold also brought back people to be used as pilots for the torpedo boats. To assist the pilots, I already had an immense file of oddly assorted aerial and surface photographs, all outlined as arcs of vision on a special set of large-scale costal charts as index-chart, so that several views of almost any channel or section of coast could be picked out within a matter of seconds. The pilots themselves assisted with this work when not at sea, and also with putting the coloured light sectors on photostat copies of the Norwegian charts – an essential and almost endless chore since we had so few of the originals.

Given the weather and the moon, it was thus not very difficult for our boats to find whichever narrow and rock-bound inlet they had been directed to use, even though all the outer coast lighthouses were of course extinguished except on the rare occasions when German capital ships were on the move. Once the outer barrier of rocks and islands had been penetrated, we found the small automatic coloured lights in the Leads to be burning just as in peacetime.

During the German occupation, the Inner Leads of the Norwegian coast continued to be the best marked and lit waters in the world – the channels were so vital to the life of the country and to the Germans themselves that the marks and lights could never be removed. The ingenious and effective system of coloured light-sectors made navigation under cover of darkness almost easier than by day. All this was to the advantage of the Norwegian motor torpedo boats from Lerwick, once they were past the outer islands.

Unfortunately, the motor torpedo boats were not entirely free to move at will against the enemy in the Leads. SIS (Secret Intelligence Service) kept several very important agents hidden at different places along the Norwegian west coast, with one duty, and one duty only – to report by wireless to London if they saw a German capital ship. At all other times, these men kept silence; and they were considered of such importance that no Allied military operation was permitted if there was the least chance of its causing a search to be made anywhere near one of the secret wireless transmitters. What irked us was that the occasional information sent by these people was locked away in the most secret places in the British Admiralty, and could not be communicated to the motor torpedo boats – the only Allied ships of war able to do anything about it. Far too many people in London seemed to be more concerned with the collecting of Intelligence for its own sake, than with giving Intelligence to those who were able to make use of it.

We were glad to be able to use so happy and honest a man as Østervold for most of our own early Intelligence work, until the torpedo boats began to get their own Intelligence. Østervold even succeeded in making some dumps of high octance torpedo boat fuel among the Norwegian islands, sinking the drums beneath the surface in narrow inlets.

As time went on, and the Germans began to realize what was happening, it became progressively more hazardous to use fishing boats between Shetland and Norway, and SOE (Special Operations Executive) began to turn covetous eyes on our MTBs. For the Germans, the Norwegian motor torpedo boats were thorns in the flesh.

The first MTB sorties went to Norway in November 1942. Lieutenant Prebensen with one group sank two small ships in Askvold harbour, northwards of Sognfjord; more important still, the big motor torpedo boats found that they could penetrate into the Inner Leads with ease, and that they could lie hidden quite safely in the narrow rock inlets during the day. Ola Andresen took his two boats into Frøjsjøen and, being forced out of his intended lurking place by storm, he went past a big German gunpost on the island of Bremanger in broad daylight at a range of about one and a half miles, flying the Norwegian ensign. The Germans took absolutely no notice at all; it may be presumed that the idea of enemy torpedo boats being in those waters never entered their minds.

All the Norwegian boats came back safely; this was very encouraging to me. The darkest period of the year now being with us, the motor torpedo boats began to go to Norway whenever weather and moon were propitious. No two operations were the same, but the procedure in general was for the boats to slow their engines, and to fit external silencers, as they passed the outer rocks; then they went straight to their planned ‘lurking places’ – narrow creeks, usually on islands, where they could lie two at a time alongside the rocks (there is very little range of tide on Norway’s west coast). The boats were completely covered with camouflage nets after they had been secured, and a field telephone was run up to the nearest hilltop overlooking the shipping channels. The Commando troops – about a dozen for each group of boats on normal operations – put out their guard pickets on the island, and the crews settled down to wait for sight or news of German ships.

It was not to be expected that every motor torpedo boat ‘patrol’ in Norway would be successful, and many of the Norwegian boats returned to Shetland more or less damaged by the sea but with little else to report; yet, one by one, successes were achieved – German merchant ships and patrol craft sunk by torpedo or raked by gunfire, watch posts attacked suddenly out of the night, and bewildered German prisoners snatched for interrogation, which was made the more productive by the intervening discomfort of crossing the winter North Sea to Lerwick in the close confines of a ‘D’ MTB.

One of the most ambitious and successful of the early raids came in the third week of January 1943, on the island of Stord, at the entrance to Hardangerfjord, where there was a copper pyrites mine of some value to the Germans. All available Norwegian motor torpedo boats were used, both for landing the Commando men at Sagvaag and for making gun diversions elsewhere. The main diversions were at Marstein, a rocky off-shore islet with a lighthouse and gun-battery, and at Lervik – the Norwegian Lervik, that is, spelt with a ‘v’ and lying on the south-eastern side of Stord.

The Sagvaag raid was a credit to the Norwegian crews and to Ted Fynn’s Commando troops, and to the spirit of cooperation between them. In the Shetland Lerwick two hundred miles away, it was a worrying few days. German broadcasts said that our raid had been repulsed, and that two of the attacking boats had been sunk. The motor torpedo boats could not risk transmitting while the whole coast was alerted against them, so it was only when the last boat had returned that we knew there had been only one of our men killed, with no MTB lost or seriously damaged. The machinery at the copper mine had been completely smashed with explosives, the quay had been destroyed by torpedoes, one small enemy ship had been sunk, and three German prisoners were brought back to Lerwick in Shetland.

An announcement on the raid was made in the British House of Commons – successful military operations in enemy territory were sufficiently rare in early 1943 to be worth some blowing of trumpets.

There were other less-publicized raids; and it was one of the privileges of running operations like ‘VP’ to meet so many gallant men. One English boy remains in my memory. His name was Godwin – we called him Joe – and he was very young, even for a Sub Lieutenant of the RNVR. Joe Godwin had been trained as a canoeist-limpeteer; he had a Petty Officer named Hiscock and a small group of seamen with him, and a motor-coble (a seaworthy but very small boat) to carry the party and their canoes. His ambition was to attack German patrol ships on the Norwegian coast; one ship was known to lie in the channel southwards of Haugesund and Joe fretted at what he thought to be needlessly cautious restrictions by the Admiral, but which were in fact imposed by London. There was another young Sub Lieutenant with us – a stocky New Zealander called Roger Harris – who was doing reconnaissance work elsewhere on the Norwegian coast, and I remember how these two young officers were talking about their plans one day in my Operations Room.

Joe was perched on the edge of the table, sulking at yet another setback.

‘All I want to do is to get over to Norway and get killed,’ he grumbled, almost in tears, ‘and these idiots keep holding me back.’

Roger stopped puffing his pipe.

‘If you were being killed, you’d sing a different tune,’ he observed.

Joe’s sullen face cleared immediately, and he laughed.

‘I expect I’d run away screaming,’ he said.

It was late April in 1943 before Sub Lieutenant Godwin was given his chance; I was then on an MTB operation in other part of Norway, and I did not see him leave Lerwick, but his coble was towed to Utsire, that same island which I had first sighted when I had sailed my schooner to Norway six years earlier. From Utsire, Joe Godwin and his crew took the coble to a rocky island inside Karmøy; there they hid and watched and waited, until their chance came to paddle their canoes out to the German patrol ship, which lay stopped where they expected her to be. They placed their limpets, and withdrew unseen; they were in uniform and it was a perfectly legitimate operation of war. When the ship sank before their delighted eyes, the little party packed their gear and took the coble back to Utsire for rendezvous with the pick-up MTB.

To everybody’s great distress, bad weather prevented any motor torpedo boat from going to Utsire at the planned time, and there was no sign of Joe Godwin there when the weather improved. I had by now returned to Lerwick, and the motor torpedo boats made three more attempts to meet Joe at Urter islands near Utsire, in spite of shortening hours of darkness.

While this was happening, I received a friendly letter from Petty Officer Hiscock’s wife. She can have had only the vaguest idea of what her husband was doing in Shetland, but she told me she had had a dream, in which Petty Officer Hiscock was sitting on a bare rock by the sea and talking to her. He had said he was well and had enough to eat; she was not to worry. All that was true when Mrs Hiscock wrote her letter; it was no longer true when I received it.

It was only after the war was over that we found out how the matter had ended. When the expected arrival of the pick-up MTB had been stopped by the weather, the little party was surprised and captured by the Germans. During the last years of the war, they were treated with great cruelty; then, as the Allied advance came nearer, Joe Godwin and Petty Officer Hiscock and the others were killed at Sachsenhausen and Belsen.
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In the Armistice silence each year, my thoughts turn first to my father, but secondly to Joe Godwin. Third among my remembered names is Ola Andresen, ‘little but good’.

After months of arguing, and indeed after I had left for other work, little Ola got what he had always wanted – a pair of small motor torpedo boats of his own, so small that they could lie hidden on the Norwegian coast even in the constant daylight of the summer months. Ola was delighted, and he was towed across the North Sea by one of the bigger ‘D’-Class boats without too much difficulty. At first, it looked as if his audacious plan would work in spite of the pessimists, but on his second ‘patrol’ he must have been seen moving in the Norwegian Leads. German soldiers surprised him in his lurking place; he and his small crew were overwhelmed.

Again, it had been a legitimate operation, and all of the MTB crew were in uniform. The Germans did their best to get the Norwegians and their one British signal-rating to talk, but could get little or nothing from them. Ola Andresen and all his men were then taken to Ulven parade-ground near Bergen, and there they were shot. The seven bodies were put in boxes with explosives and taken to sea, dropped overboard, and detonated in deep water.

What had happened was that the unpredictable incursions of Allied motor torpedo boats into the Norwegian Leads had got on Adolf Hitler’s nerves. As the Tambach Conference Papers revealed two years later, Hitler had given irritated orders for the raids to be stopped at all costs, and the Germans on the spot knew well enough how to interpret any directive of that kind.

At about this time or somewhat later – I knew nothing about it until after the war – Bjørg, still a schoolgirl in her native Tromsø, was walking along the street past the Gestapo headquarters when she heard the sound of glass shattering high above her. Then a body crashed on the ground at her feet, its arms outstretched. Before she ran away, she saw that it was a young man who had been at her school, and that all his fingernails had been pulled out. His name was Karl Rasmussen and he had been caught by the Gestapo reporting German warship movements to London by radio.

I do not think we should too readily forget such things.

[image: e9781783033065_i0038.jpg]


During a lull in operations, I went down to London to receive the Ridderkors (Knight’s Cross), of St Olav from King Haakon, an eventful and in some ways disconcerting incident in my life. Apart from my own ‘VP’ operations, I was much involved on the perimeter of several other matters of the kind which were then labelled ‘Most Secret’ (later ‘Top Secret’), and I accordingly combined my call at the Norwegian Embassy with some meetings of a confidential nature in and around the British Admiralty. In connection with these meetings, I had with me a small briefcase containing a number of very secret papers – something which would never now be allowed.

For so important an occasion, I wore a new topcoat and carried a silver-top cane which had recently been given to me by my mother. I changed into a clean white shirt and stiff collar at the end of the long train journey from Scotland, and fitted a new badge to my uniform cap. Thus attired and equipped, I arrived in a taxi at No. 10 Palace Green five minutes before the appointed time, feeling relaxed and modestly confident. At the door of the Embassy, after paying and tipping the taxi with suitable generosity, I surrendered my silver-top to the footman and gave up my cap and gloves. I had relinquished one shoulder of my topcoat, when it occurred to me that something was missing.

The next moment, I was running and shouting down the wide and sedate silence of Palace Green – without cap, without stick, without gloves, and with my topcoat hanging on one shoulder – in desperate pursuit of the taxi. By a miraculous chance, the driver heard my last shriek of anguish as he turned the corner. The taxi stopped I recovered my leather briefcase, and returned to where the footman stood at the door of the Embassy. I was hot, dishevelled and out of breath. The footman was calm, cool, and politely supercilious as only an English footman at a foreign embassy can be. I gave up the other sleeve of my topcoat.

A rather elderly and austere Norwegian colonel received me – an ADC, I supposed. He was an officer of the older Scandinavian type, and wore the buttoned-up grey uniform of pre-war style which was seldom seen among Norwegians after 1940. He clearly did not enjoy the prospect of entertaining a young and very junior British officer, but did so courteously, although he did not succeed in relieving my nervousness. While we were waiting, we sat together on a kind of balcony looking down at the entrance-hall; I had always understood that on occasions of this kind one would be given precise instructions on how to behave at the presentation, but it soon became clear that no such advice was to be forthcoming, and I was far too shy to ask for it. My diffidence was no doubt mistaken for confidence, but any self-assurance which I had possessed at first was by now completely shattered.

Although there was not very long to wait, we had quite run out of subjects for conversation when the King came quickly in at the front door and crossed the hall to a door below us on our right. He said a few words to someone out of sight below us, in passing, and after a short pause I was taken down to the door through which the King had disappeared.

The door opened, and I went or was propelled inside. The door closed behind me. The King was alone, which I had not expected, and was standing tall and erect by the fireplace on the far side of what seemed to me to be a very large room. I went quickly towards him, and he very soon put me at ease in his gentle, kindly way – too much at ease, perhaps, as was soon to be apparent.

We sat on either side of the hearth, in which a cheerful fire burned, and the conversation ranged over a variety of subjects. The Allied landings in North Africa were recent history, and King Haakon spoke of them, saying how well the secret had been kept. ‘Even I did not know that the landings had been planned,’ he said with a smile.

Now, as I have mentioned, I was in possession of a good deal of very secret information in those days, so I replied – quite without thinking – ‘No, Sir, nor did I.’ The king’s eyes opened a little. Then he smiled again, and changed the subject.

I did know that I was not to leave by my own volition, so that I at least avoided some dreadful solecism such as ‘Thank you, your Majesty, now I really must be going.’ However, what did happen when I left was scarcely better. In due course the King stood up, gave me the cross and the scroll which he had signed, and shook hands again. It then came upon me that I had no idea how to get out of the room; I was quite certain that I ought not to turn my back on a king, but no one had told me whether or not I was expected to walk backwards all the way to the door. The door was a long way behind me, and a quick glance over my shoulder reminded me that there was a good deal of furniture in the intervening space.

I started off by walking backwards, but after only a very few paces I lost direction, so I turned my head just far enough to see the door with one corner of one eye, while still more or less facing the King. This compromise of sideways movement went well enough for a few seconds, while His Majesty stood smiling kindly by the fire; but then my elliptical, crabwise line of withdrawal brought me suddenly into sharp contact with a small table to the rear. The piece of furniture teetered terrifyingly on two legs while I clutched at it and at whatever invisible object was on it. By a hairsbreadth, I prevented the table and the object from crashing to the floor. I bowed again, and the King’s smile became even more kindly.

I was nearly there. My hand touched the wall behind me, then the door. Which way? Up? Down? Ah! the handle!

I bowed again. Was three times enough? Or too much? The door opened – I can still see the King’s tall, courteous figure and his smile of sympathy and amusement. It would not have been proper for him to come forward to push me through the door, and he restrained himself from laughing outright as I took my embarrassed person through the smallest possible gap.

The door closed. I was handed my topcoat, my cap, my gloves, my silver-top cane, my briefcase; and I withdrew to the more prosaic business of conferences and meetings in and around Whitehall.
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When I was allowed over to Norway with the Norwegian MTBs, the mere fact of being in Norwegian waters again was always an experience to be savoured.

The first of my visits was in mid-April 1943. The weather was cloudy and calm, clearing as we approached the Norwegian coast, where the distinctive silhouettes of the islands of Batalden and Kinn came in sight beneath a fitful moon. Batalden and Kinn, lying outside the island harbour of Florø near the extreme west-north-west tip of Norway, are high and conspicuous, and they were considered to be the best marks for making that part of the coast at night.

There was a brief alarm when a light was seen north-eastwards of Batalden – we had no wish to meet a German patrol craft – but all was peaceful when our four big boats switched off their engines inside the island, so as to fit external silencers. Engine trouble in one of the boats caused us to lie stopped for a long time in the middle of the North Sea on the way from Shetland, and we were already two hours late. The moon dropped towards the sea in an almost cloudless sky, and lights began to appear here and there in houses on the islands. We could see that it would be too big a risk now to go past the German defences to Marø, a small island at the inner end of the big channel Frøjsjøen, where the motor torpedo boats had intended to hide. Lieutenant Tamber turned instead towards Skidenhullet, a very small rock creek on the seaward side of Skorpen, an island just outside Florø harbour.

This little ‘lurking place’ had already been looked over by Roger Harris, the New Zealander, who was with us. The entrance was extremely narrow; Tamber’s boat, in the lead, had a local man on board as pilot, but two of the other boats grounded slightly on the rocks in the darkness – fortunately without any serious damage.

The boats were tied to the rocks, and camouflaged, and the rumble of their engines died away. At first light a few hours later, a lookout post was established on shore, connected to the boats by field-telephone. Dawn had the mysterious, fairytale quality which I had first felt on arrival in Norway in my own schooner; there was a warm easterly wind, and the sun came up over the mountains of the mainland into a clear blue sky, illuminating islands, lighthouses and wooden houses with a friendly glow.

Roger took me up to the top of the highest hill, from where we had a clear view of all the surrounding fjords and channels and could look straight into Florø harbour through its seaward entrance. There were no ships there or anywhere else, except for a small German patrol craft that lay near the entrance to Frøjsjøen. An hour later, a small float-plane landed in open water on the inshore side of Batalden. Perhaps it had engine trouble; it took off again after a short interval. Any such movements led to endless speculation as we lay among the rocks and heather on our hilltop.

Seen from above, the four camouflaged ‘D’-Class MTBs were hard to distinguish, even though we knew where they were. What could have given them away was the gathering group of people from houses on the island; the people were of course very friendly – delighted, indeed, to see warships carrying the Norwegian battle-flag – and it seemed unkind to prevent them from coming on board. One man went very willingly across to Florø town in his motor boat to find out whether there were any ships worth attacking. He came back two hours later to confirm that there were no ships at all, except for one small Norwegian coaster. A heavily escorted convoy went up the main channel shortly afterwards, but a daylight attack in such clear conditions was out of the question.

Later in the day, another man came to tell us that there was a new German watch post close to Marø, the island in the inshore channel where we had intended to hide while awaiting a worthwhile target and suitable weather. This man also confirmed the existence of a rather dangerous German coast battery at the entrance to Gulen, which was a fjord deep in the mainland near Marø and the anchorage believed to be most used by German convoys. The two pieces of information together showed that the operation as originally planned must be modified, but for any alterations involving attacks on shore we needed to get the Admiral’s approval. This might be difficult.
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German M-Class Patrol Vessel and lurking Norwegian MTBs, Hovden, West Norway, 30 April, 1943.



By now, there were so many friendly Norwegians gathered round the boats that we could not expect our presence there to go long unknown to the enemy. On shore, I played ‘The 79th’s Farewell to Gilbraltar’ on my bagpipes, as I had promised myself I would do (they were out of tune; but perhaps nobody except Major Fynn noticed), and at dusk the camouflage nets were taken in. Strong squalls swept down off the hills of Skorpen as the boats slipped out into the night, and in the darkness the wind blew one boat close enough to the entrance rocks to do some damage to a propeller.

We had already worked out the details for a combined land and sea attack at Gulen convoy-anchorage. The German battery at the entrance was to be assaulted by Major Fynn’s men just before the torpedo boats swept the anchorage, and the land operations were to include a ‘diversion’ in the form of my crawling round to play my out-of-tune bagpipes behind the gunpost. Ted Fynn was convinced that the Germans would be sufficiently alarmed and surprised by the noise to ensure success in the Commando attack from the other side of the battery. It all looked like being an amusing and exhilarating night’s work. When we were clear of the rocks, Tamber sent one of his boats out into the North Sea to make a code signal by W/T to the Admiral in Orkney. It was too dangerous to transmit from among the Norwegian islands.
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We in the three remaining MTBs headed for Hovden, the high island which lies at the entrance to Frøjsjøen, immediately outside what was then the main German convoy channel to the North. The night was very dark now, with rain and a squally south-westerly wind; the many rocks showed white occasionally, when the short seas broke upon them.

About midnight we were off Dombovaag, a rock creek on the south-western side of Hovden. We knew the entrance to be very narrow, with a submerged rock slightly to the port side of mid-channel, but Tamber’s ‘local man’ – Seaman Ulriksen – asked for a good turn of speed and passed confidently into the rock-pool, followed by the other two boats. The manoeuvring and securing of the three big motor boats in such restricted space in darkness and gale-force squalls seemed a formidable task. The seamanship of the Norwegian torpedo boat captains was seen at its magnificent best under such circumstances.

We intended to attack Gulen on the first night when we knew that a convoy had gone in there. With daylight, we settled down to checking our plans, and waited eagerly for the Admiral’s reply to our request for permission to make a land attack on the German shore battery at Aaspenes. We knew that our signal had been sent by the fourth MTB in the North Sea, because the transmission had been heard in our own wireless room; in the meantime, a Norwegian officer and seaman went round the shore in a small boat to the smaller island off Nord Hovden, from whose summit they could see the whole length of the Frøjsjøen convoy channel, including a side view of the entrance to Gulen anchorages.

There was very little movement in the fairway that day, except for an occasional German patrol craft. During the afternoon, the signal from the Admiral came over the air from Orkney. When it had been deciphered, we read the chilling words ‘not repeat not approved’. Gloom descended on the three motor torpedo boats.

We did not know it, of course, but one of the agents of SIS was established not far from Aaspenes battery, and the Admiral would never have been permitted to authorize a land operation there. For us on the spot, with our plans made, with my pipes almost in tune, and with our lookouts watching and waiting for a good convoy to turn in at the Gulen entrance, the refusal seemed utterly unreasonable.

The coded weather forecast now predicted strong south-westerly winds persisting, and stores were already running low. At dusk on the Tuesday, therefore, after a brief abortive sweep of the shipping channel, the MTBs put to sea and returned, in a mood of disappointment, to Shetland.

A good deal had been learned, as was nearly always the case on even the least successful of ‘patrols’, and among other information we had found a very snug and safe ‘lurking place’ called Ytre Hovdevaag, on the north-western side of the island Hovden. Two motor torpedo boats went there at the end of April, and I was lucky enough to be with them again. It was at this time that Joe Godwin made his gallant and tragic canoe sortie one hundred and fifty miles southwards.

We had crossed the North Sea with a fresh north-west wind on the quarter, under partly clouded skies. As darkness fell, the breeze moderated and cloud increased until the sky was quite overcast except for a narrow strip of yellow light above the northern horizon. We made landfall somewhat to the northward (i.e. to windward) of the intended entrance (this was a common experience in MTB crossings of the North Sea) and at first we had some difficulty in picking out Batalden from the grey loom of cloud and hills south-eastwards.

We had Seaman Hovden, from the island of Hovden, as pilot in the landing boat, and the second boat was steered by his eldest son, Quartermaster Hovden. We certainly could not have been in better hands, and we had no difficulty in entering the inner pool of Ytre Hovdevaag, despite the intense darkness under the hills of the island.

In the first thin light of dawn, at about 04.30, some of us walked along a stony road to the village – a dozen neat, painted wooden houses scattered on the isthmus between the two bays. The post office and telephone office was on the far side of the isthmus; it was a red-painted building, with white doors and windows, and it had an air of some prosperity. An armed guard sent ahead of us was already in occupation.

We had been warned that the postmaster might be dangerous; he was not a ‘quisling’, but we knew that many men in positions where there was much to lose by offending the Germans were often more dangerous than avowed traitors. The postmaster was very annoyed at the presence of motor torpedo boats, and extremely frightened; and other villagers told us that he would certainly telephone the Germans in Florø if he got the chance, and he later confirmed this himself, no doubt to ‘clear his own yardarm’.

The postmaster could not be taken away from his switchboard, otherwise the operator in Florø would have become suspicious, and the line had some special importance because it was the means of communication between the German naval authorities and the Kvanhovden lighthouse-keeper. Kvanhovden was one of the main coast lights, and was lit only when major German warships were on the move offshore. I did not like the situation, but I told the postmaster that he would be shot if the Germans got to know of our presence; this warning, combined with a constant guard on the switchboard, seemed to be effective.

The small weekly mail-ship from Florø arrived off the village during the forenoon. The postmaster had then to be allowed to go out to collect the mail-bags, so we sent one of our own seamen with him in the boat, wearing an oilskin and without uniform cap; and we placed a soldier behind a rock with a machine-gun, to cover them as they went. The postman met the ship, passed the time of day, and exchanged mail-bags as usual before rowing back to the shore. All was well.

I spent most of the day on the top of the island, lying in the heather beside the lookouts. It was a lovely spot, with a small, clear stream running down through a cleft to the sea. The sun rose over Norway in a vividly clear atmosphere; we could see forty miles in every direction – out to sea, northwards over the islands of Frøjen and Bremanger, north-eastwards up Frøjsjøen, south-eastwards to the town and harbour of Florø, and southwards to Askroven and Atleø. The mainland peaks were white with snow, and so was Hornelen at the eastern end of Bremanger; otherwise, the coast and islands carried their autumn colours warmly in the sunshine.

All around us there was enemy activity of some kind, but most of it was too far away for me to do more than guess at the purpose of it. A small ship lay eastwards of Hoveden all day, surrounded by four black and white motor cutters (which the villagers called ‘mine-sweepers’) and by other small craft. Twelve armed motor boats or small motor torpedo boats came out of Florø before noon, and spent some hours manoeuvring in formation off Nord Hovden.

A few minutes before twelve o’clock, four much larger German warships came suddenly into sight southwards and passed between us and the mainland. The leading vessel, which might have been a fleet minelayer or something of that sort, went up Frøjsjøen at high speed, and was not seen again. The three remaining ships were ‘M’-Class fleet minesweepers – more than a match for torpedo boats unless taken by surprise at night. One of them slowed speed in passing the group of small German motor boats, so that a boat could go alongside. Eventually all three ships disappeared up Frøjsjøen.

Any renewed sense of security which we may have had did not last long. About three o’clock in the afternoon, one of the ships again appeared in Frøjsjøen, and again stopped for a motor cutter to go alongside. She then lay waiting, until the other pair of ships came suddenly into sight outside the mountainous island of Bremanger, passed through the narrow channels of Frøjen at high speed, and joined the first ship. It was now quite certain that the German ships were searching the islands for lurking motor torpedo boats, but it was impossible to guess whether it was a routine patrol or a search specifically for us.

We were discussing the matter inconclusively on our hilltop, when the three ships got under way again and started a slow and systematic examination of our island of Hovden. One ship went down the eastern shore, and two came down the western side where the camouflaged motor torpedo boats lay in the cove. After a complete circuit of the island, one ship went away southwards, one went into Florø, and the third disappeared. Somebody suggested that they must have seen us, and had gone to get German troops; but that seemed unlikely.

At this stage in affairs, another complication arose. We had been told that a small girl in the village was ill with a throat infection; now, the villagers said it was diptheria. We tried to think how a doctor could be got for the child without our presence becoming known to the enemy, but the matter was put out of our minds by the reappearance of one of the German ships.

This time, the ship passed very close indeed to the cove where the motor torpedo boats lay; so close, indeed, that I got the German ship and the camouflaged MTBs easily into one photograph when the ship was far enough past for me to raise my head above the heather. Through binoculars, I could see the faces of the gun-crew, and the uniformed figure of a German officer on the bridge examining the shore of the island yard by yard through his own glasses as his ship moved slowly on her way. The faces, as I saw them, were those of men intent on their job, but not (it seemed to me) the faces of men expecting trouble. On the other hand it was obvious that if the officer did see us he would do everything possible to look as if he had noticed nothing until he could call up reinforcements. I hoped that all our Norwegian seamen were out of sight, and that there was no crowd of villagers around the camouflaged boats to give them away.

The German ship was not alone; while she was still close, our other lookouts reported that the ship in Florø had come out again and was patrolling up the eastern shore of the island.

Darkness came slowly. Even when it came, we could see the patrolling ships from time to time, as they passed seawards of us against the western horizon.

Two hours before midnight, a telephone call came to Hovden post office from the harbour master in Florø, instructing Kvanhovden lighthouse to be lit until 05.00. We sent one of our men to pass the message to the lighthouse keeper on the headland; there really wasn’t anything else we could do. The villagers said that the sick child was getting worse.

Almost exactly at midnight, one German ‘M’-Class minesweeper passed just seawards of us at about three knots, and was silhouetted for a few minutes against the lingering glow of the north-western sky. We could see two men leaning against her after gun, but the forward gun did not seem to be manned.

In Ytre Hovdevaag there was a buzz of activity, as camouflage nets were furled and mooring lines let go. There was no wind, and the boats moved generally into the outer pool of the inlet; and there they lay, waiting in darkness with external silencers hushing the rumble of their engines.

I got into a small open boat with a young Norwegian Commando officer, Lieutenant Netland, and we pulled out into open water. The telephone guard was still at the post office. The sea was glassy calm, and a lazy swell surged over the rocks almost without gurgling. Even at that hour, there was a trace of sunset glow in the northern sky, merging into the fainter colour of the fluctuating aurora borealis overhead; but we could see no ships. We rowed back into the pool.

In the brightly lit little W/T room of Tamber’s torpedo boat, a signal from the Admiral was being put into code for transmission immediately any action started, because all the signs now pointed to an impending enemy warship movement of more than usual importance. When the message was ready, I went back into the open water in Netland’s little boat. We lay on our oars, rising and falling gently. Even as I turned my glasses seaward, the silhouette of the German ship glided out from the shadow of the rocky outlying islands.

We spun the boat round, and pulled quickly across to the shore at Nord Hovden. Finding the telephone guard in the darkness took an alarming time; the telephone lines from Florø were cut in haste, and the little boat sped across the intervening water to the pool where the motor torpedo boats lay waiting.

The German ship had now disappeared in the night, but after a little while her silhouette again came in sight, nearer this time, and still moving at a slow three knots. The motor torpedo boats slipped through the narrow entrance, to the soft purr of their silenced engines.

For a few minutes we glided gently through the dark water; then the torpedoes surged from their tubes, first from our leading MTB, then from the second boat as she passed under our stern. We waited; these torpedoes could not miss. Nothing happened – nothing, that is, until two huge, dark spouts of water rose among the islands beyond the German ship. Our engines roared, and we made seaward in close formation. The ship showed a flash from her bridge signal lamp – perhaps a puzzled challenge – and smoke with a few sparks came from her funnel as she increased speed. Some time later, when Kvanhovden lighthouse had dipped its flash below the horizon, a ship was seen behind us, apparently in pursuit; but the North Sea was quite calm and at our high speed we soon had night and sea to ourselves.

The torpedoes had probably been set just too deep for their target; German ‘M’-Class minesweepers had unusually shallow draught for ships of their size. Anyway, it was another disappointment, and in the cold dawn of the return over the North Sea we forgot, I think, that the enemy was probably more puzzled, frustrated and alarmed than we were.

The Admiral put it neatly at the end of his report to Admiralty: ‘It is not without interest to observe that forces under my command were responsible for lighting Kvanhovden lighthouse on the Norwegian coast for the benefit of the German cruiser Hipper.’

All these raids served a purpose, if only to restrict the enemy’s freedom of movement on the Norwegian coast. Throughout the winter and spring of 1943, MTB raids into the Inner Leads continued, in spite of the weather and German activity. There were nearly thirty separate penetrations of the Skjaergaard, and many German ships were sunk. More importantly, this constant raiding compelled the Germans to keep large forces of troops, patrol craft and fighters on the west coast of Norway, and was far more effective than we knew at the time.

One of the most successful sorties from Shetland came very late in the season – during the first week of June, when in Latitude 60 degrees North there was scarcely any protective darkness, even at midnight. Lieutenant Tamber took two of his motor torpedo boats (commanded by Prebensen and Bøgeberg) into Korsfjord, Bergen’s wide southern approach channel; and there the two boats lay hidden and camouflaged in a cove on the south-west side of a very small island called Traelsøy.

On the third night, a south-bound German ship of 8,132 tons, the Altenfels, came in sight with an ‘M’-Class minesweeper following close astern as escort. Tamber’s boats let go their lines from the rocks and moved to the south-eastern end of the little island. When they entered the open fjord, the two forces came bow to bow at a range of about seven hundred yards. Altenfels was hit by two MTB torpedoes, and sank in less than a minute, to the accompaniment of a brisk gun-battle between the German escort ship and the Norwegian motor torpedo boats – a fight which three German shore-batteries and the guns of another German patrol boat soon joined.

With their task completed, the Norwegian boats slipped at speed through the islands and rocks to the open sea; and they came back to Lerwick with very little damage to show for a most courageous and successful operation. Total Norwegian casualties that night had been two killed and five wounded – the wounded included both Tamber and Prebensen. In the sinking of the Altenfels, thirty-four Germans lost their lives, and the German naval authorities were badly shaken by this unexpected MTB attack so near to midsummer.

During all this time, my mother was living in Lerwick, in a flat at the very top of an old house standing high above the harbour. The house belonged to a Shetland baker called Georgeson, whose family lived on the ground floor. Whenever I could, I cycled up the hill and dashed up to my room for food or sleep, preceded by a telephone warning from one of our splendid Wrens. The Georgesons accepted my rattling up or down stairs at all hours of the day or night with kindly tolerance, and they did a great deal to keep my mother cheerful when I was away. She needed cheering.

I could not tell Mother anything of what I was doing, except in the vaguest terms, and when I was away she was only able to guess where I had gone, whether to London, or to Scotland, or to the other side of Shetland, or to Norway, by the kind of clothes and gear I had taken with me and by their condition when I came back.

On one visit to Norway, I managed to send a letter to Bjørg – she would now be seventeen and I wondered what she looked like. Painstaking thought went into the wording and addressing of my letter, with probably quite needless care in disguising my handwriting. Certainly the letter could have done no possible harm to anyone had it fallen into German hands, but sending it at all was against regulations. When the letter had gone on its way (I heard long afterwards that it did arrive), I was struck by conscience, and on the ‘scrambler’ telephone to Orkney I confessed to the Admiral’s staff officer concerned with such matters. He did not seem to think it very serious; he was a kindly and sympathetic man, Newby by name, who did a great deal to smooth the running of our operations and to get me out of trouble in high places when my enthusiasm in distant Shetland and Norway tended to run ahead of discretion.
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Midget Submarines

Some time during the winter of 1942/3, Admiralty had called for volunteers for ‘special and hazardous service’, and I had asked for my name to be put forward. Rumours in very secret circles had it that midget submarines were involved, and it seemed reasonable to suppose that any such craft would be working in Norwegian waters, where so many of the big German warships lay.

By the summer of 1943, it could be said that the ‘VP’ operations had been successful – much more successful than most people had thought would ever be possible. The teething troubles were over, the Admiral was pleased with what had been done, and I began to hope for relief; but it was August before someone could be found to do the job – he was senior Norwegian officer, who became an Admiral before the war ended. My own rank was still only Lieutenant.

Admiral Wells send a ‘Secret Cipher’ signal to Admiralty in London saying that reorganization of the flotilla enabled him to release me for the ‘hazardous and special service’ for which I had volunteered. He added something very complimentary, which was more than kind since he had at one stage threatened me with court martial.

The wording of this signal is noteworthy, because Admiralty’s extraordinary reaction was to appoint me as Staff Officer, Coastal Forces, on the English Channel coast. Hearing this, I proceeded in rage and indignation to London and to Whitehall, where I found the person responsible for the appointment of officers of my rank. A little to my surprise, he proved to be a plump and pale-faced RNVR Lieutenant. I showed him my copy of the Admiral’s signal, but he was not impressed; he said it was he who made appointments, not my Admiral. I explained that I knew nothing about normal ‘Costal Forces’. Yes, I had been called ‘Staff Officer (Operation), Costal Forces’ in Orkney and Shetland, but that was only cover for something far removed from ordinary Coastal Forces work. Anyway, I was a volunteer for ‘hazardous and special service’ – look at the signal, man!

So far as Admiralty was concerned, said the little Lieutenant, I had been a ‘Staff Officer, Costal Forces’ for the past thirteen months. If I didn’t know the duties, I had better learn them.

Seething with resentment, I departed for the Isle of Wight and repeated my complaint to the Commanding Officer of Force ‘J’, on whose staff I was supposed to be. Reasonably enough, the Commanding Officer was extremely annoyed, with me for not knowing the job I had been sent to do and with Admiralty for sending me to do it. I was not happy.

However, the last laugh was mine. Less than a week later, a ‘Most Secret’ signal came from Admiralty. It said that it was regretted that I was required for a special appointment and I was to report to Flag Officer Submarines. A relief was not at present available but would be sent later. I suspected, with some satisfaction, that the RNVR Lieutenant at Admiralty had received what the Navy calls a ‘bottle’ (a taste of the Fore Topman’s bottle), in other words a severe reprimand.

At the Northways Headquarters of Flag Officer Submarines, they could tell me nothing, but I went away in high spirits to Scotland – train to Inverness, and a long and bumpy car journey to the far north-west coast at Loch Cairnbawn. Through the scuttle of my cabin on board the submarine depot ship in the anchorage next morning, I had my first sight of midget submarines where they lay in their cradles on deck, with artificers working around them.

I went to see the Captain; then, once more, my hopes crashed. For me, there might be one-man submarines later, but the big operation in Norway, the attack on the German battleships, was already planned for the four-man ‘X’-Craft; and its D-Day was to be in September, less than a month away. Time was thus far too short for even a brief course in handling such complex craft – the crews had been appointed many months earlier and were now being brought to final peak of efficiency. Six ‘X’-Craft were taking part; they were to be towed under water to Arctic Norway by large submarines.

I think it is fair to say that there has very seldom been gathered together in one place so splendid a group of courageous and dedicated young men, as were then on board HMS Bonaventure and HMS Titania in Loch Cairnbawn. They had come from all over the British Isles and British Commonwealth – especially from Australia and South Africa. It was still the great days of a loyal British Commonwealth.

I have a blurred photograph taken on the deck of the Bonaventure about 10 September 1943. Of the twenty-four young officers and eighteen naval ratings, with their nondescript and assorted uniforms, and their grins and cheerful faces, at least twelve lost their lives before the year was out and at least six were taken prisoner on operation. In that time, they had smashed the might of the German navy and had collected two Victoria Crosses, four Distinguished Service Orders, and one Conspicuous Gallantry Medal, as well as any number of lesser decorations.

My own part in the affair of the Tirpitz was only that I had a pretty good personal knowledge of the waters where the operation was to take place. The big German ships Tirpitz, Scharnhorst and Lützow were believed to be lying at the head of Altenfjord, between Tromsø and Hammerfest. I had sailed my schooner there in 1938 and 1939, and I was given the task of Intelligence briefing for the operation.

For exact information on where the German ships were lying, and on the nature and positions of the anti-submarine nets around them, we urgently needed air photographs, and the air reconnaissance Spitfires had not the range to go all the way to Altenfjord and back from British airfields. The Spitfires would therefore need to start from Arctic Russian airfields, and this was something which our Russian allies would not at first allow.
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SS Tirpitz, the German threat.



It was a time when the praises of the Russians were being sung by everybody from Mr Churchhill downwards – and especially, of course, by left-wing Labour politicians. In the end, the Russians relented, but too late for the ‘X’-Craft crews to see the photographs. However, the essential information was sent by signal to the submarines at sea.

Although I was not able to go with the ‘X’-Craft crews, it was nevertheless a privileged experience to be with them in the few weeks before they sailed for North Norway. There were two crews for each boat – a ‘passage crew’ of one officer and two naval ratings, and an ‘operational crew’ of three officers and one Engine Room Artificer. The officers were Lieutenants or (more often) Sub Lieutenants, and one in each operational crew was a diver, who was trained to go out through the constricted ‘wet-and-dry’ compartment if need be, to cut anti-submarine netting with power clippers. The ‘X’-Craft themselves were not of course armed with torpedoes; instead, each carried two immense two-ton delayed-action charges, slung on the vessel’s sides like giant blisters. These charges had to be laid immediately under any target vessel, on the bottom of the sea where the ship lay moored. No ship in the world would be able to withstand the explosive force of the two-ton charges, but the laying of the charges in the right place was a delicate and extremely difficult operation.

The Royal Navy midget submarine HMS X6, before the attack on SS Tirpitz.
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I think that the passage crews had the worst task. It was their responsibility to steer the ‘X’-Craft, submerged, for a distance of over a thousand sea-miles, under tow at a speed of about nine knots. During the whole passage, which took nearly ten days, the passage crews lived in the restricted space of their midget submarines. They slept, during any time off watch, in the battery compartment among the sulphuric acid fumes; and they came up to the surface for a few minutes of fresh air only about three times a day. It was arduous work, very dangerous, and without the compensating excitement of the run up the fjords and the attack on the battleships. The tragedy on passage was when one of the boats, X9, parted her tow and plunged to destruction in the depths. With her, went her young passage captain – Paddy Kearon, a fair-haired, thick-set and very happy Irish boy – and the two men of his passage crew.

Another of the boats, X8, became unseaworthy when her explosive charges gave trouble, and had to be scuttled. The bearded Australian who was to have commanded her in the fjords, Lieutenant McFarlane, had therefore to face the same disappointment as was faced by Lieutenant Martin of X9, whose craft had been lost on passage. McFarlane and his crew were later lost on a training exercise.

Of the four midget submarines which completed the long tow successfully, X10 was already in trouble with her electrical equipment, when she was taken over by her operational crew under Lieutenant Hudspeth – another Australian. Nevertheless X10 went almost all the way through the difficult channels to the head of Altenfjord, and turned back only when complete failure of both periscope and compass made any attack impossible. Thus were left only three of the six little ‘X’-Craft which had come to the Arctic Circle and far beyond, to attack the greatest ships of the German fleet at this most northern corner of Europe.

The three Commanding Officers who were left for the attack made an interesting contrast: Don Cameron RNR, tall, steady, and quietly humorous; Godfrey Place, RN, dark and rather pale-faced, with a lively and slightly sardonic sense of fun; and Lieutenant Henty-Creer, RNVR, slim, with reddish hair, and looking little more than a boy.

All the world heard of the achievement of X6 and X7 in penetrating formidable defences fifty miles from the open sea, to cripple the immense 52,000-ton Tirpitz. Victoria Crosses were surely never better earned than those which went to Don Cameron and Godfrey Place. Less was heard of X5, commanded by Lieutenant Henty-Creer. It seemed to me that Henty-Creer was in some ways rather different from the other ‘X’-Craft officers. Even among the arduous and often dirty work of final training, he was always neat and tidy in appearance; and he was equally careful in studying the Intelligence material, photographs and charts which I had assembled for briefing the midget submarine officers.
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The giant battleship sought refuge in various Norwegian fjords after being heavily damaged by a British midget submarine attack while hiding in Kaafjord.



Henty-Creer would spend any spare time he had in the last few days – and there was little enough of it – in checking and re-checking the information we had, and in discussing such details as the appearance of inlets and islands from different directions, the positions of German defences, and the places where ‘X’-Craft could lie on the bottom in the fjords if need arose. Just before leaving HMS Bonaventure, he asked rather diffidently if he could have the original chart and coast photographs, which I had annotated in colour for the briefing. I told him that I would be delighted for him to take them – I knew he would put them to the best possible use and no one else would need them when the submarines had gone.

While on passage, X5 was commanded by a South African, Lieutenant Terry-Lloyd. The operational crew under Henty-Creer went on board from the towing submarine at the change-over off Sørøy on the evening of Monday, 20 September.

X5 was never seen again – except for a few minutes on Wednesday morning, about half an hour after the sudden and tremendous explosion under the Tirpitz. At that time, when the six survivors of the crews of X6 and X7 had already been captured by the Germans, Henty-Creer’s X5 appeared suddenly on the surface of the fjord just outside the net defences. The midget submarine was sunk by immediate gunfire from the crippled battleship, and she was battered, as she sank, by depth-charges from the patrolling ships and boats. No trace of wreckage, or of the bodies of her crew, was ever found.

We shall never know whether Lieutenant Henty-Creer was approaching to carry out his attack, or withdrawing after attacking, at the time when X5 made her last, brief appearance. Perhaps she had already laid her charges under Tirpitz (this is what I myself believe), had then been delayed in the nets, and had at last been forced to come to the surface following damage suffered during the cataclysmic explosion of the other two-ton charges.

It was not thought that there was sufficient positive evidence for a posthumous Victoria Cross, so Lieutenant Henty-Creer was given a Mention in Despatches, which was the only alternative posthumous honour in those days.
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The departure of the ‘X’-Craft under tow of their parent submarines to North Norway, followed by the long interval of waiting for news, was anticlimatic for everybody at Loch Cairnbawn. I spent the time with one-man submarines, which were called Welmans because they were made at Welwyn Garden City and carried one man.

In contrast to the technical complexities of the larger, four-man ‘X’-Craft, a Welman was of artless simplicity. The hull was like a short, fat cigar, in which the pilot sat with his head in a small cupola. Entry was through the water-tight lid of the cupola, and there were small, heavy glass windows at eye level. The boat carried a cylinder of oxygen, which was set by the pilot to leak into the boat at what seemed a comfortable rate for breathing; while another cylinder, of compressed air, controlled the boat’s buoyancy.

The controls were uncomplicated, being one short lever to govern the small electric motor which drove the boat, and a ‘joy-stick’ – out of some condemned Hurricane fighter – to move the vertical and horizontal rudders. The object was to get the buoyancy just right for the intended depth, so that the boat could be kept there without too much use of the horizontal rudders. To go down, you opened valves which allowed seawater to displace air in the side blisters; to come up, you blew some of the water out of the blisters with compressed air. You could not do this very often or you would run out of compressed air, which meant going to the bottom and escaping through the hatch with a primitive form of oxygen bag.

The means of attack was a delayed-action explosive charge, about the size of a large oil-drum, which was fixed to the nose of the Welman by one enormous screw, set up or released by a hand-wheel positioned in front of the other controls inside the boat. The charge had magnets on its upper side, and the idea was to park it under the bilge of an enemy ship at anchor.

Approach to the enemy had to be on the surface and at night, possibly sitting in the open hatch and using feet to move the joy-stick, until close enough to be reasonably certain of hitting the hull on a submerged compass course. The only instruments in the Welman were a small magnetic compass and a depth-gauge; there was no periscope and nothing could be seen above water by the pilot once the cupola windows were submerged. Estimating the time taken between the moment of submerging and the moment of hitting the ship being attacked was entirely guesswork, and it was not unusual to strike the ship’s side at the Welman’s full submerged speed of about three knots. For the pilot of the Welman, this was like being inside Big Ben at the striking of the hour, but exercises did show that the clang could often go unnoticed in the ship herself, although a watchful enemy might reasonably be expected to respond with a shower of hand-dropped depth-charges, or other aggressive action, against which a Welman was ill-protected.

One-man submarines were fascinating toys, if nothing else, and it was the greatest fun exploring under water among the rock-channels and islands of the sea-loch, with big and little fishes darting and mouthing a few inches from one’s eyes. At night, the cupola windows usually moved through a blizzard of flashing phosphorescent sparks. Having no periscope, underwater vision was limited to a few feet.

The course of instruction amounted to nothing more than being told the purpose of the few controls; the rest was trial and error. On my first run, I descended to 140 feet below the surface of the loch; it was quite dark down there, and there were some odd creaking noises in the boat, so I came up rather hurriedly. Only afterwards was I told that Welmans had not been tested below one hundred feet!

There were other hazards. On one night exercise, I carried out what seemed to me to be an unusually effective practice attack on a big supply ship anchored near the entrance of the loch. I judged the distance and course quite accurately, and my Welman bumped into the ship’s hull at the right depth without too much shock. I slid under the round of the bilge by judicious use of motor and buoyancy-tanks, and the releasing of the dummy charge went smoothly. Then I flooded the buoyancy-tanks, to drop clear of the ship, and set course and speed to get well away before coming to the surface to check my position. After two minutes on a steady course, when I should have been a cable’s length from the ship, I blew tanks very carefully, so as to avoid any tell-tale bubbles.

Nothing happened; the needle of the depth-gauge did not move, and there was no thinning of the black darkness overhead. I blew tanks again, until bubbles began to rumble. Still nothing happened, so I opened the air-valves wide, careless of the disturbance it would make on the surface. Obstinately, the Welman refused to rise, and now I had very little compressed air in the cylinder, which meant that continued blowing of tanks would soon leave me with no means at all for coming up to the surface. I closed the valves, and stopped to think.

Without expecting to see anything in the water at that depth, I felt for my electric torch, and shone the beam through the cupola window in front of me. A few inches from my eyes, the light fell on the barnacled bottom and rudder of the ship under which I had set my dummy charge.

I realized with some surprise that I had not moved at all during my supposed two hundred-yard withdrawal, so that there I still was, close to the great blades of the ship’s propeller. It was not a good place to be, especially as I appeared to be jammed on some obstruction which kept the Welman from dropping clear and which also stopped me from opening the escape hatch. No one would think of looking for a missing one-man submarine in such a position, and I wondered whether the end would come with my oxygen giving out or with the big propeller starting to turn.

I tried flooding the buoyancy-tanks again. Nothing at all happened, until suddenly I felt a slight lurch, and the hull of the ship above me swayed out of the torch-light. The Welman’s depth-gauge needle began to move quickly; I had just enough compressed air to stop the descent and to get back to the surface clear of the ship.

I do not know whether or not any successful operations were carried out against the enemy by Welmans. Their short range and low speed when submerged were handicaps, and they also had the disadvantage that it was impossible to land from them on a beach without serious risk of capsize or flooding.

The ‘human torpedoes’ were a much better proposition; a ‘D’-class motor torpedo boat could carry two ‘Chariots’ to Norway without too much difficulty. ‘Chariots’ was the code-name for two-man human torpedoes, but the people who handled them called them ‘Jeeps’. They were designed to be used in much the same way as Welmans, but they were lighter and more manoeuvrable, as well as being less liable to detection. The crew sat astride, one behind the other, like rider and pillion-passenger on a present-day motor scooter; and of course both men wore oxygen-diving suits.

All these activities were fathered by the 12th (Special Service) Submarine Flotilla, and in that flotilla it was my good fortune to be under three exceptionally competent and sympathetic RN officers – Captain PQ Roberts of Bonaventure, New Zealander Captain ‘Tiny’ Fell of Titania, and Captain ‘Willie’ Banks, who commanded the flotilla. One could not hope to serve under better Commanding Officers than those three. They were all very kind to me.
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Alone on a Norwegian Island

A troop sent to carry out explosions, sabotage or acts of terrorism is to be completely destroyed. If it is found useful to spare one or two men for questioning, these men are to be shot immediately afterwards.

(Order issued by Adolf Hitler in 1942).


Chariot operations on the Norwegian coast were at the planning stage in the autumn of 1943. I said to Captain Fell that a random sweep by boats carrying human torpedoes would be very unlikely to find any targets, and this he immediately accepted. The plans were therefore amended so that I would be landed with a wireless transmitter on an island overlooking an enemy convoy anchorage. From the island, I would keep watch while the motor torpedo boat lay hidden and waiting with her Chariots at some convenient off-shore island. The anchorage selected for this operation was Askvold, a harbour on the main enemy convoy route, about sixty miles north of Bergen. We believed that there were boom defences against submarines, and at least one large gun-battery, and we thought that the anchorage was often used by important convoys, although at irregular intervals. It would be part of my task to confirm this intelligence and to fill in the details, as well as reporting convoy movements and arrival to the waiting motor torpedo boats.

Landing was to be on the north-western shore of Atleø, a large and mountainous island immediately outside Askvold. A hill about two thousand feet high would give me a clear view of the anchorage and of the approach channels and German defences. There were several villages and isolated houses on Atleø, but (so far as we knew) no enemy troops except for a German watch post on the south-western side. I never did anything of this kind except in uniform, and I would avoid all contact with Norwegian civilians both for their own sakes and for mine.

Wearing uniform – in my case, khaki battledress with ‘Royal Navy’ shoulder flashes – made such activities entirely in accordance with the rules of war, but experience had shown that niceties of that kind had little effect after Adolf Hitler’s enraged issue of orders that anyone captured along the Norwegian coast was to be treated as a spy. All our planning in those days was governed by the knowledge that anyone unlucky enough to be caught, especially if alone, was likely to be tortured horribly and then shot. How easy things would have been if all there had been to fear had been (as it is for the IRA) legal procedure and then possibly a period of fairly comfortable imprisonment! If we could have operated on such terms, we would indeed have ‘set Europe ablaze’, in Winston Churchill’s words.
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Panoramic view from top of Atleø - Patrick’s Observation Post, during German-occupied Norway, 16 October 1943.



Enemy convoy movements being unpredictable, I had to be prepared to stay on Atleø for at least a week, and probably for very much longer, so I needed to take a good deal of food with me. Fortunately, the British Army’s new ‘twenty-four-hour rations’ had just been introduced experimentally, in a lightweight and mostly dehydrated version which was later discontinued, so it was easy to take food for three weeks – partly in the pack which I would be carrying and partly in a sack to be hidden near the beach. One day’s ration was ample for two days for me. The wireless set was more of a problem, because the best that the Navy could provide was an immensely cumbersome affair weighing nearly forty-five pounds. With my sleeping bag, spare clothes, food, camera, pistol and ammunition, and other necessary gear, I found myself having to carry eighty pounds on my back. Weight-carrying (especially up mountains at night) was definitely not my strong point, because of my somewhat spindly legs resulting from my childhood illnesses; but I did not see how the weight could be reduced. The camera was needed for taking photographs of enemy shipping, which would be one of my main duties while on the island; and the high latitude (61.5 degrees North) with winter approaching made it wise to have a reasonably warm sleeping bag and plenty of spare clothing.

The motor torpedo boat allocated to the operation went, with me on board, to a little inlet on the western side of Shetland for working up. This was not one of the boats from the Norwegian flotilla, but a British MTB of the same large type, commanded by a big, humorous Northern Irishman. On the first Sunday, I went to a service in the delightfully plain little stone church near the jetty, and on the final Sunday I paid a quick visit to my mother, who was still living in the flat at Lerwick. She, of course, knew nothing of what I would be doing. All the rest of my time was taken up with training, either in carrying the loaded rucksack across country or in practising wireless communication with the motor torpedo boat. We sailed for Norway on Thursday 14 October carrying two Chariots and their crews.
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For an unaccustomed stomach (as by now mine was) it was not a very comfortable journey, and I turned in below decks early in the evening. I was shaken about two hours before midnight, when we had been ten hours at sea, and I packed the last items of gear in my rucksack before going on deck. The motor torpedo boat was rolling on slow seas from the southwards. Behind us, the long path of our wake glinted broad and white; ahead, the faint outline of a mountainous island showed dimly among moonlit clouds.

The little bridge of the torpedo boat was crowded with oil-skinned officers and men, all looking at the island. As my eyes became accustomed to the night, I recognized the Norwegian pilot close beside me; he stood quite still, staring ahead and with his hands gripping the bridge-coaming. I realized suddenly that the pilot could not identify the island, but I thought of the photographs over which I had spent so many hours in the operations room at Lerwick, and I believed that I knew where we were. As I became more certain, I whispered a few words in the pilot’s ear; at first, he continued to stare at the island – then he stepped down into the faintly lit chart-room.

The engines maintained their rhythmic roar, and we kept on our course, but the pilot was not long away. When he returned, he looked once at the island ahead, and grunted an order. The boat swung through nearly 180 degrees, and we headed seawards, away from the coast.

When we sighted land again in the moonlight, half an hour later and ten miles northwards, the pilot was confident and calm, although at first we could see only the faint and distant mainland mountains. The wind was freshening to near gale force from a little East of South, but we were already partly in the lee of islands which were not yet in sight. In a little while, we began to see low, black islets in the moon’s path; later, we passed close to many rocks on either hand, where the sea broke white on shallow ground. Once, a white occulting light showed briefly from some narrow channel south-eastwards, but the friendly gleam soon vanished behind an island and we were left again with only the mist-draped mountains and a dark, rolling sea.
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Half an hour before midnight, we came up with a low point of land that was Atleø’s north-western extremity. The roar of the engines faded to a quiet rumble, and in the shelter of the cove called Tevik we lay stopped, rising and falling gently in the darkness. The map showed three houses on shore, but we could see nothing of them, and I hoped that perhaps they were no longer there. It was an old map, copied from a pre-war Norwegian survey.

There was a bustle of activity as a small boat was lowered to the water. A seaman brought my rucksack, heavy and unwieldy with the wireless set, from below deck, and I clambered down into the boat. One of the British officers said, cheerfully, ‘Don’t forget to come back, Patrick.’ The young Norwegian second pilot came with me; the pull at the oars before reaching shore was longer than I had expected, and the MTB was only a small, faint shape in the night sea when at last we grated on a beach of stones.

I got my pack out of the boat with a little difficulty, and sat down on a rock to change from seaboots to laced climbing boots. The young pilot helped me to hide the spare rations and spare wireless batteries under a boulder near the shore; then he was anxious to get away. I tossed my discarded seaboots into the boat, and helped to get her afloat. The faint click and splash of oars died quickly seawards, and in a little while the boat and her parent MTB had both disappeared. Of the house, there was still neither sight nor sound; I was quite alone. It was one of those moments in life which one hopes never to forget, but there was not time for contemplation or delay.

Granesund and the German Convoy anchorage of Askvold, 16 October 1943.
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The rising gale was bringing heavy clouds over the mountain ahead of me, with occasional light scurries of rain, and it was dark in spite of a nearly full moon behind the clouds. The going was bad. If there was a path, it was too dark to see it, and I stumbled inland over boulders and knee-high, impending furze, sinking occasionally into boggy pools and falling frequently when my foot slipped on a hidden rock. It was noisy progress, but the rush of wind between the rock walls of the valley was noisier.

About 02.30 I saw the first glint of water from the north-eastern corner of the little mountain lake called Herlandsvand. I had covered only one and a half kilometres and had climbed perhaps five hundred feet in nearly two hours; the rocks and boulders were becoming bigger and rougher. Rain squalls in my face were more frequent and more violent. With the great weight on my back, and the lingering fatigue from pounding over the North Sea, every lifted step was an effort, but at least I was now out of sight of the shore and of any houses that might be there.

I dropped my rucksack in the lee of a big boulder, pulled out my sleeping bag, and crawled into it in my boots for three hours of blessed sleep. When my little alarm-clock buzzed under my ear, the first grey light of early dawn was on the island. The valley and the mountain ahead looked much bigger than I had somehow thought they would be, and it took me two hours to reach the head of the lake with my load. The ground was very rocky in most places, but I was forced into a wide detour by an area of mud and marsh where I feared to leave the distinctive track of my Commando-boots.
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Norwegian coaster passing Patrick’s lair on the evening of 19 October 1943.
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Stavenes from Patrick’s lair on Kjærviknes, at 13.20 on 19 October, 1943.
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German convoy, 13.20 on 16 October 1943.
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German convoy passing and coming to anchor in Askvold at 17.20 on 16 October 1943.



Returning to Lerwick, Shetland on Nor. MTB 626 on the morning of 20 October 1943.
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A dozen sheep took fright and clattered away over the rocks as I passed the marsh, and looking through a cleft in the hills I saw a large motor fishing-boat lying to her moorings in the bay beyond. She would be lying off the village of Hovik, which was out of sight; these signs of comparative civilization seemed somehow incongruous to me, and vaguely disturbing.

The weather cleared as the sun rose, and the wind fell to a gentle breeze. I found shelter beside a bright and cheerful stream of clear water that tumbled into the lake under the mountain, and here I cooked my breakfast of tea and porridge. A few birch trees grew by the lake, and the morning air was alive with the cheerful splashing of streams and waterfalls. Larch trees on the islands in the lake glowed golden in the sunrise, making a peaceful scene, but the glen above me was steep, with much growth of rough heather and furze among the rocks.

Rested and well fed, I shouldered my heavy pack again and started up the valley. I had hoped to reach a gully at the head of the glen before any people from the village came my way, but the going got worse as I went higher. I decided reluctantly to lighten my load by leaving my sleeping bag and some of my food in the valley, and I hid these things under a rock, taking the sensible precaution of noting three compass bearings – two of hill tops and one of an arm of the lake.

By 10.00, I was well above the valley and in rock-climbing country, which was hazardous with the weight I still had to carry – not far short of seventy pounds. I was edging my way with some difficulty around a steep, rock-faced spur, when I suddenly heard human voices. I fell behind the partial cover of a boulder, and the figure of a boy appeared on the sky-line just above the spot where I had eaten breakfast. The boy was followed by a man, and the two of them went down together into the valley and the glen below me, where they seemed to be pursuing a large, brown animal which looked like a bear when seen from above (perhaps it was a sheep); I watched them all the time through my binoculars, and the boy looked often in my direction; but it was quite impossible for me to decide whether or not I had been seen.

I did not move again until the valley was empty, and I had then gone no more than a hundred yards when two other men came suddenly over the saddle of land in front of me – from eastwards, that is, between me and the mainland of Norway. I lay still against the steep hillside, but knew that I was in full view. In the action of dropping down, I had brought my binoculars to my eyes and pulled my khaki balaclava cap over my face; there were eye-holes cut in it, and I hoped that in my khaki battledress I was hard to see. The men had scarcely come over the ridge when they both sat down on the grass, but they gave no sign of having noticed me although the distance was only about three hundred yards. They looked to me like ordinary Norwegian fishermen, one about forty and wearing seaman’s overalls and cap, and the other rather younger, wearing a coloured jersey and white cap. Why they were there, I could not think; their eyes certainly passed over me as they sat talking and smoking, but there was no look of interest in their faces.

I lay cramped and motionless, half standing and half leaning, for perhaps fifteen minutes. Then one man pulled out a pocket watch, and the two together got to their feet, turned, and walked over the ridge by the way they had come. I watched through my binoculars until their heads dipped from sight; they did not look back.

The hillside and valley were again empty, and I struggled on my way to the top of the island as fast as I could go. By 13.00 I was on rough but fairly level ground immediately below the summit, and here I found easier going and much good cover. I ate a quick meal under the lee of a rock, and left my pack there so that I could make reconnaissance of the other side of the summit, which I hoped would overlook the convoy channel and anchorage.

The landward side of the summit proved to be in full view of Askvold town and anchorage, so it was needful for me to move with caution. Everything was as I had expected, except that I could not at that stage see anything of the German gun-post which was supposed to be on the northern side of the harbour. On the other hand the boom-defences in the sea approaches to the anchorage were clearly visible, which made it quite certain that this was an important convoy anchorage.

Moving out of sight, so far as possible, I searched around among the rocks on the hillside until I found a place to suit my purpose. It was a ledge overhung by rock, with some boulders in front of it, so that there was complete shelter from westerly winds and at the same time a clear view of Askvold and the channels used by shipping. The village of Gjervik, below me on Atleø’s eastern shore, was less than a kilometre away but hidden by the convex curve of the mountainside.

I went back to where I had left my rucksack, and in doing do I skirted a rim of rocks, which was above the saddle where I had four hours earlier seen the two men in fishermen’s clothes. Something induced me to look cautiously down over the rocks at one point, and with sudden shock I saw the older of the two men below me. He was not looking in my direction, but was moving in an odd, half running and half crouching manner, up the hill towards where I had been a few minutes earlier. I rolled away from the sky-line, and slid behind a rock to lie still like a frightened rabbit. Nothing happened; and when at last I crawled back to the edge there was no sign of life in the glen or on the hillside.

My rucksack, without which I could do nothing, was not where I thought I had put it, and I searched the area on the seaward side of the summit for some time in growing alarm. In the end, I found the pack – it looked much like the rocks around it and perhaps I had been mistaken about where I had put it. At any rate, it did not seem to have been opened.
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Looking from Patrick’s observation post at Granesund, 16 October 1943.



I could not understand what the man on the hillside had been doing. It certainly seemed that he must either have seen me or heard in some way of my presence, but was he a man in German employ, or merely an inquisitive islander? I decided that speculation would do me no good, so I put the matter out of my mind. Perhaps it was all hallucination, a not uncommon experience in such circumstances.

By 17.00, I was happily installed in my lookout post overlooking Askvold. Where I sat, a turn of my head covered sixty miles of Norwegian coast, from Utvaer in the South, with its myriad rocks and islets, northwards to Linn, Batalden, and the lower tableland of Bremanger. Inland to the east, distant mountains beyond the first snow-peaks were faint silhouettes against a pale-blue sky; but on the coast every detail was vivid and clear – green pastures by the shore, neat little wooden houses, white-painted toy lighthouses, and quays and jetties in the town.

Værø, MTBs lurking place in the distance, 16 October 1943.
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German convoy in Granesund, October 1943.



Through binoculars, I could see the people in the town quite clearly, tiny though they looked at that distance. Fishermen stood here and there on jetties or leant against warehouses; housewives gossiped at house-corners; children ran across open spaces; and German soldiers in field-grey wandered aimlessly through the street. A small body of troops was on the march outside the town. I could even see them stiffen up when they met what was obviously an officer. Surely, I was looking at a toy town, and there could be no danger from those toy soldiers!

If all was well, as I supposed it was, the motor torpedo boat which had brought me from Shetland would now be lying hidden among the rocks at Vaerø, about eight miles west-south-westwards from Atleø. Wireless contact had to be made at 19.00, so I crawled to the top of the hill to set up my transmitter. Close to the summit, I found a large split rock, which was convenient because I could hide the wireless set there. With the sets we were using, any land between the MTB and me would interfere with reception, so I could not transmit from my lookout position. What we had most to fear, we believed, was that the Germans would hear our wireless transmissions and would trace the MTB or more likely me by D/F bearings; transmissions were therefore to be very brief – never more than a dozen Morse letters and usually much less.

The times for wireless contact were five-minutes periods at 08.00, 13.00, and 20.00, and a ten-minute period at 19.00. We had arranged to switch our sets to transmission during part of the ten-minute period each day, because our tests in Shetland had shown that the faint hiss of the ‘carrier wave’ from one set could be detected by the other set, even at a considerable distance.

By 19.00, I was crouched over my set at the split rock, with the rod-aerial swaying in the wind overhead. I heard the carrier wave from the MTB quite clearly, and tapped single letter ‘N’ (meaning ‘nothing to report’). With dramatic suddenness, the answering ‘dah-dit’ came in my ear-phones. All was well.

Having no sleeping bag, I put on my spare clothes after dark and lay down under the rock bluff to sleep as best I might. I slept well for two hours; then the cold wakened me. Stars were bright in the night-sky overhead, and there was white frost on the sparse grass beside my face. The rock-pools here and there were already frozen (by morning, all the pools and tarns near the top of the island were sheathed in ice), so a sleeping bag looked like being more of a necessity than a luxury and I went down into the glen in the moonlight.

I had scribbled, on my map, the bearings taken where the sleeping bag was hidden, and I have the figures still – ‘NW top 316, NE top 032, NW end of pool 358’. That I could find a small rock in a rough valley at night on this information seemed improbable, but the exercise would keep me warm. Shortly after 01.00, I got all three compass bearings to coincide, and I felt around under the nearest boulder. My hand fell on my sleeping bag. Three minutes later, I was asleep.

I had set my alarm clock for 05.00, but I failed to wake until more than an hour later, when it was already beginning to get light. This annoyed me, and also meant that, gasping for breath, I just failed to reach the split rock in time for the morning wireless period. However, I thought it unlikely that the MTB would have any message for me at that time of day, so I crawled around the rocks to my lookout position. I had still some yards to go when a northbound ship appeared in the channel below me, followed shortly afterwards by the rest of a large convoy and an escort of German minesweepers and patrol-craft. I dug into my rucksack for my camera, and also for the special report sheets on which I had to make annotated drawings of all enemy ships and movements. Before I was done, one of my half-finished sketches took wing on the westerly breeze, and I had to roll down the hill with perilous precipitation to recover it.

When this hectic incident was over and the convoy had gone on its way, I installed myself in my lookout lair, and life became peaceful again. There was a good deal of movement in the channels all day, but the convoys from both directions came in sight nearly two hours before passing through the channel below me, so I could take my time with my photographs and drawings after the first alarm.

As I have said, there was at first no sign of the gun-emplacement which was supposed to be on the northern point of the harbour; but while I was cooking my breakfast the outline of the battery suddenly appeared from nowhere. Through binoculars, I could see men moving, and I supposed they must have been adjusting or changing the camouflage netting. Within fifteen minutes, the battery and ramparts had vanished from view, but in that time I was able to get a pretty accurate drawing of the gun positions. This was Saturday 16 October and I had already been two days on my island. At 13.00 there was nothing to be heard on the wireless, but there was still no reason to expect anything, so I was not worried.

I cannot remember being at any time scared or particularly worried during my time on Atleø, although I did not much like mysterious incidents like seeing the two men early on the first day, because I could not understand what was happening. People who worry about small things in everyday life, as I did and do, often find that real danger is not particularly alarming. It was after all up to me not to be caught, an extension of my childhood games, but with more weight to carry on my back and with a rather more formidable opponent, which made it all the more exciting.

In the evening of this second day, two convoys met in the sound. The northbound ships continued on their way, but the southbound convoy turned into Askvold and came to anchor with its escort ships on the outside. I found my way to the split rock a few minutes before 19.00, and at two minutes past the hour I sent the letter ‘Q’ three times, meaning ‘small targets present in Askvold; all clear for attack.’ There was no reply, although I continued to listen until 20.20, sending ‘QQQ’ again at 20.02.

According to our operational orders, the MTB and her human torpedoes would wait until I had reported a target which they thought worth attacking; then they would give an executive signal which would allow me time to get back to the landing beach. There, I would be picked up by the boat which had landed me, so that I could show my drawings of the ships and of the harbour to the Chariot crews before they set off for their very hazardous attack on the anchored convoy. ‘Small’ targets might not be thought worth attacking at this stage, but the lack of any acknowledgement was puzzling, especially after hearing the carrier-wave so clearly on the previous evening.

I slept well in the luxury of my sleeping bag under the shelter of the overhanging rock. When I awoke at dawn, the convoy from Askvold was already under way southwards, making for the narrow gap of Krakhellesund before crossing the entrance of Sognefjord. The light wind had backed to south-easterly, and the weather was fine and warm. After an early breakfast, I washed quickly in a pool, taking the chance also to rinse and dry some of my mud-soaked clothes. Then I checked again all the connections and calibrations on the wireless set. I could find nothing wrong, but ‘NNN’ sent at 08.00 produced no response.

Shortly before noon, I was crawling over the rocks to retrieve my drying clothes from the rock where I had laid them, when I heard a shout and was startled to see a man and girl sitting on the sky-line some distance away. The couple were waving (apparently) to me, with every sign of friendly recognition. It was Sunday, which I had forgotten, and it looked as if I had been mistaken for some friend from the village, although I did not see why he would have been crawling in so unusual a manner. I hoped I was too far away for my British khaki uniform to be recognized for what it was, and I turned my back to stare in the other direction. After a while, the shouting stopped; when I looked round again, the man and girl were walking quite casually away from me. I picked up my washing, which was now nearly dry, and retired hastily to my rock crevice in chastened mood. There was no one on the mountain when I went up to make my 13.00 wireless transmission; there was again no answering call from the MTB.

I saw something rather more disturbing than the man and girl during the afternoon, when half a platoon of German troops embarked in a large white motor boat at a quay in Askvold. The boat came across the sound and seemed to be heading for the shore of Atleø out of sight below me, until it disappeared behind the curve of the intervening hill. I began to wonder whether it was a patrol sent to look for me. About two hours later, as I was making a brew of tea, there was a loud whistle behind me, followed by shouts and the tramp of nailed boots. Then a man shouted very loudly close beside me, and a shadow passed across my hiding place. A figure appeared directly in front of me, perhaps ten yards away, and stood quite still for half a minute. The man’s back was towards me; he was not in uniform.

An answering shout came from below in the glen. Without looking behind him, the man moved out of sight, and the shouting went slowly away. I put my father’s big revolver back in its holster on my belt, and turned my attention to the tea-billy, which had boiled over and extinguished the flame of my little solid-fuel stove. Being in full view of the town of Askvold, I had to do all my cooking before dusk so that the light of the flame would not give me away. I decided that the motor boat had been taking troops to relieve the watch post on the other side of the island, and that neither they nor the shouting men were anything to do with me.

The sun setting over the North Sea touched the snow peaks of the Norwegian mainland with a rosy glow that evening. The islands turned dark blue against a sea and sky of pale blue-green, and the lighthouses of the Inner Leads took up their busy winking in yellow, green and red. A brighter white light flashed suddenly from near Florø far to the northwards, where two German convoys were meeting in the fairway. One convoy was telling the other to keep the mainland shore; this much I could gather even with my slight knowledge of German signalling. No ships went into Askvold.

It was dark when I went to the split rock. I crawled all the way, stopping often to listen, and I went round by a different route in case I had been seen on previous occasions. All above me and round about me in the sky, the Northern Lights rustled their delicate, apple-green curtains, tinged with misty crimson and edged with violet. I wondered whether Bjørg was watching the same Northern Lights from her Arctic home. I felt myself to be nearer to the sky than to the earth; a faint twilight lingered to seaward, over the rocks of the outer Skjaergaard far below, but the mainland and its fjords lay in the night shadow.

I tapped ‘NNN’ several times, between 17.50 and 20.10 and I listened without a pause during all that period. The rod-aerial swayed above me and hummed gently in the night wind, but I heard nothing else. At 20.02, I took the risk of sending a longer signal – ‘NNN AAA I NO REC U AR KKK 2400’, meaning ‘there is nothing to report in Askvold, I am not receiving you; I shall be at the pick-up position at midnight’. There was still no reply. Time was now short – the operational plan had not really allowed for crossing such rough country as this hillside and valley had proved to be, and it was no comfort to remember that this was as much my fault as anybody else’s. I dismantled the transmitter, wrapped it quickly in a green oilskin cape which I had with me, and hid the bundle as best I could under the split rock. Then I slung my rucksack on my back and started down the glen.

As first, the going was easy in the moonlight, but it became much harder when I entered the shadow of the hills, and I fell frequently in my haste. If the MTB was still on the coast and afloat, and if she had not heard my last signal, she would go to the Tevik cove at 22.00 on this evening – that is, two days after losing wireless contact. If she had heard my signal, which I thought unlikely, I had two more hours’ grace, which I needed badly. By 22.00, I had still not emerged from the upper glen, but I fortunately had a sufficiently clear view of the sea around the rendezvous point to be able to check through binoculars that no motor torpedo boat was there at that time.

I still could not see any houses near the sea, so I kept carefully in the shadow of the hill as I approached the shore, stumbling over rocks and bushes as I went. It seemed a long way.

I found the place where my spare rations had been hidden. The bag had not been disturbed; I left it there, because I still had three days’ food in my rucksack.

From the beach, I scanned slowly all around me with binoculars but saw nothing. I was moving off towards the point, when I heard a very faint cry – it might have been a baby, or a cat. This gave me a direction on which to concentrate, and I suddenly became aware of a group of old, weather-beaten buildings, lying away from the sea and merging into a moonlit background of grey crags. All was quiet, and no lights showed. I went on, along the rocks above the shore and skirting a few small cultivated fields where my boots could have left tracks. At 02.30, I found a narrow crack in the rocks, where I slept until the earliest light of dawn; then I moved across the point to the emergency rendezvous of the Charioteers and torpedo boat, which was a small cove on the western side of the point.

I lay uncomfortably in a shallow crack in the rocks at the rendezvous, and as daylight increased I realized that I was in a painfully exposed position. I had only to raise my head a few inches to see the upper windows of a newly-painted and therefore obviously inhabited house close behind me, and during the morning I was very nearly seen by a man who rowed past me in a boat when I had, as Kipling puts it, ‘stepped aside for my needs’. After dark, I moved inland away from the rendezvous and found a rather deeper rock crevice, but I now had no drinking water – a surprising lack, indeed, in that land of lakes and waterfalls.

I spent a good deal of the night in crawling around as quietly as I could on the rocks, looking for enough fresh water to fill my water-bottle and if possible for a wash; in the end, I fell off a rock ledge about six feet high, into a sizeable pool. When I had recovered from this startling and rather noisy incident, I gratefully topped up my water-bottle and thought that I might take the opportunity to have a proper bath – I had soap and a pocket towel with me. There was no difficulty about it until I came to the recovery of my clothes in the darkness. One sock eluded me for ten minutes, but I found it at last and went back to my hole in the rocks for two hours’ sleep in the pleasant glow of cleanliness.

The time for keeping watch by the emergency rendezvous had been laid down in the operation orders as 23.00 to 03.30 each night, which cut annoyingly into my sleep. I was supposed to make occasional noises like an owl – not because owls were common thereabouts, but because it was the only bird noise which both I and the Chariot crews could make. It was an eerie business, since I had no idea as to what might have happened to the Charioteers; perhaps the Germans already knew all about the rendezvous place and signals.

I do not know what effect it would have had on me if one of my owl-hoots had been answered. There is a story of a night watchman in a morgue where there was a bell-push beside each corpse and the bell above the watchman’s head rang one night....

In between dismal owl-hoots, I built a complicated roof of cord, groundsheet and furze over my lair, as some protection against the rain, which was now falling coldly out of a black and windless night. Just before the end of my watch-period, the roof gave way under weight of water, and flooded the sleeping bag below, so I slept for two hours in the wet and then set out to find a better hole before daylight. This time I was lucky, and by dawn I was installed in a perfect lair. It was deep and almost dry, a cleft in the rocks about ten feet long and thirty inches wide at the bottom. The opening faced north-eastwards, in the direction of the main convoy-channel, so I could sketch and even photograph enemy ships as they passed without so much as getting out of my sleeping bag. An hour’s work in the half-light made my new home proof against rain and against detection by any casual passer-by.

I spent the next day, Tuesday, very happily, darning my socks and repairing tears in my battledress, between meals and convoys. One of my ‘Royal Navy’ shoulder-flashes had been hanging by a thread since my arrival by the shore.

It was a peaceful and pleasant time, with good, hot and nourishing meals of porridge, soup and stew at regular intervals. If nothing else happened before 4 November, my orders were to find my own way across Norway and into Sweden. I worked out, in my head, the details of how to do this and began to look forward with some pleasure to what would probably be an interesting experience.

During my stay on the island, I had often heard the noise of aircraft without paying much attention except to make sure that I was out of sight; but on this Tuesday afternoon the sound was nearer and more persistent.

About three o’clock, a harsh crescendo snarl shook me out of my thoughts, and a German fighter came suddenly over the hill behind me, to sweep low over the point where I lay hidden. Immediately afterwards, a second fighter came from the side, and swept so low that its shadow crossed in front of my hole. There was a moment of silence, and then both fighters shrieked towards me – down, up, away and down again. To my surprise, there was no rattle of machine-guns, only the snarl of engines and the crescendo roar of diving aircraft. I tried to get a view of the aircraft without exposing myself, but all I could see was the fleeting shadow when one or other of them passed very low overhead. It was very frustrating.

This went on for a full half-hour, and in the end I became accustomed to it as one becomes accustomed to most things in life; then the first ships of a large and heavily escorted northbound convoy came in sight in the channel. I decided that the fighters had not been looking for me but were on a routine sweep ahead of the convoy.

All was peaceful again when I went to sleep shortly after dark that evening. My alarm clock rattled, as usual, at eleven o’clock, and I went reluctantly on watch. The weather was dry, with a gentle breeze off the mainland of Norway, and there was some light from the stars in a partly clouded sky. Visiting the rendezvous cove to hoot like an owl was easier than on previous nights; I now knew my way around on the headland, and how to get fresh water without falling into a pool.

Two German patrol ships had been prowling close off my point earlier in the evening, but they had now gone. Inside the islet of Skumsø, however, and about half a mile from where I sat on the rocks, there were two bright white lights. The lights blinded me when I turned my binoculars on them, and I could not see what was behind or under them.

About 01.20 on Wednesday, when I was already thinking with pleasure of getting back into my sleeping bag in not much more than two hours’ time, I became increasingly aware of a faint and persistent humming noise. Very shortly afterwards, I noticed the small, dark shape of an island, which I had not seen before, over towards the mainland and distant perhaps a mile and a quarter. As I concentrated my binoculars on the island, I saw that it was very slowly changing in outline; then there was a scarcely perceptible sideways movement. The minutes passed, and the faint hum in my ears became a definite, rhythmic throb. The shadowy shape grew, lengthened, and changed to a familiar silhouette. Four white spouts of water were gushing from its sides; it was a ‘D’-Class motor torpedo boat.

I wrapped my pocket torch in a handkerchief, and flashed the dimmed light towards the ground, making the brief recognition signal which had been allocated to me before leaving Shetland. There was a pause; and from the top of the dark shape, where the bridge would be, there came a soft flicker of light quickly extinguished. The shape began to move faster.

Not at all pleased, I tore down my shelter, crammed the sleeping bag and other gear into my rucksack, and stumbled across the rocky headland to the cove on the seaward side. Almost as I arrived, a dark shape came around the point, becoming bigger as it swung towards the shore. I showed my torch again, and the motor torpedo boat nosed gently into the abrupt rock slope where I stood waiting, until the high flare of her bow loomed above me. Whispering Norwegian voices asked my name, and a rope swung down towards me. While I was still scrambling over the bow with my pack, the MTB was backing into deep water, trembling to the throttled power of her four great engines. She was MTB 626, commanded by Lieutenant Bøgeberg – an old friend, who was as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He asked me about the lights near Skumsø, but I could tell him nothing except that they had not been there the previous evening when I went to sleep before going on watch.

The night was very still, and the only sound was the restrained murmur of our engines; but as we came closer to Skumsø we could see the outline of a large anchored merchantman under the lights. Conversation now ceased, and the two torpedoes left their tubes with sighs and shudders. After half a minute, a column of water began to rise against the night sky, and at the same instant a machine-gun spattered viciously from near the shore, where, I suppose, a German escort ship had been lying in the shadows, watching our movements.

Our many guns burst into joyous life, and the bright tracer bullets cut lines to and fro across the darkness. MTB 626 leapt beneath my feet to the deep roar of four thousand horsepower as we turned towards the open North Sea beyond the island. Astern, the shadow of the merchantman was already sinking slowly; our guns stopped reluctantly. One man on our stern had been very slightly wounded in the foot by a German machine-gun bullet, which caused some amusement among the rest of our crew. I went below to wash and shave in the cheerful light of the motor torpedo boat’s tiny bathroom.

Lieutenant Bøgeberg had been told to look for two Norwegians who had been landed on Atleø some time before me, for another purpose; I had not been told about this, no doubt for good reason. It was thought most improbable that I would still be alive and free, for the motor torpedo boat which had landed me had been unfortunate. At her lurking place, Vaerø, a local man had appeared with urgent warnings about the frequency and thoroughness of German searches in that area. In the end, the MTB left the Norwegian coast early on the Saturday; she was found and attacked by German aircraft while at sea, and eventually she reached a Scottish port, far off her course, after a fierce running battle, many casualties and much damage – although she did shoot down a German fighter.

After that event, Bøgeberg met my mother shopping in Lerwick, and was very pleased with himself for the tactful way in which he reassured her about my safety without saying where I was or what I was doing. (In fact, my mother had by then a pretty good idea as to what must have been happening, but was convinced, as always, that I would turn up in the end.)

I never found out the truth about the two mysterious ‘fishermen’ whose odd behaviour below the summit of Atleø had so alarmed me. Perhaps they were the two Norwegian soldiers who had been landed before me; perhaps they were Gestapo agents, as I thought at the time. Another explanation of what I saw came later from a young Norwegian friend. His name was Ruben, and he was one of the people who had earlier been landed by parachute in the interior of Norway. His party was unlucky with the weather, and they had twice made the long flight across the North Sea before conditions were suitable. When they did jump, Ruben’s parachute caught in the tree and he swung precariously some distance above the moonlit snow. While he was trying to disentangle himself, he looked down and saw a man and a dog standing at the foot of the tree.

It was a very odd place for any local man to be at that time of night. Before attempting to get down to the ground, therefore, Ruben got two pistols from under his parachute harness, and loaded them. In releasing himself from the harness, he lost his grip on the tree, but kept hold of his pistols. He fell heavily to the ground, and both pistols fired with the shock. When he had recovered his senses, Ruben saw the man and dog standing a little way from him, on the edge of the wood. They moved slowly through the trees as Ruben got to his feet, and Ruben followed them to see where they would go. He followed them for a long time. At last, he became impatient – he ran a few steps, pistols in hand, to accost the man and to find out for certain whether this was a friend or an enemy. The man and dog vanished, and Ruben saw that there were no tracks in the snow.

The similarity, in so many ways, between the two occurrences, made me wonder whether my fisherman had been there at all the second time I saw him. I certainly had no doubts about it at the time; but then neither had Ruben any doubts about his man and dog in the wood until they suddenly disappeared.
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Parachuting

My happy return from Atleø in MTB 626 was my last contact with the Norwegian flotilla; it was not, of course, the end of the flotilla’s operations in the Norwegian Inner Leads.

As it happened, little of importance was achieved by the flotilla during the twelve or thirteen months after I had finally left Shetland, but the last winter of the War brought success to the Norwegian boats at the rate of three sinkings a month, culminating with the destruction of a German submarine, U637, two weeks before the end of fighting in Europe. By then, the Norwegian motor torpedo boats had made 152 crossings of the North Sea and had sunk twenty-five ships – and their success should not be measured only in terms of ships sunk. In the two and a half years of patrolling, Norwegian casualties were eighteen killed and fifty wounded, which was little enough in view of what the enemy suffered. Sea and weather were seldom lesser perils than German guns; it was a fitting task for Norsemen.

During most of the rest of 1943, I played around with ‘X’-Craft and oxygen-diving in the vicinity of Loch Striven, which was quite fun – especially oxygen-diving, which was still rather a new thing and quite hazardous at times. It soon became apparent, however, that I had come too late into the game; there was far too much for me to learn. I thought that parachuting would be a better bet for getting into Norway or other enemy-occupied countries.

Captain Banks, dear man, who commanded the Base, accepted this somewhat strange idea without question, and arranged for me to do the full four-week Army course with the men of the Airborne Divisions who were then in the throes of training for the D-Day landings in Normandy. I think it unlikely that any naval officer had done the full course, and it turned out to be the most exhilarating, interesting and rewarding month in my life.

The soldiers who learned to jump at No.1 Parachute Training School in those days were among the finest men in the British and Allied armies. Parachuting was not long out of the experimental stage, and certainly not a thing that anyone would do ‘for the ride’. Accidents, although rare, could be pretty horrible; this was parachute training for battle, not for sport.

I arrived at Chesterfield, in Derbyshire, on a foggy and bitterly cold Saturday, just after New Year 1944, and soon found myself in an army truck bumping along several miles of rough road to an unknown destination. It was hilly and partly wooded country, very bleak in the January mists. The approach to the camp made me think of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, and the camp itself was grouped around what seemed to be several decaying hilltop manor houses. Otherwise, it was like an army camp, only colder, and there did not seem to be anything connected with parachuting except for a predominance of red berets among the headgear worn by the occupants.

There was no activity on the Sunday, and I took the chance to make up my army kit with the advice and assistance of my room-mates. These were three Army officers, with whom I spent most of the following four weeks – a tall, quiet infantry captain (who had given up his majority to go parachuting), a merry, red-headed young sapper subaltern, and a Lieutenant from the 1st Canadian Parachute Battalion. The Canadian’s name was Lloyd Adams, from Toronto; he was tall and very thin, almost a skeleton, with large, dark eyes and a dark, delicate skin that suggested poor health. I did most of my training with Lloyd’s platoon of Canadian soldiers, and he became my particular friend – he was possessed of an unending fund of bright and racy conversation, and (although he had not yet jumped) he knew all about parachuting, which I certainly did not.

In fact I knew absolutely nothing either about parachuting or about the course with which we were faced, so Lloyd was happy to enlighten me on such morbid matters as parachute ‘Roman Candles’, and what happened if you get your foot caught in a rigging line. Later, I learned that the whole purpose of the course was to avoid mishaps of that kind, and the instructors told us with pride that there had only been forty fatal accidents in 200,000 parachute descents – a remarkable safety record when military parachuting was still so much in its infancy. They also said, and we soon came to believe them, that parachuting was the safest possible way of going into battle.

I noticed with surprise that everyone in the camp, excepting only the camp staff and new arrivals, was in a more or less painful state of limping or stiffness, with a few complete cripples hobbling in the background; and I discovered with alarm that all this was not the result of parachuting, but of the special ten-day ‘toughening-up’, which was considered essential in those days to make sure that we were all physically fit for parachuting proper.

Officers and men paraded, drilled and trained together, and I have never known a better relationship between all ranks. Except for the one Canadian platoon, they came as individual volunteers from every sort of unit in the Army; with very few exceptions, they were desperately keen to complete the preliminary course successfully, so as to pass on to the real business of parachute-training. We found that there were to be ten physical tests at the end of the first ten days; failure in more than two would mean being put back to join the next course.

The enthusiasm was tremendous. From the moment when we mustered on the first Monday morning, shivering in thin denim uniforms in a half-light of fog and frost, every order was obeyed with a snap and every move was made at the double. They said they could put a polish even on the average Guardsman, and after more than four years of naval commissioned service I was intrigued to find myself being taught to salute by numbers in Army style; but most of our time was spent in running, rope climbing, PT, organized games – and more running. On roads glassy with ice, doubling in smooth-soled army boots was very hard, and climbing ropes with half-frozen arms and hands was an agonizing experience for me, and I think for most other people.

Of the sergeant-instructors, many were professional boxers or footballers, or circus strong men, and they were absolutely the best of their type. They certainly got the best out of us, and no suggestion of slacking was tolerated for an instant; on our many speed-marches in battle order, we were kept at the double until it seemed to me that the final limit of human endurance had been exceeded.

In reality (although at first we hardly knew it) the emphasis was on spirit rather than on flesh, and each of us was being watched all the time by one or more of the staff. Some of the pupils who seemed least suitable, physically, for parachuting did better in the end than their brawnier companions. One of the best performers on our course was a very small, stuttering Lancashire boy, who looked no more than sixteen underneath the broad bonnet of some Highland regiment; he bubbled all the time with merriment and went at every task with immense determination where much bigger men failed. Also with us, presumably training for some special mission, there was a pale-faced lad whose very British name obviously covered an Austrian-Jewish origin; he was terrified of heights and had frequently to be rescued, shivering, from the rock-climbing ropes – yet, coaxed and carefully watched by his instructors, he passed all through the course.

Much of the time in the first few days was spent in vigorous team games, mostly with medicine balls or heavy logs, and the enthusiasm of the Canadians was catching and inspiring. The composition of the teams and the nature of the games did not matter; they always used every ounce of their enormous energy and roared encouragement to each other as though their lives depended on the contest.

By the fourth day we were all very stiff in every limb, and every movement was painful – the muscular Canadians were in as bad a way as the rest of us. The instructors allowed no respite; and slowly, during the second week, the pains diminished. Then came two days of comparative rest, followed by the first day of the tests – running, climbing, jumping and balancing, mostly in battle-order and wearing steel helmets.

On the night before the tests, I was officer in charge of the patrol in Chesterfield until leave ended – a slightly incongruous duty for a naval officer. One of the Canadians could not be found when their lorry was due to go back to camp, and his mates pleaded with me, as one voice, to wait; they had been told that anyone put ‘on a charge’ would not be allowed to take the tests. After nearly half an hour, the missing soldier was produced, unable to stand; he was loaded forcibly into the back of the truck, and by judicious bluff I was able to get him safely past the Guardhouse at the camp. He duly passed his tests next day, in spite of a thick head; and he came to thank me, with tears in his eyes, for giving him the chance to do so. This was the mood of the men of the Airborne Forces.

As for me, I failed in two arm exercises, but I just succeeded in six other tests out of the first eight. The ninth test was boxing, meant only to prove each man’s ability to ‘stick it’ – there were some wild and wonderful combats. I was faced with a toothless but remarkably tough little sergeant, who knocked me flat on my back in the first ten seconds. By some power of which I was quite unaware, I bounced off the floor like a boy tumbler-man and took both the sergeant and myself with enough surprise to finish the bout on my feet.

On the last day came the dreaded ten-mile speed-march, in full battle-order and steel helmets, carrying small-arms; and it was made more difficult by the frozen and slippery condition of the hilly roads around the camp area. The aim was for each platoon to complete the march within two hours as a unit, without stragglers, so the stronger men carried extra rifles and helmets for the weaker and put encouraging hands under flagging elbows on the hills.

I shall never forget that march and the rows of steel helmets bobbing up and down in front of me to the clop-clop-clop-clop of boots pounding on the hard road. Fortunately for me, I did not do the speed-march with the Canadians, but it was still the biggest physical ordeal with which I have ever been faced; and the sharp order from the platoon sergeant to ‘Double!’ always came long before I had even begun to recover my breath during the short spells of ‘quick march’.

One or two men fell out in the first two miles and lay gasping on the frozen grass verges, but most of us kept going – left, right, left, right, left, right, ‘Double!’ clop-clop-clop-clop – although we turned a horrible yellow with the effort. Those ten miles taught me, as nothing else perhaps could do, the incredible strength of human willpower over bodily weakness, and the value of loyal team-work. It is sad to think that in these days so many men go through their whole lives without learning these spiritual truths – it is as though their lives had only been half lived.

There were very good reasons for not failing on the speed-march, because to fall out before the end meant being put back to do the whole physical training course all over again. I tried, therefore, to ignore the huge blister which developed under my left foot on the seventh mile – and the blood that was coming steadily into my boot by the ninth. ‘Red’, the sapper subaltern, took my left arm and a stout sergeant supported me on the right; and in this manner I was practically carried during the final mile, but I was still there when the platoon reached the camp – and we all managed to hide our limps for a few paces as we marched ‘at attention’ past the guardhouse.

With the tests behind us, we moved to the Royal Air Force station at Ringway, near Manchester. I was attached to Lieutenant Adams with eight of his Canadians, to make a ‘stick’ of ten. All sticks were ten in those days, because the aircraft normally used for parachutists were Whitleys, which could not carry more than ten men for jumping. These old aircraft were able to throttle back to a very low speed for dropping soldiers, and containers for their kit, but exit for the men was through a small hole in the floor, which was difficult. How difficult it had been, we did not realize until we enjoyed the luxury of jumping from the doors of more modern aircraft in 1945.

We absorbed every drop of information we could about parachuting, from the instructors and from the hundreds of parachutists around us – British, Canadian, French, Polish, Norwegian. We found that to get ‘wings’ we had to complete eight successful descents, the first two from a captive balloon and working up to a ‘fast stick’ of ten from a Whitley flying at eight hundred feet. The RAF instructors were splendid men; some had been professional sportsmen, but many came from the most unlikely civilian jobs. All of them had done at least fifty parachute jumps, and there were many with three hundred or four hundred jumps behind them. For some absurd reason, they were not allowed to wear parachute wings on their RAF uniforms, although most of them flew then or later as ‘despatchers’ with the Airborne Forces and many were killed on operations. Flight Lieutenant Copeland, our own ‘syndicate officer’ and one of the best, was among those lost later in the war.

The initial ground training was done in vast hangars, full of gadgets ingeniously devised to simulate every phase of parachute exit, flight and landing. We were treated all the time as individuals, and each one of us was made to go through every movement until we had reached the high standards of proficiency set by our instructors. A ‘clean exit’, which is almost automatic these days from modern aircraft, was then a very important and difficult part of the drill. The hole in the floor of the Whitleys was about thirty inches across, and all ten men had to go through it, feet first and under control, in not more than eight seconds. Every extra second’s delay meant increasing the distance from first to last man on the ground by forty-five yards. Even the best trained stick of ten soldiers jumping from a Whitley was spread nearly 250 yards on the ground, and regrouping was often the most difficult and dangerous part of subsequent ground operations.

‘Running in, red light – action stations. Green light – Go!’ We spent hour after hour jumping through holes and doors of all shapes and sizes to these shouts, until we would have leapt off the roof of a house if anyone had shouted ‘Go!’

We learnt also how to fit ’chutes, how to control them in the brief half-minute of flight to earth after the static line had jerked them open, and how to land under all conditions – sideways, frontwards, backwards, on level ground, in woods, in water and when carrying heavy kit. Above all, we learned that discipline and self-control were more important than brute strength or brute courage. They said that in their first 200,000 jumps there had been only one death owing to faulty parachute packing; the WAAF who put that one tie on wrongly never packed another parachute, but neither did she ever know what she had done or why she was suddenly sent to do other work. We carried no reserve parachute in those days (and thought the Americans rather cissy for having them) so the proper behaviour of our one parachute was important. We were told again and again that nearly all parachuting accidents were owing to failure in drill and self-discipline on the part of the parachutist himself.

A soldier who ‘jibbed’ at any jump at No.1 Parachute School while still training for his wings was given every opportunity to make good his refusal; and there were even cases where a special aircraft was sent up to let one solitary man have a second chance. There was never any pressure on him to jump; if it became clear that a man found it quite impossible to face the ordeal, he received no black mark. He merely disappeared from the station unit. A refusal after qualifying for parachute wings was, and is, a different matter. Very properly, it is a court-martial offence, because the man is refusing to carry out a duty for which he is trained, qualified and paid.

One parachutist who certainly never showed any sign of jibbing was the stuttering little Lancashire lad from the Highland regiment. The story went round Ringway of how he jumped No.6 in a fast stick from a Whitley. Now, No.6 in a Whitley had to wait in those days just long enough after No.5 had gone, for the two long, heavy parachute-containers of equipment to fall clear. To get this pause exactly right, No.6 had to shout ‘Container, container, container’. This was unfair on the Lancashire-Highland boy, who was heard to stutter in anguish, ‘C-C-C-C, C-C-C-C; oh f*** it’, before he disappeared through the hole in the floor.

Many parachutists (the Lancashire boy was presumably one of them) were never more than ‘keyed-up’ before any of their jumps, rather like good ski-jumpers – and there is much in common between parachuting and ski-jumping – but there were other men for whom each successive jump only added to the terror. Ringway had as many jibs at the fifth and sixth jumps, I believe, as at the first, although most men did get over their worst fears by at least the third jump. Fortunately for me, I found parachuting to be exhilarating and exciting but not usually frightening; some people, on the other hand, needed real courage to get through the course. The Austrian-Jewish boy, for instance, was so uncertain whether he could bring himself to jump of his own accord that he asked a friend to see that he had a surreptitious push when the difficult moment came. The push was given; the Austrian jumped or fell out of the aircraft, and he went on to gain his wings. It was taking a risk on the part of his friend, who would certainly have been court martialled if the incident had come to light.
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Parachute Training School, No. 1 Stick, 100 Course, Ringway. February 1944, in the aircraft.



Not many of the men at Ringway were training for special operations, which is what we supposed the Austrian to be doing; mostly, it was the soldiers who were to drop in Normandy, and at Arnhem, and at the crossing of the Rhine. The great hangars echoed to the tramp of their feet, and to their songs. The Poles and the French always sang as they marched, and the singing spread among the other troops. The popular songs of my own early youth and of today have passed me by, but I shall never forget ‘Paper Doll’ and ‘This is the army, Mr Brown.’

The jumping programme of the syndicate ahead of us was held up by bad weather. When the day came for us to go out to the dropping zone at Tatton Park, we went more with the expectation of watching other people jump than of making a start ourselves. It was quite a long drive; it is odd to think of it now, but at that time most of us had never before even seen a real parachute jump.

The Park was full of activity. Men waiting to go up were fitting their ‘chutes or were being mustered ready for marching across the grass to their cages, as the balloons were hauled down. High above us, we could hear, intermittently, the instructors’ voices in the familiar shout, ‘Go!’ By the time the shout reached us, the parachutist would already be clear of the cage, and we would look up to see the canopy opening with a rustle and heartening ‘flop’. There were seldom fewer than two parachutists in the air.

After a while, we gained confidence, and began to criticize the style of flight and landing. The grass was covered with collapsed parachutes, in the process of being rolled up by their late users, while other parachutes continued to drift down from overhead. The sun was dispersing the mist and the day was becoming pleasantly warm. By tradition, we could not go into the YMCA hut for tea, because we had not jumped, but the bus would no doubt soon be taking us back to the RAF Station for a good lunch, followed by a slack afternoon....

‘What’s that, Staff?’

‘’chutes are being sent out for us, Sir, and No.1 Stick will be jumping in ten minutes.’

We were No.1 Stick. Well, well, we said, the sooner the better.

‘No.1 Stick, fit ’chutes.’

We followed our sergeant-instructor into the hut behind the YMCA, and fumbled with obstinate webbing and slides. The harness had to be adjusted to a perfect fit, and we were not used to doing it quickly.

‘All right, No.1 Stick, fall in here.’

The sergeant went up and down the line twice, banging release boxes on our chests to see that they were secure, and making last adjustments to harness. A few minutes later, we were waddling uncomfortably across the grass in two parties of five. On the ground, our balloon and cage looked bigger than in the air, but not so big as I would have liked. We hoisted ourselves on board, rather disconcerted by the cage’s instability, and we hooked on our static lines very quickly. This was one part of the drill, both in balloons and in aircraft, which the instructor was never allowed to do for us. It was a wise ruling, because failure to attach the webbing strap to the rail provided for it meant that there was nothing to pull the canopy open. In spite of this knowledge, one Polish soldier did forget to hook himself up for his first aircraft drop; jumping from eight hundred feet, he can have had no time to pull the parachute from its pack on his back, even if it was a physical possibility for him to do so, which for most men it was not.

‘Seven up, five down.’ Seven hundred feet up, five men to jump; already the windlass was creaking as the wire paid out. We were leaving the ground; I was No.2 in the cage.

The creaking stopped, and we all fell silent. The cage swayed gently; we could hear the wind in the rigging, and the flapping of the balloon fabric. The sergeant was peering over the canvas wall of the cage; then he straightened himself.

‘Actions stations, No.1.’

The balloon cage was a mock-up for Whitley type exits, and the Canadian opposite me swung his legs into the open hole. His face was fixed and expressionless as he sat on the extreme edge of the hole, and I had a glimpse of green grass far below his boots.

‘Go!’

The static line smacked the side of the hole, and the hole was empty. I made a move to swing my legs into the void. ‘Not yet, Sir,’ said the sergeant; and he bent down to haul up the slack static line and empty cover of No.1’s parachute bag. The wind still hummed in the rigging of the balloon.

‘Actions stations, No.2.’

The cage was swaying more than I liked, and in my rigid position on the edge of the hole I felt a tendency to pitch forward over my heels.

‘Watch my hand, Sir ... Go!’

I kicked downwards, feet together, and my static line slapped hard above my head. Time stood still.

There was no sensation of falling after passing through the hole in the floor of the cage. I felt light and free, but I was not a dot falling through space. I was very big here by myself, and it was the world that was small and distant.

Four seconds of free falling was scarcely long enough to wonder whether the parachute would open. The harness on my shoulders pulled strongly upwards; there was a great flap, like the filling of a large sail, and my body ceased to lean gently forward towards the earth as I came quickly back to vertical.

The world was sunlit, blue and green. I was above the earth and all earthly things, and I resented the loudspeaker that began to shout instructions at me from below. Then I saw the ground suddenly coming nearer, much faster both upwards and sideways than seemed really safe. I concentrated on doing all the things we had been taught in the hangars – there was not much time for mistakes, because the whole flight from balloon-cage to ground lasted no more than thirty-five seconds. Soon, the grass was racing past me and towards me, and long before I expected it I felt a slight shock right through my body as I rolled over on the frozen turf of mother earth. I decided that I liked parachuting.

The Canadian platoon had no jibbers and no accidents, and we did our second balloon-jumps the same afternoon, followed by four aircraft drops in the next two days. Most Airborne troops preferred aircraft jumps to the more cold-blooded balloon jumps, but I found the roar of the engines and the vibration of the Whitley to be rather disturbing. Anyway, the platoon did well, and we progressed quickly from ‘slow pairs’ through sticks of five to night jumps.

Being the only other officer in the platoon, I nearly always jumped No.2, immediately after Lloyd Adams. In a Whitley, the odd numbers sat on the floor in front of the hole, facing alternate ways across the hold, and the even numbers sat immediately behind it. At ‘Action stations’, No.1 put his feet in the hole; at the word ‘Go!’ the nine remaining men pushed up towards the hole, each in turn swinging his feet into the opening and striking downwards in a feet-first dive. With less than one second for each exit, it needed a lot of self-control and skill not to go out with a spinning motion, which could tangle the rigging lines. Odd numbers usually sat quite comfortably on the slipstream when leaving a Whitley – the parachute opened within one and a quarter seconds – but the even numbers facing forward tended to somersault, especially when (as in my case) they were slim for their height. It was possible to whip head over heels several times in the one and a quarter seconds without even knowing it; it was much more disconcerting to stay poised upside down, as often happened to me.
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Members of Patrick’s platoon from Parachute Training School, February 1944.
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When I became (as I thought) a little more experienced, I decided that having the webbing harness so tight was a needless discomfort, so on one aircraft jump I slackened the straps a little, when the dispatcher was not looking my way. As usual, I spun feet upwards on leaving the aircraft, and I was still head downwards when the parachute opened. My webbing slipped over my shoulders with the jerk, and was already at my waist when wild contortions turned me right way up just in time to prevent a headlong flight to earth without benefit of parachute. I never slackened my harness after that.

At the time of our seventh jump, some senior officer was visiting the parachute school, and the Canadian platoon was chosen to do a demonstration drop for him, from three Whitleys. The day was very windy; as a seaman I guessed the gusts to be nearer to forty miles per hour than to the twenty miles per hour which was supposed to be the safe limit for parachutists under training. Nevertheless, we were told to fit ‘chutes.

In the dim and vibrating hold of our Whitley, I was No.2 as usual, sitting close to the after side of the hole with my left leg on the extreme edge of the opening. The rumble of the engines increased to a vicious roar, and the tarmac began bumping away a few feet below me, changing to a grey blur as the speed increased. The grey changed to green, and soon the engines settled to a steadier note as we levelled out at eight hundred feet. Houses, roads, fields and cattle passed below me, and I saw that the ground was moving sideways very nearly as fast as it was moving backwards. There was none of the usual joking in the aircraft, and the men’s faces looked grey and stern. The sergeant-dispatcher said nothing as he stood on the edge of the hole, wearing the headphones which communicated with the pilot.

The engine note changed, and the sergeant raised his head, pressing back slightly against the side of the fuselage.

‘Running in!’

There was a quick scuffle of movement above the roar of the engines as we slid closer to the hole, ready for the red light and ‘action stations’. Then the sergeant moved again, making the disperse sign with his hands.

‘Relax.’

We sat back. The aircraft banked once, twice, and steadied on a new course. The minutes and the ground went by.

‘Running in!’

Once more we bunched into the ready position, eyes on the red lamp. Once more the lamp did not light, and we relaxed at a gesture from the sergeant. The engines roared, and the ground below slid sideways and backwards. The aircraft was unsteady; I began to think that I was frightened of jumping, and more frightened still of falling out of control through the hole with the lurch of sudden slow speed at action stations. To steady myself, I placed my hand on No.4’s knee. No.4 was a big, quiet Canadian soldier, one of the best men in the platoon, and he sat next astern of me, facing the other way across the aircraft. His knee was shaking, and I understood suddenly that I was not alone; all the men were frightened. Their pale, stern faces showed only the disciplined surface of their feelings.

I gripped No.4’s knee and made some foolish remark about being tired of flying over the same cow. I felt better, and No.4 stopped trembling.

The engines slackened speed, and the sergeant raised his head from looking at the ground below us.

‘Running in!’

This time it seemed that the pilot was giving us a very long warning, but at last the sergeant bent down and closed the doors of the hole. He did not say anything, nor did he need to do so. No.4 took off his helmet and was sick into it.

We heard later what had happened. Our own syndicate officer was controlling the drop from the ground, under the impatient eyes of the visiting General. Flight Lieutenant Copeland knew that we were a good platoon, and he was looking all the time for a sufficient pause between gusts for us to jump in reasonable safety; without that pause, he would not let us jump. Our demonstration was cancelled when a stick of instructors – ten of the best parachutists in the world – did a door-jump from a Dakota and had three casualties in landing.

We carried out our seventh jumps on the following day, in very fast time and without accident, and we did our eighth descents, carrying heavy kitbags strapped to our right legs on 5 February. I never saw any of the Canadian platoon again. Lloyd Adams was killed just four months later, after dropping near Caen in Normandy and while he was leading his men against a German machine-gun at the canal bridge. How many of the platoon survived that battle or indeed the war, I do not know. They were very fine men.
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NID 30 and 30 AU

After qualifying for army parachute wings, I went back to the 12th Submarine Flotilla in Scotland and reported to Captain Banks. It was now quite certain that there would be no further work for me on the Norwegian coast, so Willie Banks, in his sympathetic and helpful way, arranged for me to go down to London to see what jobs there might be on offer; no reliance this time on a silly little jack-in-office at Admiralty.

I discovered an outfit called ‘30 AU’ (30th Assault Unit, more properly 30th Advanced Unit) which in London became ‘NID 30’ (Naval Intelligence Division, Room 30). The Unit’s function, in which it had already been very successful in the fighting on the shores of the Mediterranean, was to get to sources of enemy intelligence ahead of Allied troops or at least with the leading assault, so as to capture papers and equipment, mainly but not always of naval interest, before such things could be destroyed either by the enemy or by our own troops. NID 30 prepared the list of ‘Targets’, and the same people became 30 AU in the field.

The Unit had previously been composed of all services, but it was a combined force of naval officers and Royal Marine 30 Commando when I joined it. The senior naval officer was Dunstan Curtis, a man of great charm and ability, who had commanded the motor gun boat in which ‘Red’ Ryder had won a VC at St Nazaire. Dunstan became the youngest Commander in the Navy; early promotion was not so common with us as it was (perhaps more sensibly) in the army. A few people in Admiralty did, however, hold somewhat unexpectedly senior ranks, without ever having seen the inside of a ship of war or, indeed, having done any naval training.

The Unit attracted many unusual and interesting characters, including Quintin Riley, who had the unusual privilege of wearing the Polar Medal, and one officer who was said to be the original ‘Edwardian’, a style later to be sadly debased by ‘teddy boys’.

Our boss in Admiralty was Ian Fleming, better known later as the creator of James Bond. He was at that time PA to the Director of Naval Intelligence with the rank of Commander. He was quite kind to me, but somewhat cold and austere, very ‘Pusser’ and on his dignity so far as the Unit was concerned. Although he had many friends, he gave me the impression of being essentially an egotistic person, with ‘an eye to the main chance’.

I met Ian Fleming’s mother in a train shortly after joining 30 AU. I thought her an attractive and charming woman. She told me that Ian hoped to be an author after the war, but she did not think he could ever make a living in that way (she was unenthusiastic about her son’s books when he did start writing his enormously profitable thrillers).

My accelerated promotion to Lieutenant Commander, following the recommendation from Admiral Wells in Orkney and Shetland, was promulgated a few days after I started work in Admiralty. Commander Fleming was obviously delighted, but I soon understood that the real reason for this was that it added to his own prestige to have a Lieutenant Commander in ‘his’ Unit. So far as I know, he never took any active part in 30 AU operations in the field; he appeared once, but did not stay long. However, he directed operations in general terms from Admiralty and had first sight of our reports, to which he added comments that were pungent and often very amusing. I wish I had had the sense to get copies of the notes he wrote on my own submissions; someone said that I gave him the germ of the idea of James Bond, but I should think it unlikely.

In the Admiralty ‘Citadel’, during the months before Normandy D-Day, we worked busily in an underground room, collating all available information as to where the enemy’s secret documents or installations were thought to be, in France and Germany. That information was the basis of the orders which we issued to ourselves and which we would try to carry out when we left Admiralty and became 30 AU instead of NID 30. It was quite a good arrangement. The theory was for the naval officer to direct strategically and then to be escorted to the designated ‘Target’ by a troop from the Royal Marine Commando; as with most such theories of combined command, it did not work that way with most of us and in practice whoever was senior took tactical as well as strategic command, regardless of Service.

The NID 30/30 AU system worked well in the France and Germany campaign, and there were some notable successes, especially by Lieutenant Commander Jim (‘Sancho’) Glanville, who succeeded in capturing intact almost the entire Hitler Conference Papers at Tambach in Germany. That is going ahead; but ‘Sancho’, in spite of a superficial and quite misleading resemblance to Don Quixote’s squire, was both an excellent intelligence officer and a first-class man on active operations.

Before D-Day, we were all issued with special passes, which ‘by command of General Eisenhower’ authorized us to do practically anything anywhere, adding in block capitals, ‘THE BEARER OF THIS CARD WILL NOT BE INTERFERED WITH IN THE PERFORMANCE OF HIS DUTY BY THE MILITARY POLICE OR BY OTHER MILITARY ORGANISATION’. We knew almost everything about the plans for the D-Day landings well in advance, excepting only the date and precise landing places. That vital information came to my knowledge in an odd way. Its classification was one stage higher than ‘Top Secret’ and was called ‘Bigot’. One day, someone asked me casually whether I was bigoted. I said that of course I was, and he then chatted away quite openly. Needless to say, I kept it all to myself, but it was useful information, if only to know when to get a final and very close haircut.

It was probably the one and only leak in what was most certainly the best-kept secret in the history of war, and I was officially ‘bigoted’ a few days later. Unofficially or officially, it was a heavy burden of knowledge to carry when the Allied land and sea forces moved inexorably to their departure point for Operation ‘Overlord’, the liberation of Europe, and ‘all the world wondered’.

On 4 June 1944, the Unit moved into the ‘Cage’ – the security camp near Chichester, surrounded by barbed wire and cut off from all outside communication. Waiting for the weather to become suitable for the landings was irksome, but it was a physical holiday for me. I had done everything possible to maintain the good that had been done to me by the parachute course. I ran up to five miles every day before breakfast at Littlehampton, something which would have been no trouble for most men but into which I had to put a deal of effort.

It was my good fortune that two splendid Royal Marines from 30 Commando were allocated to me; they stayed with me through the rest of the war and afterwards, in good times and bad. My bodyguard was a bright young lad called Bill Wright, who cared for my every want and to whom I certainly owe my life several times over; already, he had been taken prisoner in North Africa and had escaped by jumping out of the back of a truck. My driver was a very tall, red-headed man called ‘Lofty’ Fraser, from Glasgow; he taught me to drive (I had never driven a car) and had the extraordinary ability that he could drive a loaded jeep and trailer backwards as fast as most people can drive a car frontwards.

The Lieutenant Colonel commanding the Royal Marines addressed us before we embarked. The only points I can remember from what he said are that whatever happened we must not let go of our rifles even if the ship was sunk, and that the Americans did not like to see our Royal Marines fraternizing with their negro troops. If we were told anything about the most important thing we should have known – that is to say, the vital importance of ‘digging-in’ at every stop when we came within range of enemy guns or aircraft – I do not remember it. We learned that lesson the hard way.

Part of the Unit was lucky enough to go ashore with the first British troops on D-Day, without loss, but the rest of us were to work on the American sector in the early stages. We landed near Varreville on ‘Utah’ beach on 10 June (D+4).

There was some trouble in getting away from the beach; then our Lieutenant-Colonel set out to overtake the columns of American troops that were moving towards the front line. He was determined to show them what Royal Marines could do. It was a laudable ambition, but I think he would have done better to conserve our energy for what was to come.
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30th Assault Unit Headquarters, after landing at Les Dunes de Varreville.



Even after my early morning runs, I found it hard going. I carried a supply of plastic explosive sticks for blowing safes (Marine Wright carried the detonators) as well as personal weapon and, as was my invariable custom, essential rations to keep going for a couple of days, but of course I had nothing like the load I had carried on the island mountain in Norway. On the Normandy roads, however, it was very hot even in the evening, and the dust was already beginning to rise. So we pounded along in single file, while helmeted Americans marching at more reasonable speeds turned to stare in astonishment. That was what the Lieutenant-Colonel wanted; in his position, I dare say I might have done the same.

Prisoners near Teurtheville-Hague, south-west of Cherbourg on 22 June 1944.
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‘We have not fired a shot today!’ German prisoners of 30th Assault Unit.



30th Assault Unit’s first prisoners. 22/23 June, 1944.
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Prisoners on Rue Henri, Barbusse - the march to Cherbourg, 26 June 1944.
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At the crossroads by the Villa Maurice.
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Entering the underground headquarters.



A German Admiral and staff on the 26 June, 1944 – the surrender of Cherbourg.
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The German underground Headquarters.
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The sign under Hitler’s picture.



French refugees returning, 28 June 1944.
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Below, Patrick watching the enemy.
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It was an hour after dark when we halted at last in a field surrounded by hedges near Ste Mère Église. Only a few people started digging in, and I do not think that any orders to do so were given.

We were still some way from enemy troops, and most of the passing aircraft were our own, in welcome contrast to my early days in Norway and in the English Channel. We paid no attention when we heard the sound of bombers flying fairly low overhead.

Suddenly, there was an explosion like a bomb-blast immediately above us, followed by a peculiar fluttering noise in the air. For a while, nothing else happened; then the whole field was lit by sharp flashes and explosions, like heavy machine cannons firing sporadically around us. The explosions did not last more than half a minute. In that time, the Unit lost thirty per cent of its strength in killed and wounded.

The aerial weapon was a large canister which burst in mid-air to release a quantity of ‘butterfly’ bombs, which then fluttered down to land all over the field before exploding in a vicious shower of splinters.

Bill Wright had been crouching beside me. He had been hit in the back and was rolling in agony. Another Royal Marine, also Wright by name, was on the other side. He had given a quick little grunt and clutched his throat. There was a tiny little wound, but no blood. He was dead.

I turned my attention to Bill and pulled up the back of his battledress blouse. He had been hit by a small, jagged splinter of steel exactly on the metal centrepiece of his army braces, with enough force to produce a considerable bruise and swelling but with no other damage. He cheered up wonderfully when I told him what had happened; as he said later, that bomb had his name on it but not his number.

Most of the men lying around us were wounded more or less seriously – nasty little holes in many cases, without very much outside bleeding. Doing what little I could for them by the light of a dismal torch, I was impressed and humbled again by the extraordinary stoicism and cheerfulness of wounded men. One, at least, of the many men I bandaged was mortally wounded, as was a naval officer nearer the hedge.

It may seem terrible and inhumane that anyone could have in any way enjoyed that half hour; yet it would be dishonest to deny that I did enjoy it and I was tactless enough to say so when it was all over. A young RAF officer, who had been attached to the Unit and who had also been tending the wounded, was now sitting on the grass bank beside me. He said, quietly, ‘I know what you mean.’

There are some circumstances when it really is possible for men to forget themselves and to remember only the tasks immediately in hand and the other people around them. It is said that there are the same opportunities in peacetime; perhaps, but they are few and far between for most of us. Death in war is often very terrible, but the Cpl. Wright who died beside me did so quietly and without pain. A little while later, I passed an American soldier who had presumably been hit in the forehead by an explosive bullet. The top and inside of his head had vanished like the inside of a finished breakfast egg, but his face – like Cpl. Wright’s face – was quite calm in death and he can have suffered nothing.

For all our euphemisms, death in peacetime is often very unpleasant (even in bed), but especially so in traffic accidents. During the period of the Falklands War, nearly forty years after ‘Overlord’, more people were killed on the roads of Great Britain than were killed in the Task Force and far more were seriously injured on the roads at home than were wounded in the Falklands. If I could choose how to die, I think I would like to go like Cpl. Wright or the scalped GI, but a slow death from terrible wounds is a different matter.

When we landed in France, four of my cousins had already died. Martin was killed piloting a Coastal Command Wellington in an air battle; Michael was killed flying an Artillery spotter aircraft over Anzio; Richard was killed in a gun-turret of HMS Coventry in the Tobruk raid; and Arthur, a church missionary, was killed fighting gallantly in a platoon of the Hong Kong Defence Force. I like to think that they all died quickly when the time came. One more who had been Captain’s messenger in one of the bombarding ships at ‘Overlord’, was to die later. Only one of my cousins survived; he had driven a tank at the Battle of Alamein.

The terrible thing about death in war is that it so often takes the young and the best – those who would have had most to give if they had lived. Worst of all are the lingering deaths, which were perhaps even more awful in past wars than they are now. On the night of 1 July 1916, the darkness of No Man’s Land along the Somme front was filled with a low, throbbing sound which came from the combined sighs and moans and occasional shrill screams of untold thousands of wounded and dying men; but the night after Waterloo must have been even worse because most of the men left lying on that battlefield had no hope except to be knifed quickly by some raiding woman.

We who survived the tragic incident or blunder in the field near Ste Mère Église had learned one important lesson, and that was to dig. Even shallow ‘scrapes’ made quickly in the field would have prevented most of the wounds and deaths, if not all of them. Bill Wright certainly needed no reminders; wherever we were, he would excavate his own slit-trench directly we stopped; then he would work on another trench for me until I had finished whatever task I had on hand and could take over the digging from him.

The only time I ever knew my Marine Wright to be really angry was one evening when we came late to an American forward position, within a stone’s throw of the enemy. Digging had to be done with no light and so far as was humanly possible without noise. I lost contact with Wright in the darkness, and having nothing else to do I started straight away on my own trench. As I was stowing my gear in the finished hole, Bill Wright crept up beside me and whispered that he had dug a trench for me. When he discovered that I already had a slit-trench, he was furious – and justifiably so, I suppose. My explanation that I had tried to find him before I started digging left him unmoved, and he took a whole day to recover his equable temper. Normally, he was the most cheerful and long-suffering of companions; he needed to be while I was all the time fretting and worrying to get farther and farther away from areas of security and comfort into No Man’s Land or beyond.




11

Behind Enemy Lines

In those days, the great threat to London and to the south of England was believed to be Hitler’s ‘Revenge Weapon No. 1’, the V1 Flying Bomb. Most of the launching sites had been plotted by RAF air photographs, but there was urgent need to examine one of these sites on the ground. The attacks on London had not started, but it was known that there had been one or two ineffective launchings.

Early in June 1944 we got news from the Americans that there seemed to be a gap in the German lines which might make it possible to reach one V1 site, the position of which was known for certain. I was told I could take a Royal Marine patrol through the gap if I wished; it was of course an opportunity not to be missed. I remember the Sergeant commanding my Royal Marine patrol as a very good, steady man called, I think, Paul McGrath. As always, Bill Wright came close behind me.

As we passed through the American forward line, we came into a wide, empty area of fields and woods, separated by ditches and hedgerows which provided excellent cover. The dry, warm weather made it no hardship to crawl for a good part of the several miles, with occasional bursts of running along the edges of fields when there was no cover. I am bound to say that I found it tremendous fun, and to be honest it would not have been such fun had not one been aware that a German machine-gun might at any moment open fire. The last man in the patrol had orders to turn round and beckon to non-existent followers each time he came into open view. We had evidence in later operations that such simple stratagems work, by causing a watching machine-gunner or rifleman to hesitate for the vital few seconds until he realizes, too late to fire, that there is no following patrol.

Zig-zag progress, very seldom erect, made it difficult to keep track of our movements, but in the late afternoon we were able to fix our position exactly by compass cross-bearings of a church spire and a road junction, just as I would have done sailing along a coast. It was a most peaceful scene, even the blue sky overhead being empty of aircraft.

In late afternoon we came suddenly to the launching site, lying in eerie silence. The evening sunshine glinting through the trees lit a concrete blockhouse and ‘J’-shaped concrete runway, and all around were scattered hurriedly abandoned German equipment and belongings. I could see nothing that seemed of particular interest to my untechnical mind; however, the experts who were later guided to the site were very pleased, and especially so as the first V1 flying bomb fell on London that day.
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The Arsenal at Cherbourg, 28 June 1944.



The modern infantry soldier often has to find his way through difficult country by day and by night, and he must also know how to ensure that he is never without nourishing food and hot drinks. If he can make from his own resources a hot brew of tea for a companion whose dawn patrol has been in trouble, so much the better. On such small contributions to well-being does maintained fighting spirit depend. Men trained and experienced in these ways, as well as being trained to fight, ought to be regarded as skilled tradesmen, and paid as such. It is no excuse for not so treating them that there is no demand for their special skills outside the armed services.

Except for my patrol to the V1 site, most of our first month in Normandy was taken up by a very slow advance on Cherbourg, where the Unit’s main targets were the German underground headquarters and the much-bombed arsenal. It was not particularly exciting.

The American advance was slower than expected, and there was little opportunity for us to get ahead of the front-line troops in fighting of that kind. Generally speaking, the Americans seemed not very keen to assault on foot against strong opposition; but the road verges were lined in some places with surprising numbers of German and American bodies. This was because the US Army landed in Normandy without any organization for burying their dead; they thus tended to leave corpses lying around much longer than did other armies.

St Sauveur-le-Vicomte, on the way to Caen, 5 July 1944.
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The most irritating feature of the war in Normandy, after the first few days, was the dust. It got into eyes, and nose, and ears, and hair, and into carbines, rifles and machine-guns – which had often to be cleaned several times a day if they were to work properly when required. Worse still, the dust raised by vehicles on the roads provided excellent target-markers for enemy artillery. Driving at anything much more than a crawl, a yellow cloud rose high above in the still air, so that a German gunner was able to predict precisely where the vehicle creating the dust would be when his shells fell.

The gap between the American and British sectors was closed in the first few days of July, by which time the Unit had finished with its targets in Cherbourg and at Cap la Hague. I moved straight across to Courseulles with Wright and Fraser, in my jeep. The battle for Caen was reaching its climax, and immense fleets of Allied bombers passed daily overhead.

While waiting to enter Caen, we saw an incident of the greatest gallantry in the air. A very large number of RAF bombers – several hundred – had come in one huge group from England in daylight, passing through the German flak to drop their bombs before swinging away across the Channel. Behind them, there came one lonely bomber, which I suppose had for some reason been delayed in starting. Watching from the ground, we were sure he must turn back; but he flew straight and level, all alone – into the concentrated fire of all the German guns. Only when he had dropped his bombs in the same place as the main force did he start evasive flying; unbelievably, he survived, and we watched him disappear into the northern sky, still all alone. I do not suppose that anyone in England knew what he had done.

Pont l’Abbé, near Caen, 5 July 1944.
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Place de Gaillon, just one of the many scenes commonplace on entering Caen, 9 July 1944.
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Rue de Vaugeau, 9 July 1944.
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Marine W.H.J. Wright
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Staff-Sergeant Bramah (glider-pilot/evader) and Patrick.
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Marine J. Fraser (‘Lofty’)



German Naval Headquarters, Rue Basse.
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A more terrible sight for us was watching two RAF bombers, from a small group, shot down by the German guns. It is part of war that one watches with glee when enemy aircraft are shot down, yet it tears at one’s heart when one’s own bombers spiral down in flames.

In spite of the heavy RAF bombing, some of the fiercest ground fighting in France developed in the battle for Caen, and the Canadians suffered dreadfully in their repeated assaults across the open airfield that lay westwards of the town. It was fighting like in the First World War; their Colonel was in tears as the toll of his casualties increased.

For some days, I could not decide which prong would enter Caen first – the Canadians from westwards or the British from northwards – and it took a long while to get round from the base of one prong to the base of the other. After going several times back and forth, I decided to chance the north-eastern approach, through Lebisey. This side of Caen was utterly smashed by the Allied bombing, so that it was often not possible to see what had been roads and what had been houses. The first troops of the 9th Infantry Brigade entered the town on Sunday 9 July. We three went as far as we could in the jeep, until the rubble became impassable even for Fraser’s driving. I left the jeep in Fraser’s care, and went forward on foot with Wright.

We skirted judiciously around areas where street-fighting was still in progress; most of that part of the town was completely deserted and silent, except for the occasional burst of a shell. Approaching the Bassin St Pierre, we came on some Frenchmen among the ruins, and with them there was a British glider-pilot in labourer’s clothes. He was a staff sergeant, Bramah by name, and he told us that he had been wounded in the first Airborne landings, when his glider had come down outside the intended dropping zone. After a remarkable series of fights and escapes, Bramah had joined the French resistance movement in Caen; and at first sight he looked and talked more like a French peasant than a British soldier. He seemed very popular with the French, and his assistance was just what I needed; his friends came out of cellars and ruined buildings everywhere we went, and they guided us delightedly to our targets at the harbour office and in other German buildings.

To Staff Sergeant Bramah I owed my first introduction to the men of the Resistance, and the pity is that more use was not made of the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur. In the first flush of seeing Allied troops, they were virtually bursting with enthusiasm and very anxious to help, but they were ignored by the Americans and not much considered by the British. There did not seem to be any official liaison with the FFI, and there were certainly no plans for using their services in any positive way.

It was remarkable that Frenchmen in Caen should have been friendly and willing to help us, when so many of their people had been killed by Allied bombers. Sergeant Bramah’s friends thought that about five thousand French civilians had lost their lives in the bombing of Caen – mostly in the US Fortress raids – and eight thousand injured. As so often happens in high-level bombing, there seemed to have been more destruction and damage among private houses than among military targets. Nearly all the German establishments which I searched were undamaged, and in some cases not a window was broken.

Sporadic fighting was still going on in parts of Caen as we found our way back to where we had left Fraser and the jeep. The jeep was surrounded by a neat group of new shell holes, and Fraser was sitting on the ground, busy with the burner of our portable cooking stove. He was uncommunicative about the shell holes, but annoyed about the stove. Although Wright did most of the cooking, Fraser looked after the stove, and the Royal Marines stores had given him one which refused to work to his satisfaction.

I was now joined by a lively young officer who was to be with me on most of my searches in Normandy and Brittany. He was supposed to be an interpreter and interrogator, but was a splendid second-in-command for my reconnaissance team as well as being a very pleasant and amusing companion; he was Captain Charles Wheeler, Royal Marines, later well known all over the world as one of the wisest and best of television reporters. Apart from ability in the field and any amount of dash and power of command, he was also an excellent Intelligence officer and of course a fluent linguist. We had an amusing afternoon together at the Chantiers Navals near Blainville, where we wanted to look over a German patrol ship that lay partly submerged in the middle of the basin. A troop of the 3rd Reconnaissance Regiment had got as far as the near side of the basin, and the enemy was on the skyline ridge about a thousand yards away.

Charles found a very small cork raft, and we paddled our way to the ship, using planks for oars. At first, the Germans either thought us not worth their attention, or they had no gun with sufficient range; but there proved to be such a large quantity of interesting equipment and papers in the ship that it took us four and a half hours to check and collect it. This gave the Germans time to bring up some sort of small gun, with which they began lobbing shells into the basin. A few splinters hit the ship, and Fraser’s jeep on the quay had another near miss – as usual, without damage. Fortunately, we found a much bigger raft in the ship, with proper paddles, and we were able to load it with the gear out of sight of the German gunners. With a piled-up load of technical equipment, covered with a waterproof sheet, we paddled furiously downwind to the quay, and had the whole lot into the jeep before the enemy had time to do anything about it – or perhaps the gunners had gone for their tea.

After Caen, we went back to the American sector and I set up my Tactical Headquarters in an odd area of No Man’s Land right on the coast, opposite the island of Jersey. The house was called (very properly) Villa Belle Vue, and was most beautifully situated among pines by the sand dunes, near a place called Surville.
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The canal in Caen, 10 July 1944.
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V.P. Boat 206, 10 July 1944.
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V.P. Boat 206, 10 July 1944.



Charles Wheeler with the loot from V.P. 212, 12 July 1944.
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Charles Wheeler on board V.P. 212, 12 July 1944.
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The American advance was still slow, and was not made any faster by their aircraft bombing their own troops at one stage, with rather heavy casualties. We had already learned that the US Air Force was not over-careful about where it put its bombs; the Royal Marine Lieutenant Colonel had been saved from death only by a hedgerow-bank from one American bomb, in a position well back from the front line. A man of the FFI put it succinctly: ‘In the days when bombers with roundels came to bomb the Boches, we all stood in the streets and cheered; but if the aircraft had stars we went down in our cellars.’ How much truth there was in that, I do not know. Perhaps he was just trying to please us.
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Patrick’s Headquarters at Surville, Villa Belle Vue, 20-29 July 1944.



A dead German soldier, Surville, July 1944.
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My next targets were at Granville, a town on the nearer side of the bay of St Michel. On 30 July, I heard that the US 6th Armored Division was moving southwards towards Granville; I left most of the Royal Marines at Surville, and took my reconnaissance group inland to thread a way through the endless column of thundering tanks and armoured cars on the main highway. My ‘recce’ group at that stage was no more than my jeep, one scout car and a dispatch rider on a motor cycle – later, I was able to get more scout cars and a Staghound armoured car. My support group of Royal Marines normally followed in armoured troop carriers, and my headquarters group of store and wireless trucks came last of all when we were established on a target.

In Bréhal, about five kilometres from Granville, there was a great gathering of American tanks, German prisoners and French civilians. The tanks had intended to bypass Granville on the inland road, but had run into anti-tank guns just outside Bréhal. I went to find the American Colonel commanding the Combat Command of the Armored Division, who proved to be a delightful and friendly officer, with a crinkled, sunburnt and smiling face. Unlike most of the American troops, he was not wearing a helmet, and in all the noise and commotion at the crossroads he still found time to hear my story, and to promise his help. A certain amount of tact was needed in approaches of this kind, because we had been told to say as little as possible about what we were doing, even to senior officers, and few formation commanders were so ready in their welcome as Colonel Reilly (I think that was his name). I would suppose that 6th Armored Division Combat Command ‘B’ was one of the crack American fighting formations, and we always found that it was the people nearest the enemy who were least resentful of our presence.

While waiting further developments, I introduced myself to the local Chef of the FFI, and picked his brains about the German establishments in Granville. Later in the day, he took me to the town hall, where a touching little ceremony took place and I was asked to hoist the flag which had been made in secret by the women of the Resistance for the occasion – the Cross of Lorraine. While we were still talking on the balcony after the flag was up, the Chef of the Resistance pointed in sudden fury at a Frenchman who was at that moment walking down the street in affectionate embrace with an American sergeant.

‘That man there,’ said the Resistance captain, ‘he was a collaborator – you must do something about it. This is terrible – our people will be furious.’ I went down into the street and found that the American sergeant was one of the Civil Government team which had just arrived. I introduced myself to the officer in charge of the party, and explained what I had been told. The American looked down his nose at me. ‘I think we know these people better than you do,’ he said. That was that; I saluted and withdrew. However, I asked what had happened to the collaborator when I went through Bréhal again a few days later, and my FFI friends told me that he was in prison. I suppose the Civil Government people had gone by then; their main difficulty was that very few of them spoke French at all fluently, or indeed at all.
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US 6th Armored Division, Combat Command ‘B’ in Bréhal, 30 July 1944.
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Charles Wheeler’s scout car was badly damaged crossing one of the partly rebuilt bridges on the road to Bréhal, and my dispatch-rider, Marine Norman, volunteered to get a replacement. He left on his motor cycle at high speed later in the evening, threading his perilous way through hundreds of tanks and heavy armoured vehicles, to Surville and then to Unit Headquarters at Carteret near Cherbourg.

Although the main highway was full of American vehicles during daylight, none of the surrounding countryside had been cleared of enemy. The tanks of the Armored Divisions formed their own defensive positions as night fell, and I took our small party to a château which lay close to the road about two kilometres beyond Bréhal – we had only half-a-dozen men and we needed something easy to defend. While Charles Wheeler was talking to a Frenchman in the garden of the château, an American soldier in a passing truck picked up his rifle and shot the Frenchman, who died in Charles’s arms. Charles did what he could to comfort the dead man’s hysterical family, and I went to expostulate with the Americans; but many of these men were very simple-minded and they were only behaving as they would have done when hunting deer at home in the States – anything seen through the trees was there to be shot and questions could be asked afterwards.

The road emptied entirely as darkness came, and the château was left in grim and lonely silence. We manned four positions all night, and did not get much sleep. After midnight, occasional shots were fired in our direction from the woods fifty yards away, but nothing else happened.

At daylight, American troops joined us from Bréhal, and two hours later Marine Norman appeared with a replacement scout car, having driven all night along roads congested with tanks of the 4th and 6th Armored Divisions.

We set off at once towards Granville to see what was happening, and soon came to a crossroads where all the tanks were turning left. Instead, I took the road straight ahead, the scout car following about twenty-five yards behind the jeep. A burning American scout car lay on the verge; beyond, we found a long, straight and wide highway, leading to Granville on the horizon.

At first the road was empty and silent, but then we came to the flowers. The whole road was flowers; they were laid in lines, in diamonds, in circles, in crosses, right across the highway for perhaps three kilometres. French flags hung from the houses along the roadside; all the Germans had certainly gone.

The people by the road seemed a little doubtful as to who we were; but then some of them began to wave, and the cheering started. The sound of cheering brought more people from the houses farther down the road, the road began to fill with people, the cheers became a roar, a thunder, from a sea of joyful, laughing, weeping faces. Bunches and bouquets of flowers dropped into the jeep and piled high on the bonnet and on the following scout car. Women and girls clutched at our hands as we drove slowly on our way, embraced us, kissed us on both cheeks, and fell back, waving, clapping, laughing and cheering. In the centre of the town, the crowd made further progress impossible until men of the FFI arrived and cleared a way for us. I checked quickly at the more important of our ‘Targets’, posted FFI guards, and went back for the rest of the party. In contrast to our peaceful progress, they had again been troubled by sniping from the woods, but without any casualties.
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On the road to Granville, 31 July 1944.
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The Liberation of Granville, 31 July 1944
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Three days after our entry in Granville, the American Armored Divisions started their breakthrough across eastern Brittany. I took my whole team, with Captain Peter Huntingdon-Whiteley’s troop of Royal Marines, and we went in pursuit down the highway from Avranches. The enormous column of tanks and armoured vehicles was moving at maximum speed, thundering and rattling southwards.

Somewhere, I had acquired a fencing sword, and I stood in my jeep using it as a signalling device to the following jeeps and scout cars of the Unit. Only the magnificent driving of Marine Fraser and his calm but immediate response to my shouts avoided a terrible accident. ‘Yes’... ‘No’... ‘Hold it’... ‘Come on, come on!’ It must have been even harder for the rest of our Unit; it is well known that keeping station in a fast and erratically moving column becomes more difficult for each following vehicle down the line, and we were moving very, very fast. Within a few inches of the sides of our soft jeeps and light scout cars, the great tracks of the American tanks crashed along the road and their great engines roared.

Granville, 2 August 1944.
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Granville, from le Roc, 1 August 1944.



For all our efforts and the skill and determination of our drivers, this was one occasion when we did not reach our targets with the leading troops or ahead of them. Indeed, the American armoured column was advancing with such speed that it was several hours ahead of us in Rennes.

I left my main force in the city with instructions to search the German naval headquarters and other ‘Targets’ for anything of interest that might be left, and I then went forward with my ‘recce’ group, which now consisted of two jeeps and three lightly armoured scout cars. Our main target was Château de Massais, which was some distance ahead of the leading American troops and was believed to be the control centre for the long-range bombing of Allied convoys in the Atlantic.

On the edge of the German airfield of St Jacques, about six kilometres south-westwards from Rennes, we came up with the forward company of the American 8th Division. That was as far as the advance had reached and they knew nothing of what might lie beyond, but the villagers in St Jacques said that they thought there were very few German troops near the road, at least as far as Pontrean. They did not know whether the Château de Massais was still defended; it was an important place for the Boches.

After a few minutes’ thought, I decided that we were justified in proceeding, and I put into practice my plan for moving in wheeled vehicles ahead of Allied front-line troops. It was a plan which was to prove effective almost everywhere in France and also (more surprisingly) later in Germany. I led the way myself in Fraser’s jeep, and the scout cars followed at twenty-five-yard intervals, on alternate sides of the road where possible. I preferred the jeep as leading vehicle, in spite of its lack of protective armour, because we could see clearly in every direction from it and could reverse or manoeuvre very quickly out of trouble, especially with Fraser’s ability to drive very fast backwards; also, it was easy to dive into the ditch from the jeep if needs be. We carried the lightweight, semiautomatic .300 US carbines, which were handy and effective weapons at short range. It was the responsibility of the rather heavier gunned and armoured scout cars to cover our withdrawal if we came under fire. The basic idea was extreme mobility, combined with sufficient fire-power and appearance of strength to make any small groups of enemy think twice before engaging us. Anything like a dug-in anti-tank gun or heavy machine gun was a different matter, of course, but even that might not get all of us if we were quick enough in our reactions.
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Above all, we depended on constant advice from the civilian population, who could tell us where the nearest German troops were and what they were doing. We learned quickly that one piece of information was vital for us. Were the German soldiers wearing steel helmets? If they were, they were still a fighting force and to be avoided; if steel helmets had been discarded, the German troops were almost certainly no longer intending to fight and they would probably be quite happy to be taken prisoner. German prisoners, when we were lucky enough to get any, also proved to be a reliable source of information – as were German civilians when we moved into Germany in 1945.

Unlike normal troops, our whole object was of course to get into our targets by slipping past the enemy’s defences, and this was for the most part surprisingly easy. On the other hand, I have often thought how much was demanded of Fraser and Wright, who sat or stood beside me in the open jeep as we drove slowly and watchfully along ominously silent roads, past the blank menace of unknown woods and hedgerows. It was nothing to do this when the decisions lay in one’s own hands – whether to advance slowly or quickly, or to stop, or to withdraw – it cannot have been at all the same thing for men who could only stare ahead, hands on steering wheel or finger on trigger, waiting for the next order and expecting at any moment to face the harsh rattle of a machine gun or the devastating burst of a road-mine. Often, these tense conditions would last for many miles and hours.

Mines laid in the roads were always a hazard, but on a tarmac highway the marks of them were easily seen from the jeep, and even on the more usual gravel roads we soon learned to detect the slight disturbance which meant a freshly-laid mine. There was a line of mines across the highway just beyond the St Jacques airfield, but the spacing was such that we were just able to manoeuvre the wheels of the jeeps and scout cars through the gaps.

We met no trouble beyond the first line of mines, and reached Pontrean without seeing any of the enemy. The village burst into joyous welcome, and the loudness of the ovation was enough to convince me that no Germans could be very near, so we left Pontrean behind us and drove onwards into the gathering dusk.

When we came to the gates of the Château de Massais, the last of the enemy had just gone out of the other side of the park, and we entered unopposed. Villagers were already moving into the grounds, eager to loot, but I found the captain of the small local band of the FFI, and he set his men to guard all the German installations. It was now nearly dark, and we were several kilometres from the nearest Allied troops, so I sent half the ‘recce’ group back to Rennes, with orders to bring reinforcements to the château at first light. The control centre was important enough to justify my remaining there, and Charles Wheeler volunteered to stay with me.

The FFI helped my small party to man defence positions all night. About 02.00, violent machine-gun and mortar fire started suddenly somewhere eastwards, and moved rapidly in our direction. We maintained our usual policy of lying low and keeping strict silence, and the firing died away just before dawn.

With daylight, everywhere seemed very peaceful as we started our search of the control centre in the early morning sunshine; but the rest of the Royal Marines were not able to get through to us until nearly noon. During the morning, the men of the FFI produced two women of the village, with shaven heads and swollen, tear-stained faces, and asked if I would like to shoot them. I declined, and pointed out the penalties for unauthorized executions. The women were led away, howling. With their bald heads, I could not tell whether they were young or old, pretty or hideous, but I felt slightly sick.

During the next few days, nearly all Brittany became a No Man’s Land, in which we moved more or less at will by avoiding German strong-points and by keeping out of the way of any German road convoys which were on the move. The American 6th Division was confined to one main road near the northern coast, with their Command Post near Plouvien, ten kilometres north of Brest – they were at first within seven kilometres from Brest, but they were shelled out of that position by the Germans on 9 August. The Americans at the Command Post were helpful, but we saw none of their troops elsewhere; there were several cases of French villagers coming out to cheer a passing American armoured column and then being shot by angry returning Germans when the Americans had gone.

My main targets were in Brest, but most of the German forces were concentrating there and they showed no signs of making entry easy for anybody. They had other garrisons of some strength at Concarneau and Audierne, but I was still able to investigate about twenty targets elsewhere in Brittany. Numbers of German convoys were constantly moving towards Brest to join the garrison there, and small parties of parachute troops were at the same time searching for escape routes eastwards. Mostly, we avoided contact by dodging round the rear ends of the stronger columns, but we ran into one small convoy at Loc Brevalaire, where with the local FFI we made enough show of force to secure bloodless surrender of sixty-four officers and men and a considerable collection of mixed guns and mortars.
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An encounter on the road near Lesneven, Brittany, 8 August 1944.
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F.F.I. in Pludaniel, 8 August 1944.
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Patrick’s prisoners from Loc Brevalaire, Lanarvily, 10 August 1944.
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One officer, six NCOs and fifty-seven men, 10 August 1944.
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The Ober-Leutnant who commanded this convoy seemed a quiet and rather pleasant young man; he spoke French fluently, which was unusual in a German officer. I left him with the other prisoners at first, under guard of the FFI, but as we went away in the jeep my conscience troubled me. The local Chef of the Resistance was a bank manager, but I was a little uncertain of what intentions lurked behind his present unshaven and slightly villainous exterior. I told Fraser to turn back to the château occupied by the FFI, and explained that the 6th Division Command Post would probably want the Convoy Commander for interrogation. Annoyed disappointment in the Resistance Chef’s eye confirmed my suspicions; we drove away again with the Ober-Leutnant perched on the back of my jeep, and I spoke to him in French. ‘I think that I have saved your life.’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I think so, also. Thank you.’ He went on to speak in puzzled but uncomplaining tones about the French. ‘When we first came in 1940, they were pleased to see us and said how glad they were that the Tommies had gone. We tried to treat them well, but they seemed to like us less and less each year. Now I think they hate us. I do not understand it.’

I could not, of course, have done what I did in Britanny – certainly not in the far west, where there were only German troops – without the help of the FFI. Some of them may have been rather like bands of brigands, with little thought of anything except personal revenge, but mostly they were well organized and delighted to cooperate with anyone who spoke their language. My Swiss patois served the purpose, and we got on well together.

Occasionally, my reconnaissances took me to places which seemed quite untouched by four years of enemy occupation. Such was a château in lonely serenity at the end of a long, wide avenue in a countryside of woods and fields. Not being near either the Germans or the Americans, it would be a good place for our Headquarters for a few days, I thought, so I drove up to knock at the great front door. After a long wait, the door was opened by an old servant, and I was led solemnly into a high-ceilinged and magnificently furnished room, where an aged, white-haired French General and his lady sat on either side of the great fireplace.

I was offered a glass of wine. Yes – why yes, of course. How many officers had I? Yes, the lady would prepare rooms for that number, and see that the sheets were aired. They did not often have visitors now. The under officers could sleep in the stables; but please, men and horses must not go on the grass. The turf was so easily damaged, and would we be careful not to hurt the trees?.... I retired with thanks, very conscious of my dusty and earth-stained battledress. I looked back at the blank face of the château as we drove out of the gates. We did not return.

On a less pleasant note of incongruence, a French Admiral who was living near Brest and who had worked for the Germans told me a long and involved story, which boiled down to an offer to assist me in return for an assurance that his earlier associations would be forgotten. It was a distasteful interview; I did not accept the Admiral’s offer.

With the prolonged German resistance in Brest, it was unlikely that any worthwhile Intelligence material would be left there when the port eventually surrendered. At the end of August, therefore, when we had searched all the other Brittany targets, we went to join the British and Canadian advance north-eastwards towards the Channel ports. On the night of 30/31 August I found myself at the head of a very mixed convoy of three hundred trucks and scout cars – only a dozen of which were my own – driving very slowly in complete darkness and pouring rain, from Bernay towards the southern bank of the Seine.

As leading vehicle of this long column, my jeep’s speed was restricted to seven and a half miles per hour – lugubrious and soporific progress in the rain-drenched night. Even so, the rearmost vehicles were probably touching forty miles per hour or more at times to keep up with the convoy. I had been given about twenty military policemen on motor cycles, and they were kept very busy; they remained cheerful and willing all night in spite of the depressing conditions.

The enemy were still in the peninsula which forms the south bank of the Seine opposite Rouen, and we turned to the right through Elbeuf to avoid them. Early in the morning, as we were approaching the city of Rouen, I decided to halt until day. We were, at that stage, on a four-kilometre stretch of straight road, out of sight of enemy positions, and by hurried mental calculation I reckoned that the whole convoy of three hundred vehicles would fit into it if closed up on the right-hand verge at seven and a half yard intervals. I sent the motor cyclists back along the road with these instructions.

The motor cyclists were not very long away. When they returned, I was anxious to learn whether my calculations had been correct – was all the convoy on the straight stretch? ‘Oh, yes,’ they said – ‘more than two kilometres to spare.’

‘What!’ – a dreadful thought struck me – ‘Go and count them.’ Off they went, motors roaring.

‘Just over a hundred,’ they said, when they came back.

I had lost about two hundred trucks and scout cars.

It had happened very easily. In the village where we turned right, the 109th truck or thereabouts was astern of station and out of contact with his next ahead; the driver missed both the turning and the military policeman in the darkness and lashing rain, and drove straight on towards the German lines. The other vehicles followed like sheep, all driving fast. Fortunately, no tragedy occurred, but it took a long time to sort out the tangle. I left it to the military policemen, and lay down on the paved road behind a wall to sleep for an hour. The rain had stopped.

At daylight, we parted from the main convoy and sped into Rouen. The city was almost deserted, and the only hazard was a network of fallen overhead wires. Late on the previous evening, two columns, one German and one Canadian, had passed through Rouen by different routes but at about the same time, without meeting.
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Quai G. Boulet, Rouen, 31 August 1944.



I was completing my search of the naval buildings in the city when my signaller handed me an ‘Immediate and Top Secret’ message from Admiralty. It said that the Germans were believed to have a new type of assault craft intended for use against Allied shipping in the Channel, and that the boats had probably been based somewhere between Dieppe and Le Havre. They were thought to be some form of midget submarine, and the enemy would almost certainly try to take them overland towards Germany.

We got into Dieppe shortly after the Canadians, and found nothing there of unusual interest, except that Lieutenant Tony Hugill did obtain some useful new information about the methods of launching V.1 flying bombs against London. Westwards from Dieppe, we entered Fécamp at the same time as the advanced elements of 47 Commando, and found no enemy there. In the harbour, there were launching slips which had apparently been used by midget submarines or something of the kind, but there was no trace of the boats themselves. According to local people, the boats had been removed a few days earlier and taken a short distance inland.

Mine Store at Dieppe, 1 September 1944.
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Sheds and slips used by German midget-submarines, 2 September 1944.



The Germans were now withdrawing westwards into Le Havre, rather as they had done earlier into Brest, so beyond Fécamp we found ourselves in No Man’s Land again. Here we were lucky enough to meet a Resistance man on a motor cycle, and he told us that the last German troops had already left the next coast town, Étretat. He also said that he knew a way through the minefield between the two towns, and we followed him, turning quickly this way and that as we went.

As we came nearer to Étretat, our guide began to wave, shouting his news; people came running from doorways and gates, with looks of astonishment that turned to laughing and cheering when they saw us. These were narrow, winding roads, not a wide highway like the approach to Granville.

The noise of our progress must have been heard in the town; the square when we arrived was a sea of men, women and children. The town dignitaries and gendarmes were there, and the firemen were much in evidence in their helmets. The men shouted and gripped our hands; the women and children laughed, and clapped their hands above their heads. It was wonderful that one’s mere presence could inspire such happiness.

They took us to the town hall, and the mayor read an address of welcome with tears running down his cheeks. They asked me to reply – if I liked, I could speak in English and someone would translate, they said. I answered that I needed no interpreter, and the crowded hall fell silent as I paused to think. I believe, indeed, that I must have spoken well; deep emotion lends eloquence. I said that not one of us would ever forget the way we had been welcomed everywhere we went in France, but we knew that it was only our good fortune that we were the ones to come first to Étretat. The true honour belonged to all who had fought and died for France and Liberty. It was a bond between our two countries which must never be forgotten.
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The Liberation of Étretat. At the Town Hall after Patrick’s speech. 2 September 1944.



Alec van Cleef amd Marine Wright.


[image: e9781783033065_i0112.jpg]


[image: e9781783033065_i0113.jpg]

Étretat., 2 September 1944.



This was on 2 September. By noon next day, we had finished with our targets around Étretat and at Cap d’Antifer, without getting any more information about midget submarines or human torpedoes. I then made a cautious reconnaissance as far as Épouville, about five kilometres from Le Havre, but the men of the FFI did not think that we could get into the port with such a concentration of Germans around it. I turned back to search the newly liberated areas between the Seine and the Somme, and sent small parties of French-speaking officers and men to look for reports of the special craft. The ‘scent’ was confused, because so many lorry-loads of German torpedoes and flying bombs had been on the move during the first few days of September; but at dawn on 6 September I had positive information from my patrols, including a reliable description of the vehicles.

No less than eight of the midget submarines (as it now seemed certain they were) had finally left the Fécamp area about two days before we got there, and had been moving very slowly north-eastwards by road. The objects were described as about eight or nine metres long, with pointed noses, and carried on long, low trailers under canvas canopies; very big lorries were needed to tow them, and they had difficulty in turning some corners, yet only a very few people – often children – remembered seeing them pass.

We traced the submarines to Abbeville on the Somme, where one of the towing lorries had apparently broken down until 2 September, and had got going again when the first Allied troops were only a few hundred yards away.

At this time, I had with me a young and rather pale-faced RNVR Lieutenant, Alec Van Cleef; he was a sick man (although few of us knew it) and was to die of his illness a year later, but he thew his energies enthusiastically into the search for the midget submarines, and with his loyal help I painstakingly traced the route around the outskirts of Arras, to the bridge over the Schelde at Dendermonde, only twenty-five kilometres from Antwerp. Here the trail became confused.

[image: e9781783033065_i0114.jpg]

On the scent of the Midget submarine, 4-9 September 1944.



The find - a ‘Biber’ by the Albert-Bapaume road.
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Patrick, the author, in the conning tower.
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The German defences were now hardening, and we were beginning to think that our prey had escaped us when exciting news was brought by Marine Norman, my dispatch-rider who had already been so helpful in Bréhal. Norman spoke French, and I had let him go on several independent searches; now he had picked up a rumour that there was something unusual near the Albert-Bapaume road, behind us in France. Immediately, Alec and I set off in a jeep, driving very fast along nearly empty roads.

It was almost an anti-climax after such a long search; there it was, off the side of the road where the towing lorry must have left it – a midget submarine, itself intact, on a burnt-out trailer. It was indeed much more like a miniature of a normal submarine than were the British Welmans with which I was already familiar, and it carried two twenty-one-inch torpedoes instead of the Welman’s delayed-action nose charge. Given the right circumstances and a skilful pilot, it could no doubt be a formidable weapon.

Marine Norman departed in glee, bound direct for Admiralty in London on his motor cycle, carrying with him all the detailed measurements and data, and a roll of exposed film.

There remained some routine targets in Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent and Bruges, but it was mostly unexciting work, except for some shelling here and there – notably in the northern part of Antwerp harbour. At one place I had to blow a safe in a nunnery which the Germans had used as headquarters. My safe-blowing technique was rather crude, and I broke most of the windows with the blast, but the nuns did not seem to mind at all. They twittered around the door in delighted excitement, oh-ed and ah-ed at the bang, and were quite pleased when I said that I would have to use a second charge.

After that, it was Paris. Dunstan Curtis had gone into the city with the FFI, ahead of the Americans and other troops, while I was chasing my midget submarine, so I missed that unique occasion. At the fall of Le Havre, Peter Huntingdon-Whiteley had been killed by a grenade while leading his troop into the town; it was a sad loss. In my memory, Peter sits on the edge of a camp bed, plucking a banjo gently and singing one of Edward Lear’s nonsense rhymes quietly to himself.




12

Onwards into the Reich

I did not like Paris, with its more sordid side coming to the surface in response to eager American demands. Walking in the city, one was liable to be hailed by the driver of a large lorry packed with American soldiers, ‘Hey, you where’s the nearest whore-house?’ Even the FFI was forgetting its true role and turning commercial, ready to accept monetary contributions from erstwhile collaborators who might wish to avoid public disgrace.

The fighting line was soon to be stabilized in the rain and mud of winter, so there was little scope for further work by 30 AU. We returned to England for reorganization and more training for what lay ahead. Marine Wright came with me on a street-fighting course, which was good fun. I then thought I would like to do another parachute course, having so much enjoyed the first one.

I said to Bill Wright, ‘I’m going on a parachute course; you’re coming with me.’ It would not have been in his nature to refuse, even if he had wanted to, but he was probably the only Allied parachutist who was not a volunteer for parachuting.

At Ringway, we found ourselves with a ‘stick’ of officers and very senior NCOs of the British regular army. I was afraid that life might be rather dull compared with my earlier time in company with the exuberant Canadians, but I was wrong.

The Canadian soldiers at Ringway (of whom, I fear, few survived the war) had been much amused by the very sensible RAF order, ‘To the right, advance’, which had been as new to them as it was to me. Together, we had worked out a way of our own for obeying the order, and from this we derived some innocent amusement.

In an idle moment in the hangar on my second parachute course, I gave a demonstration of the Canadian ‘drill’. The stick of regulars was charmed (except for one rather elderly sergeant, who obviously thought it all rather silly) and asked for detailed instruction. We brightened intervals between parachute training by devising and perfecting elaborations, until we had achieved what we regarded as Guardsman precision. The sergeant-instructor was surprised when we first performed for his benefit, but he found that we were keen pupils who behaved properly when senior officers were about, so he let it go.

My mother had always said that she would like to see me parachuting, and I was able to arrange for her to come to Tatton Park one day when we were doing door-jumps from balloons. There were several senior officers also watching the training that day, and my mother’s small figure was almost lost among them. We were fallen in by our RAF sergeant a few yards away, in the normal two ranks, with the usual routine banging of release-boxes and testing of harness. The brass-hats watched with interest.
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No. 2 Stick 146 Course, Tatton Park, 19 December 1944.
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‘All right, boys, do your stuff,’ said the sergeant; and we thought we saw something very like a wink.

‘To the right, advance!’

A pause, and then up to attention we came with a stamp, turning right with tremendous flourish. As one man, the ten of us leapt three feet in the air. ‘Hi-de-hi!’ yelled the left file. Again we bounded in the air. ‘Ho-de-ho!’ roared the right file. Ten left boots rose to a chest-level goose-step and crashed to the earth in unison; and away we waddled to the waiting balloons.

The little RAF sergeant trotted after us, and I heard his voice calling plaintively as we approached the swaying cage. ‘Say goodbye to your mother, Sir.’

It was not considered that there were any targets at Arnhem worth sending a team of 30 AU, so none of us took part in that tragic airborne operation, which was no doubt fortunate for us but was something which we bitterly resented at the time. The whole Unit went to Belgium in mid-February 1945, and established its Headquarters at Genappe, near the battlefield of Waterloo. I was convinced that we could continue to operate ahead of the Allied front-line (as we had done so successfully in France) even after entering Germany. Very few people, if any, believed me.
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Patrick, right, and two companions.



On the Aachen road, (Marines Fraser and Wright), 3 March 1945.
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Hellenthal, Germany, 5 March 1945.



I crossed the German frontier with my ‘recce’ group on 3 March, searched some targets in the Eifel hills, and entered the almost completely ruined city of Köln (Cologne) four days later. To our astonishment, the civilian inhabitants were friendly and their information was reliable. We had no difficulty in penetrating our main target, the Schmidding works, twenty-four hours ahead of other troops; and we made a very big haul of documents and technical equipment. We also found a new type of German mine, and apprehended the works manager and chief engineer before they were able to disappear. More important than all this, we were able to establish beyond any doubt that movement ahead of Allied troops was scarcely more difficult in Germany than it had been in France. My only change in tactics was to lash a heavy, belt-fed captured machine gun to the bonnet of my leading jeep, to make ourselves look more aggressive and to give us rather more fire-power in the leading vehicle. It was Fraser’s job to clean the gun every day, which he did not enjoy, but its mere presence on the bonnet saved our lives more than once.

Excepting for some small targets, there was not much for us to do until the crossing of the Rhine at the end of March; then we went over the pontoon bridge near Xanten, passed through the crashed gliders of the airborne landings, and joined the Guards Armoured Division eighty kilometres beyond the bridge at Oldensaal. It was 4 April; the Guards welcomed us kindly, and at first they were full of hope that their historic dash to Brussels would be repeated on the road to Bremen. Things went well enough for a few days, but soon the country changed.
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On the Hohenzollern Bridge, Köln, 7 March 1945.
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The German-occupied East Bank of the Rhine, 7 March 1945.



In the tower of the Hohenzollern Bridge, 7 March 1945.


[image: e9781783033065_i0124.jpg]


[image: e9781783033065_i0125.jpg]

Loading mine-parts from Schmidding Works, Köln, 8 March 1945.
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Bivouac with Guards Armoured Division, beyond the Ems Canal. 11 April 1945.



Team 4 of 30 AU, 11 April 1945.
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Every few hundred yards there was a river or canal, the bridges had all been blown, and the approaches were in each case covered by a German heavy machine gun or anti-tank gun. Many of the defence posts were manned by young men of the German Parachute Division or from the German officer training schools, many of whom were no more than boys and all of whom fought their guns bravely. It all took a great deal of time.

To my great joy, Charles Wheeler returned to my team for the start of the approach to Bremen. I understood most of what was said by German prisoners and civilians, but I always left Charles to do the interrogation. He was invaluable. The Guards were as helpful and well organized as always; Charles and I dined one night with that splendid Grenadier, General Sir Allan Adair – a most pleasant occasion which neither of us is likely to forget – but I soon saw that there was no chance whatever of getting ahead of the forward troops in warfare of that kind. On 12 April, therefore, I moved my whole team southwards to join the 51st (Highland) Division. It seemed in a way ungrateful to leave the Guards after their kindness and hospitality, but the Highlanders were advancing over more open country and were already approaching my next targets, at Vechta and Bakum. Vechta is about thirty kilometres south-west of Bremen and Bakum lies about three or four kilometres west of Vechta. I had been told by NID that there was a very important target in Bakum.

The Patrol Action near Vechta. Miles Cook, Patrick and Johnny Rose in the forefront, 13 April 1945.
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Patrick and the prisoners, 13 April 1945.
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We entered the first of these small towns very early on the morning of 13 April, and reached our Vechta target ahead of all other troops as was our custom. The building proved to be a prison, containing ordinary criminals, homosexuals, and people under long sentences for listening to foreign radio broadcasts. The prisoners were working on shell fuses, aircraft parts, and other things of no great technical interest; no one was allowed to be idle in wartime Germany, and prisoners in jail were no exception.

Still early on the forenoon of 13 April, we continued ahead of the forward elements of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and came into an empty landscape of woods, fields and shell-cratered roads. At the first building, Charles grabbed a German farmer, who guided us quite willingly in the direction of Bakum, using side roads that were not cratered. Rejoining the main road, we let our guide go, and Charles was just rounding up another farmer when the Staghound armoured car reported enemy on the starboard bow. It looked as if the next two farms were both occupied by German troops. The Royal Marines dismounted from their vehicles and attacked enthusiastically; one German soldier was killed and thirteen taken prisoner – they proved to be officer cadets. Everybody was happy – little Johnny Rose and his Royal Marines to have done an orthodox assault for once, and the Germans to have been captured honourably by Commando troops. During interrogation of the prisoners, it came out that we had earlier driven straight past their dug-in and camouflaged machine gun positions, at slow speed and within a range of a few yards. They said they had not opened fire because we looked dangerous – again an interesting comment on our tactics.

We then tried to push on towards Bakum, but came to a demolished bridge over a stream. While we were still searching for a way across the muddy water, mortar shells started to fall on the road, and enemy troops appeared all over the place. A brisk little skirmish developed, I banged on the roof of my scout car, and we withdrew prudently without any casualties. I did not like this; withdrawal, even when so obviously sensible, is unflattering to one’s ego.

In the afternoon, a battalion of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders received orders to clear that particular area, which was in fact the gap between the two advancing prongs of the 51st Highland Division on the right and of the Guards Armoured Division, which we had left on the previous day, coming from westwards. I now had a much stronger force; the Highlanders brought me seven tanks and a carrier-borne platoon, to add to my own scout cars and armoured car.

I stopped near where the little battle had been in the morning, and the tanks settled down to fifteen minutes of ‘stonking’ the wood on the other side of the stream over my head. It was a noisy business, and to my inexperienced eye it looked as if no enemy could possibly be left alive in the wood.

I then found a place where we could ford the stream, and we crossed over, with the Highlanders riding on their tanks. Coming to the edge of the big wood, I left the tanks and infantry to get on with their own job of clearing out any remaining Germans, while I took two of my scout cars along the narrow gravel road towards Bakum. We drove slowly; the light was now failing, and the trees and hedgerows were a dim threat on either side. The road was clear, but I thought that perhaps we should be at a disadvantage if we ran into machine-gun emplacements again in the half darkness, so I turned back at the first cross roads. We were halfway to the wood when we heard on wireless telephone from the leading tank that a tank had been hit among the trees by an anti-tank rocket at close range and was withdrawing.

In the darkness at the entrance to the wood, there was a noisy traffic jam of heavy armoured vehicles, with much ponderous grinding and churning of the sandy soil. They said that the platoon commander had fallen badly wounded from the first tank when it was hit, and was lying in the wood.

It took a little time to open the way, with the great tanks manoeuvring at the narrow T-junction. When my scout cars had room to pass, I saw that the path into the wood was not wide enough for turning; so I guided one of them backwards down the lane, covered all the time by Charles Wheeler at the gun of the second scout car. So we came to a small clearing, which lay in eerie silence, lit by fitful flames from the burning wreckage left behind by the damaged tank. Beyond the first trees, the surrounding woods were in deep darkness. At first, I could not see anyone; then I heard the subaltern’s voice from the ground beside the flames. ‘Are you looking for me?’ – and then, ‘I’m afraid my dancing days are over.’ He sounded cheerful, but one leg was almost completely severed above his webbing anklet.

We lifted the subaltern and his foot on to the scout car, and I tried to give him morphia from one of my pocket ampoules – not very successfully at first, because in the semi-darkness I did not notice the stopper wire in the needle. The subaltern regarded this incompetent operation with tolerant good humour; ‘You’re giving me rather a lot, aren’t you?’ he said at last.

I do not know why we were not shot in the back while this was taking place; perhaps the Germans held their fire because ours was so clearly a mission of mercy. More probably, they withdrew silently when their task of knocking out the tank and platoon commander had been accomplished. Either way, it was a strange experience in the fitful light of the flames, surrounded by dark and silent trees, with the distant rumbling of the tanks outside the wood.

When we were clear of the trees, I detailed one of my armoured troop-carriers to go back to the Argyll and Sutherland lines with the wounded – there were three of them in all, and they were very lucky that there were no more. The Germans – probably parachute troops – tried to get at the laagered tanks during the hours of darkness, but reinforcements reached us at about 02.00 and the rest of the night was quiet.

I was glad to have no responsibility for these activities, but one could not help admiring the persistence of the young Germans around us in the face of certain ultimate defeat.

Early next day, I left the Highlanders and took my ‘recce’ group towards Bakum again. Everything looked different in daylight; and just beyond the crossroads we turned a corner to see British scout cars. They were a reconnaissance patrol of the Guards Armoured Division, coming from westwards, and they were clearing an undefended road-block. We passed the time of day, and I took my group into Bakum. Our supposed ‘important’ target there did not exist, and had never existed, which was irritating after taking so much trouble to get there.

Bremen was now our main target, and especially (if prisoners were to be believed) the Deschimag shipyard, which was said to be engaged in building the newest types of high-speed U-Boats. We reached the Weser on the 20 April, but the Germans were now fighting hard everywhere and progress was slow. However, we searched innumerable targets of opportunity on both sides of the river (including a vast underground naval store near Achim) as soon as we were able to find a way into them. We encountered the usual snipers and road-mines, but no serious opposition that we could not avoid by going around it, and we had no casualties. Charles Wheeler was on a different task by this time, but I was fortunate in having another spirited young Royal Marine captain in his place – Miles Cooke. Miles, like Charles before him, was both a competent German interrogator and a good officer to have on scout car reconnaissance patrol.

It was because Charles or Miles gleaned so much information from German prisoners and civilians, that we were able so often to get into our targets before any other Allied troops had reached the area. In the first shock of seeing us arrive, the Germans were very ready to talk; men never refused information, and we even had cases of women or children coming out of their shelters to volunteer information about their own troops. Prisoners, also, were seldom unwilling to talk with Charles or Miles. It was an attitude which puzzled me, and I wondered how far there would have been the same reaction from the British in similar circumstances. I thought of my own mother and the machine-gun from Norway which she kept under her bed in its suitcase.

The best way of judging whether German troops were in fighting mood was still to find out what headgear they wore. If they were seen in steel helmets, they would almost certainly be fighting units, but most German troops in Europe seemed to equate the wearing of steel helmets with battle discipline – when they lost the one, they lost the other. On the other hand, we were nearly caught out once or twice with parachute troops, who were governed by no such rule; and most of the officer cadets had presumably not yet been issued with helmets at all when they were thrown into the battle for Bremen. My own Royal Marines, like all British troops, wore steel helmets only if forced to do so.

As we came slowly nearer to Bremen, the importance of the Deschimag shipyard became clearer to me. From what we were told by our prisoners and by civilians, there might be as many as twenty German submarines in the yard, mostly the new and much-feared ‘Type 21’ U-Boats in various stages of construction; and we heard rumours that there was a very secret research workshop. Getting into the shipyard would not be easy, however, because it lay on the right bank of the Weser, beyond Bremen on our line of approach.

At this stage we were much hampered by the G (Control) of XXX Corps, who tried to make us work with an Army organization which was called ‘T-Force’ and which was concerned with all non-naval intelligence materials. T-Force was a much larger and more cumbersome body than 30 AU, and its methods were quite different. It was indeed quite satisfied to enter its targets behind the first troops, and its function was to look after whatever documents and material remained at that stage, rather than attempting to forestall removal or destruction. In practice, T-Force usually arrived too late to do much good, and (like most non-fighting soldiers) their guard-troops were often more interested in private looting than in securing enemy intelligence.

I dealt very firmly with looting, so far as my own small force was concerned. Material of Intelligence value was of course always sacrosanct (although any other military material was fair game), but I never permitted the slightest suggestion of looting from civilians. On one occasion near Bremen, I found that a Royal Marine had taken two watches from a German shop, and I ordered him to take them back to the owner; it was an empty gesture, I suppose, because rear-echelon troops coming through next day stripped everything movable from the shop, but it seemed to me that an army which was supposed to be fighting for a principle could not afford the traditional soldiers’ perquisites of looting and rape. On the other hand, no troops in the world will refrain from looting in an enemy country unless discipline is very firm indeed, so the fault – when it exists – lies always in the officers rather than in the soldiers.

Generally speaking, there was very little looting by British front-line troops – they were too busy fighting, feeding themselves, trying to get sleep, and looking after their wounded – but many people in the rear-echelons and lines-of-communication formations (including officers) managed to feather their nests very nicely in April and May of 1945, and were able to leave the army as rich men after the war.

The big factories in the south-eastern approaches to Bremen had been pretty thoroughly bombed, and the bodies and limbs of workers were still heaped untidly among the ruins, but we managed to get occasional material of interest when we evaded the retarding influence of T-Force. My team entered the outskirts of the city on 25 April, and there we shook ourselves clear of T-Force altogether. Early on Thursday 26 April, we moved gingerly past burning tanks and debris of battle, and slipped to the side of the 52nd Division’s line of advance to enter the Haus des Reiches area of government buildings. We grabbed a dozen German naval officers from basements, but found no material of interest, so I went forward again with my ‘recce’ group into the Altstadt (the Old City area).
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Prisoners passing Team 4, waiting in the suburbs. Bremen, 25 April 1945.
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Team 4 Scout Car reconnaissance in Bremen, 25 April 1945.



Burning British tank and Team 4 Scout Car (Miles Cook), 25 April 1945.
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Team 4 Scout Cars at the Rathaus at 10.30 on 26 April 1945 – the Surrender of the City of Bremen.



[image: e9781783033065_i0135.jpg]


Moving circumspectly from corner to corner, we came to the empty City Square, and faced the high brick front of Bremen City Hall. There was no firing and no sign of troops, but a German policeman in a steel helmet popped out of an air-raid shelter, and was lucky not to be shot for his temerity. Please, the City of Bremen wished to surrender; please would I come into the Rathaus, where the acting Burgomaster was waiting for me?

Several civilians had now appeared from cellars and air-raid shelters, and the atmosphere seemed very friendly. I left the scout cars on guard in the square, and went into the city hall with Miles Cooke and Johnny Rose; inside, I found the Burgomaster, dressed very formally in black and standing all alone in the echoing, empty hall.

The Burgomaster desired me to accept the formal surrender of the City of Bremen; the police and all other services would be placed at the disposal of the British Army, and everything would be done to get electricity, telephones, water and such things functioning efficiently again. I asked, could he give an assurance that there would be no attempt at any form of sabotage? Most certainly he would give that assurance, and the police would be instructed – specially instructed – to take the strongest action against any persons who failed in any way to cooperate fully with the British authorities. Anything which we ordered would be done immediately.

This seemed satisfactory, so I went back with my scout cars to rejoin my support carrier group at the Haus des Reiches, and I sent a message to 52nd Division Headquarters to tell them about the surrender of the city. Bremen was now almost clear of enemy, except in the dock area, which was the only part of real interest or importance for me. When they had finished clearing Bremen, 52nd Division intended to shell the docks during the night, as a precursor to clearing the shipyard with infantry. This would be disastrous from my point of view, because almost everything of Intelligence value would probably be destroyed; I was therefore determined to get into Deschimag shipyard, whatever the risk, in time to show Divisional Headquarters that shelling was unnecessary.

In a very densely built-up and partly bombed area, such as lay between Haus des Reiches and the docks, enemy machine guns or anti-tank guns or snipers might still be lurking anywhere, and with my small force I could not hope to fight all the way to Deschimag against any opposition of that kind, so I decided to try the route first with a single scout car. This would probably draw enemy fire, if there was any to draw, and I hoped that I might be lucky enough to escape by quick manoeuvring on the part of the driver if I did run into trouble. In the circumstances, nothing would be gained by having a bigger force, which would only make sudden withdrawal more difficult. I left the rest of the ‘recce’ group and the carrier group where they were, standing by ready to move instantly if called forward by radio telephone.
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Germans looting the German naval store, 26 April 1945.



In the one little scout car, we drove ahead through the silent streets in a series of short bounds, stopping at each corner to look for any sign of enemy. All around us the bombed buildings remained quiet, until we came at last into an open space, facing the high, spiked iron gates of the great shipyard.

At this point, the engine of the scout car spluttered, and stopped. We had run out of petrol.

Worse was to follow; the gunner wireless-operator had lost contact with the carrier group because of strong interference among the high buildings, and he could get no response to his urgent radio-telephone call. The situation was becoming embarrassing, when I saw a small group of startled German workmen crouching by a wall; one of them had a bicycle. I leapt from the scout car, took the bicycle with a brief explanation in my primitive German, and rode shakily away along the empty road by which we had come.
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‘Recce’ Group of Team 4 at Deschimag A/G, 26 April 1945.



Some of the bag at the Deschimag shipyard, 26 April 1945.
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The street surfaces were very rough everywhere – much rougher than I had realized when riding in the scout car – and I was not used to German bicycles, which are quite different from the British type. Progress was slow and erratic; I thought to myself that never in my life had I felt so exposed and completely unprotected. It seemed to me that even the most prudent of snipers would be tempted to pick off such an inviting target, as seen from the back, and I wondered what would then happen to the immobilized scout car.

Several times, I nearly fell off the bicycle when the front wheel hit a brick from one of the bombed houses; but I kept on pedalling, until I came unsteadily round the last corner. The waiting vehicles of 30 AU did not need to be told to get moving, and I was hauled on board the leading scout car as it passed.

I took the bicycle with me; its owner was surprised to see it again. My scout car was still intact, standing forlorn in front of the iron gates, with the Royal Marine gunner alert in his turret.

We opened the gates of the shipyard, and went inside, followed almost immediately by the carrier group. The Royal Marines tumbled out of their vehicles to sweep through the maze of slips and buildings in the fading light; there were sixteen submarines of the newest German type on the slips, as well as two destroyers, and several others lay sunk or partly sunk alongside the quays.

We had forestalled nearly all the plans for demolition, and we were just in time to intercept all the directors of the company except one, as well as most of the technicians, at a time when they were still trying to decide whether or not to abscond while the going was good. There was a great deal of the latest technical papers and equipment, and our search of the vast and labyrinthine workshops and offices went on all night; in the process, we collected a considerable number of prisoners, but met no organized resistance and had no casualties. Commander Jan Aylen, our technical officer, was delighted.

Just before daylight next morning, infantry and tanks of the Cameronians appeared, and we guided them round the shipyard. During the day, no fewer than two other powerful bodies of British troops arrived with orders to clear the shipyard, followed somewhat later by the Press – a series of incursions which became something of a nuisance while we were photographing all the highly technical equipment and interrogating hordes of prisoners and technicians. When a staff officer arrived from 52nd Division and asked me to sign a receipt for the sixteen submarines, it was the last straw. I told the Royal Marines to put up a sign saying that the shipyard belonged to 30 AU. Unfortunately (perhaps) we had one Royal Marine who had been a sign-painter in civil life; he raided the shipyard store and spent a happy afternoon in painstaking brushwork. The splendid arrogance of the finished product on the iron gate made 30 AU very unpopular with some people at Divisional Headquarters, but it enabled us to get on with our work in peace for the rest of the time we were there.




13

Heinschenwalde and Bremerhaven

Three days after Bremen, we went forward again to join the Guards Armoured Division northwards, and to my great pleasure I found the 3rd Battalion of the Irish Guards (some of whom I had known in Norway) in the village of Bevern. I always thought that the Guards were not only the best organized and most efficient of all Allied formations, but also the most sympathetic and helpful. They seemed to have a soft spot for the Navy, and they went out of their way to make our tasks easy.

I observed during my time with 30 AU that it was the active, efficient and well-organized front line formations which welcomed our presence. Troops of that kind were probing and patrolling forward unceasingly, and they did not think it any reflection on themselves when we pushed our way to their most advanced positions, and then found our clandestine way to our particular targets. Less efficient or less aggressive formations, on the other hand, did not like us at all, and often tried to stop us from going ahead.

While waiting for a chance to get into Bremerhaven or Hamburg, there were two important 30 AU targets in the immense German air force and naval mine arsenals to the north-east of Bremen, one near Hesedorf and the other at Heinschenwalde. When the Commanding Officer of the Irish Guards heard my mission his first step was to have my scout cars included in his own group radio-telephone net; then he gave me a very helpful young liaison officer.

Carrying the Royal Marines somewhat precariously on my scout cars, I took my ‘recce’ group to the Guards forward armour positions, where we dismounted and went into the village of Hesedorf on foot. There was a slight skirmish at the crossroads, and the enemy withdrew hurriedly with at least one wounded. Miles Cooke found the Burgomaster, and by half-past six that evening (Sunday 29 April) we had enough information for a further advance into the woods hiding the arsenal. I called forward a Honey Tank from the Irish Guards, for extra support, and we went through the main entrance for a prolonged search of the whole area. We found two hundred mine-stores, fed by some twenty-seven kilometres of roads, all hidden under the trees; the arsenal was untouched by bombing in spite of five years of war.

As so often in these quick moves, we had completely forestalled German plans for demolition, and we found great quantities of mines, many of them of new types which had not yet been used operationally. We established ourselves in the substantial mess and office buildings, while our search continued, and the Germans whom we had evicted settled down to making life difficult for us. Their main weapons were mortars, and their aim was erratic, but they also had a large self-propelled gun which was extremely annoying because we never knew where it was or when it would start firing. Our patrols ran into German troops sometimes in the woods, but no actions developed. My little party of 30 AU was at this stage the northernmost tip of the Allied advance into the area between the Weser and the Elbe, and we had Germans on all sides of us.

On 1 May, the Irish Guards thoughtfully sent a platoon to help us – we were really outside their area of responsibility – and I think it was that night that the Colonel invited me to dinner. As we approached Battalion Headquarters in my jeep, our elusive neighbour the German self-propelled gun opened fire from the woods and made a neat hit on the house immediately adjoining the Guards officers’ mess. The house took fire instantly, and was blazing merrily when we arrived.

The Colonel apologized for the disturbance and noise from the fire-fighting party next door, and we sat down to dinner as though nothing had happened. After the first course, one young officer asked to be excused, and left the room; just before I went away, the same officer came back and said a few quiet words to the Colonel before sitting down. He had in fact taken a fighting patrol to look for the German gun, without success. The gun always moved immediately after firing and could be anywhere in that wooded country. Even from the air, it would be invisible.

The German officers’ mess in the mine arsenal provided us with a degree of luxury to which we were not accustomed, including one amenity for which we had no immediate use – a huge white porcelain ‘vomitorium’, adorned with massive chromium handles and labelled in large black letters, with heavy Teutonic humour, as ‘Für die seekranke’.

On 3 May, we moved to the Highland Division, and joined the advanced elements of the Black Watch. A prisoner told us that the road to our next objective – Heinschenwalde naval mine arsenal – was very heavily mined, so we borrowed two sapper sergeants from the Black Watch and set about clearing the road under direction of my RNVR mine officer, Lieutenant Francis. This process, which was complicated and took a long time, evidently irritated the watching German troops, and they started mortaring us from the woods westwards. Someone from another unit who had been attached to my team skedaddled with some loss of dignity, but (as we had now come to expect on all our operations) we again had no casualties.
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Patrick in the huge German complex of mine the stores in woods at the extreme northern tip of the Allied advance into Germany between the Weser and the Elbe, May 1945.
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German heralds at 51st (Highland) Division’s Headquarters, near Lintig, 5 May 1945.



I sent a dispatch rider to tell the Highlanders when the road was clear, and we went into the arsenal to meet their armoured cars which they sent in from the other side. I realized with some feeling of regret, that this was likely to be one of the last times that we should face enemy fire; the German resistance was collapsing everywhere.

We had now acquired a German wireless receiver on which we could hear BBC transmissions, and in this way we learned of Germany’s capitulation, on Friday 4 May. I dashed off to 51st Division Headquarters, to see whether I could get permission for an independent movement to Bremerhaven or Hamburg, but this was refused. Instead, I watched the historic arrival and departure of the German Heralds at Highland Division Headquarters.

My team of 30 AU celebrated the German capitulation in very modest fashion. Truthfully but rather hard-heartedly, I told the Royal Marines that some of their most arduous and difficult work was still to come, and that discipline and attention to duty were now even more important, if that were possible, than they had been during open hostilities. There followed a frustrating two days of waiting, while arrangements were made for a general movement of the British Army into ‘capitulation territory’.

There had been some changes in my team since Bremen, but Wright and Fraser were of course still with me. If I have not said much of what they were doing during the Germany operations, it is because they were always in the right place at the right time, and because they never failed to do what they were supposed to do. Fraser’s competent handling and quiet courage made sure that my jeep was where I needed it and in sound working condition, no matter what kind of rough treatment it had endured in our reconnaissance and skirmishing. There was at all times a reserve of fuel in the trailer, and the machine-gun on the bonnet was kept constantly clean and ready for action – if the gun was fired, Fraser would clean and oil it at the next stop. He gave the same careful attention to that important minor detail, the cooking stove.

For his part, Wright made sure that we had good rations wherever we went, and that a brew of tea or a hot meal was produced at every opportunity. I never needed to worry what was happening to my gear – Wright would look after it – and he even darned my socks. Most important of all, with Wright behind me I knew that no German would ever get the chance to shoot me in the back; this gave me a sense of security which was very comforting and which enabled me to concentrate my attention on more important business.

I was fortunate also in having a Royal Marine corporal – Jim Auton by name – who had taken over the responsibility of keeping my team supplied with essential stores – ammunition, fuel and rations – by an unfailing display of initiative and energy that filled me with admiration. I have often wondered what opportunities there can be in peacetime for the abilities and qualities of men like these. I rewarded them with hard work, hard words, hard discipline, very little sleep and a good deal of danger. On the credit side, none of them was killed or wounded, for in all my operations in the Second World War no officer or man was killed or even wounded while under my command. In retrospect, that looks like astonishing good fortune; throughout those years, however, I held a firm and quite irrational faith that unlike my father I would survive (but of course nothing in my war was anything like the awful horror of Father’s final hours in Caterpillar Wood and Mametz Wood on 11 July 1916).

On Monday forenoon, 7 May, I moved my whole team to where the head of the long column of the 51st Division waited for the order to move. Our past experience had been that the Germans often liked to postpone destruction of their secret material until Allied troops were almost on them, and I had every intention of slipping ahead of the 51st Division so as to get into Bremerhaven in time to save anything that might remain. My plan to get to the front was however frustrated by the observant eye of General Brian Horrocks, who commanded XXX Corps and who was himself waiting to lead the column. The Corps Commander sent his ADC across the road to my scout car with a courteous message – the General’s compliments, and would I please let the General enter Bremerhaven first?

Team of 8 of 30 AU with the 51st Division convoy, 7 May 1945.
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Crossing the Bederkesa bridge at 14.45 hrs, 7 May 1945.



I answered that I should be happy to do so, but that I would take leave to come close behind the General and to move out of the line when we approached the dock area. General Horrocks seemed satisfied with the answer when it was relayed to him, and I went back along my ‘recce’ and carrier and headquarters groups to see that they knew exactly what to do.

Just after 14.00, the General moved. Before any of the rest of the huge convoy could start, all my vehicles had slipped in behind the General’s party, and we followed close after him over the bridge at Bederkesa, with fifteen kilometres to go to Bremerhaven.

It was an astonishing journey. Now for the first time we were seeing steel-helmeted German troops who had no intention of shooting at us and who were there to guide us on our way – which they did very efficiently when needed. It seemed like a dream, and things became even more weird as we entered the outskirts of Bremerhaven. Along the roadside were numbers of big, modern buildings, of council-house type but mostly of pleasing appearance, and quite undamaged. Everywhere, in windows and doorways, there were German civilians. We, of course, were the first Allied troops they had ever seen – we had been their country’s enemies for more than five years, and our aircraft had bombed their cities almost unceasingly in the past two years. To our utter astonishment, as we passed these people they waved and cheered us, as though we had been their own troops returning in triumph. Women held up children so that they could see us go by, and there was nowhere the least sign of hostility or fear. It was unbelievable.

I began to see the truth of something said to me a few weeks earlier by one of our Royal Marine officers who knew the German people well. He told me that this would be a unique occasion in history; the Germans were a nation whose whole foundation had been swept away. They were ready to snatch at the opportunity to become a part of any system or society which they could respect and which could command their obedience and loyalty.
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Our Bag in Bremerhave, SS Europa, 7 May 1945.



I followed dutifully behind General Horrocks to the outskirts of the much-bombed city; then, at the very first road that gave access to the docks, I turned away from the main convoy and we went roaring to the port area.

High over all the quays and warehouses rose the great camouflage-painted hull of the liner Europa, fifty thousand tons, holder of the Blue Riband of the Atlantic in her day. We swept alongside, and a Royal Marine rushed on board and then along the maze of corridors and stairways to the stern, to hang the White Ensign of the Royal Navy. It was really only a gesture to establish ownership, in case the Americans should claim this plum of the German merchant fleet as their own (which in the end they did); there was nothing of naval interest on board, but the officers told us that there was a destroyer in commission in the harbour.

The warship proved to be one of the big Narvik Class – Z.29 – of over 2,600 tons. She looked more like a light cruiser than a destroyer where she lay to one anchor just off the Columbus quay. One of her midshipmen was standing by the landing steps, and I told him to hail his ship for a boat. After some delay, a motor boat was lowered and came to the steps; I thought it wise not to weaken my force on shore, so I took a boarding party totalling only five in number. The German midshipman said that the destroyer’s crew amounted to three hundred and twenty officers and men.

As the boat drew alongside, I saw that this was no defeated enemy. She was a German warship in commission, still an efficient fighting unit, and there were likely to be difficulties with so few men at my disposal and with no other Allied troops in the dock area.

A side party had been mustered by the gangway, and I was piped as I went on board – which was of course proper in the circumstances. I noted, as I saluted, that the German battle-ensign had already been hauled down. Marine Wright went to the peak halyards at the double, and hoisted the British White Ensign. The Captain was punctilious and correctly formal; he told me that he had just come off the slip, and that his main engines were not entirely ready for sea, otherwise he would have left the harbour to escape us.

Destroyer Z.29 (Narvik class), as we found her, 7 May 1945.
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By this time, my Royal Marines had already cleared the Germans out of the wireless room (which was operating normally) and had secured a surprising quantity of interesting secret signal documents and charts, which had been overlooked; or perhaps they had been kept for use in last-minute communication with German Naval Headquarters. I had a very large number of targets in Bremerhaven, so I could not wait to see the job in the ship completed, and I left Z.29 in the charge of one RNVR Sub Lieutenant and two men. They accepted the task without question, of course, but I realized afterwards that it was only by great courage, determination and tact that they survived with their lives.

The officer was however a very unusual young man; his name was Vladimir Grenfell – a slim, spectacled youth of rather studious appearance, who was a fluent German speaker. I think his mother was Russian; we called him Bob. With him, he had Sergeant Smith and Marine Bonney. Twenty minutes later, I was able to reinforce these three by sending Leading Seaman Pasley and Marine Higgins to the ship, with two other Royal Marines. The task was to go right through the destroyer, first to make sure that there were no demolition charges or plans for scuttling, and then to make the guns safe and also to disarm the whole crew.

The crew was in a very dangerous mood, ranging from aggressive anger through sullen insolence to weeping hysteria. It was, as I have said, a fighting ship with an undefeated ship’s company, and almost every man of them loathed this capitulation which had been imposed on them by the German authorities on shore. Everywhere they went in the ship, Bob Grenfell and his men were met with boos and hisses, threatening gestures, attempts to trip them in gangways, and the ominous bunching of German seamen behind their backs. If it had come to shooting, they would certainly have been overwhelmed by weight of numbers, and we could have taken no effective punitive action afterwards.

The German Captain, Commander von Mutius, did everything possible to assist Bob Grenfell, and was clearly much liked and respected by his crew, but for a while it looked as if the resentment and frustration of the crew might prove too much for their sense of discipline, especially when our search party was out of sight of their Captain.

Slowly, Bob gained control of the situation, and things became much easier when the ship had been completely disarmed and he was able to tell von Mutius to take her alongside the quay. The routine discipline of weighing anchor, moving ship, and securing alongside did much to relieve the tension, and the worst was already over when I got back to the quay with the rest of the Royal Marines, from our various tasks in Bremerhaven.

Now there came a new threat to peace. Close to where we had berthed the destroyer, there was a prison ship, crowded with an incredible multitude of wretched, half-starved Russians. These poor people watched the events of the afternoon with feverish, hungry eyes, and at last their German guards could no longer retain them on board. Some of the more venturesome prisoners clambered on to the quay, and began moving towards the destroyer, soon to be followed by others, until they looked like becoming an uncontrollable tidal wave of tattered, stinking, ravenous humanity. With the greatest difficulty, we stopped the flood, and persuaded the escaping Russians that it was in their interest to remain in their overcrowded ship until something better could be done for them.
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Taking over German Destroyer Z.29 at the Bremerhaven Docks, 7 May 1945. Captain von Mutius clears the lower deck.
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The new Captain on the bridge, 7 May 1945.
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Ex-German Destroyer, Z.29, under the White Ensign, 8 May 1945.



I increased the German guards on the prison ship, and decided to send all but a nucleus of the destroyer’s crew ashore to the naval barracks. The Captain asked my permission to muster his crew by divisions, so that he could say some words in farewell, and I saw no reason for refusing the request. I was able to sympathize with his feelings and with those of his crew; the mustering of the ship’s company went smoothly, and they marched away to the barracks without incident after their Captain had talked to them on the quay.

I had retained about fifty of the destroyer’s crew, for care and maintenance, and we had the usual naval sunset ceremony that evening. As the White Ensign came down to the shrill of the bosun’s call, the German seamen still on board stood properly to attention and faced the flag without any order to do so. Some scout cars of the 51st Division made a brief appearance in the docks during the evening, but all troops withdrew into a ‘keep’ in the town during dark hours, which was no doubt prudent, and we were left to look after ourselves in the harbour area. I was quite certain that the destroyer would be scuttled during the night if she was left unguarded, and my total force was only thirty-five men, so we could not afford to relax.

The Captain asked me to dine with him in his cabin that evening. It was scarcely a social occasion, but there was no feeling of tension. The Captain apologized for the food, which was pathetically spartan; he tried to make polite conversation, although it was clearly a very sad time for him. It came out in our somewhat stilted talk at the table that Z.29 had been guardship in Altenfjord when the British midget submarines attacked Tirpitz there, so that von Mutius’s boats had carried out the depth-charge counter-attacks; but I did not think that Henty-Creer or any of the others of my friends who lost their lives at that time would have thought it improper for me to meet their former enemy in this manner. Next morning, the Captain was in turn my guest at breakfast. The German crew again stood punctiliously to attention when the White Ensign was hoisted at 08.00.

These incidents had a sequel which I found displeasing. Bremerhaven was to be an American enclave in the British sector, by special agreement between President Roosevelt and Mr. Churchill; so my report on my team’s proceedings found its way via 30 AU Formation Commander to a senior United States officer. In due course, back came a pompously worded reprimand for what the authorities considered to have been inappropriate social contact between myself and a German naval officer. Seen in the light of the excessively friendly relationship which so soon developed between the Americans and the Germans, this reprimand seems even more ridiculous now than it did at the time.
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Transfer of Z.29 to US Navy, 9 May 1945.



I took Destroyer Z.29 into Kaiserhaven inner harbour during the forenoon of 8 May, ‘VE Day’, and an American naval party appeared in Bremerhaven late in the evening. I then found myself in the unusual position of commanding a German ship under the British ensign, with a mixed British, American and German crew. I told my Royal Marines to go away and polish themselves up for a formal ceremony, to transfer the ship to the United States; they liked that sort of thing, and took it very seriously, although they had at the time no Royal Marine officer with them. They polished their battle-stained boots and brasses, washed the scout cars and trucks, and even found a supply of paint with which to do some ‘tiddly-work’ on their vehicles. Then they went to practise their almost forgotten arms-drill out of sight behind a warehouse.

Shortly after noon on 9 May, the now shining vehicles of my ‘recce’, carrier and headquarters groups were moved into line on the quay, and spaced accurately to the inch, while the Royal Marine guard mustered opposite the ship’s quarterdeck, dressed by the right, and stood at ease. Exactly at 1p.m. a whistle sounded shrilly, and the guard presented arms with a smack and a stamp, as a US seaman hoisted the Stars and Stripes to the peak. The White Ensign was hauled down, I dropped my hand from the salute, the guard ordered arms, and HMS Z.29 became the USS Z.29. Looking back, I see our little ceremony, sadly, as symbolic of a transfer of power and command which was soon to be taking place throughout the world, on a far greater scale. It was the end of an era. As I stepped ashore, I was given a message from Commander von Mutius, thanking me for what he described as the sympathetic and courteous treatment accorded to his ship and to himself. (Ten years later, he took the trouble to write to me, care of the British Admiralty, to say the same thing again.)

Bremerhaven was the last of our genuine 30 AU operations in Germany. There was a good deal of scavenging still to be done – Cuxhaven, Oxstedt, Vegesack, Lerum and Kiel – but for the most part anything in these places that the Germans might think too important to fall into our hands had already been destroyed, although we did occasionally find some material of value. It was not easy to maintain our normal discipline, when there was a general tendency for standards to weaken among other troops, at any rate among those who had not been in front-line fighting; but my team was kept up to the mark (however much against its will) to the end.




14

Journey’s End

The end of the fighting in Germany left me with mixed feelings. Forgetting, as one does so quickly, the frustrations and the days of boredom, there had been an insidious fascination in pushing always towards unknown places where no other of our troops had been. It had become the spice of life for me, as I suppose it had been for most of the other people doing the same kind of work in Germany or elsewhere. There was a greyness and dullness about normal ways of living, and I found it depressing to drive over roads where we had been before and where the only hazards were from other traffic.

Nevertheless, there was to be one more venture of interest for me and my jeep crew, and at the same time my closest escape from untimely demise was yet to come.

I and Wright and Fraser and the jeep returned to England on 24 May, and I let my two Royal Marines go for a few days of well-earned leave while I made my own way to Admiralty, to see how soon I could get across the North Sea to Norway.

For five years, I had lived for the day of Norway’s liberation from the Germans, and I had promised myself that I would be there when the time came; but the enemy occupation forces surrendered to the Norwegian Home Front while I was still engaged with Z.29 in Bremerhaven, and the first Norwegian and British forces landed in Norway shortly afterwards. I was so busy with my own tasks in Germany that several days passed before I realized that Norway was free again; it was wonderful news, but I was chagrined not to have been there at the time.

There was not very much reason for going to Norway at that late date (except on personal grounds). However, I looked hopefully in the target lists at NID 30, and I found that there were a few unimportant tasks in the North, that might be used for an excuse; on the strength of them, I sent a signal to the British Flag Officer in Oslo, as from Admiralty, to say what I was going to do.

Commander Fleming was very cross when he saw the copy of my signal on his desk; I suppose he thought he should have been consulted. He gave me one of his ‘bottles’ for it – perhaps he had received a bottle himself from higher up the line. In any case, he asked, what was all the hurry about? The war in Europe was over. Fleming was not the sort of person whom I would have told that there was a girl in the case. Anyway, who could say what would come of the meeting? Bjørg had been just the same age as Shakespeare’s Juliet when I left her in 1939; and five and a half years in a young girl’s life is a long time.

However, the signal had been sent, and when I had smoothed Ian Fleming’s irritation I went ahead with my plans. Wright and Fraser were to take the jeep and trailer across the North Sea in a British destroyer when they came back from leave, and I would go ahead by air.

I went to Edinburgh on the night train, got a proper haircut (which I had not had for some time), and flew to Oslo in an aircraft of RAF Transport Command. It was the last day of May; Oslo was colourful and free and sunlit. Ian Fleming need not have troubled himself about the wording of the Admiralty signal – the Staff Officer in Oslo concerned with such matters was a very old friend, Sven Wancke, who had been my Intelligence officer at one time in Shetland. This was a piece of good fortune for me.

Until my jeep came, there was not much to be done except to enjoy Oslo, and the processions, and the National Theatre. I discovered that no one had yet driven from Oslo to Tromsø, and that the army would be quite glad to have a reliable report on the road. Before the war, it was not possible to drive all the way to North Norway, but the Germans had built new sections of road to close all the gaps, and with luck it might be possible to get a four-wheel drive jeep the whole way, if the several ferries were working. As well as reporting on the road, there was the wreck of the Tirpitz to be inspected near Tromsø; so Sven and I compiled some very convincing orders, and the Admiral’s Chief of Staff signed the finished documents without question.

The jeep and its crew were due on the evening of 6 June, and in the morning I thought that the time had come to see if I could telephone Bjørg’s family in Tromsø, to tell them that I was on my way there. It took a very long time to make the connection, and the line was faint and crackly. At first, I could not catch what was said; then suddenly a few words came clearly. Bjørg was not in Tromsø. She was in Tønsberg; yes, in Tønsberg. The telephone spluttered, and the voice faded again.

Tønsberg is of course nowhere near Tromsø; it is about ninety kilometres from Oslo in the other direction, and there was I, in Oslo with the Chief of Staff’s signed orders to go to Tromsø, a road journey (there and back) of nearly 3,400 kilometres. I had not been quite as clever as I had thought.

After a whole day of telegraphing and telephoning to Tønsberg, I heard Bjørg’s voice, clear and bright and laughing wherever it was that the helpful operator had at last found her. Well, I thought, her voice had not changed. She said she could stay with a friend in Oslo and would come by train the next day. This sounded promising. I wondered what she would look like; perhaps she was fat and plain. Her voice on the telephone sounded pretty, but that meant nothing.

The next day was Thursday, 7 June. It was a great day for Norway, and for me. On 7 June in 1940, King Haakon had left Tromsø for England and exile, and he returned to Oslo exactly five years later, at noon. I stood among his affectionate people to see him go by. A few hours later, Bjørg came to Oslo, by train to Vestbane station.

The train was very late. There was a great crowd waiting for it, and there was an even greater crowd when at last the train arrived. I was afraid I would miss Bjørg among all those people, or not know her if I saw her, but I need not have worried.

At nineteen she was taller, of course, than the child I had left, and her hair was longer and lighter; but she had the same enormous blue eyes under finely arched eyebrows, and the same white, even teeth, with a space between the two top ones in front. She was still a slim figure of a girl, with long, straight legs; and she still threw her head back when she laughed, just as she used to do so long ago on board my schooner, Mary Fortune. She took my arm as we walked slowly from the Vestbane station, up Roald Amundsen’s gate. We said very little; what is there to say after five and a half years?

Alas, I had my orders. I had written them myself. We had three days together, then I took Bjørg back to Tønsberg in the jeep, and returned to Oslo to pick up the loaded trailer, and Wright and Fraser. We took the biggest load of fuel and rations that we had ever carried – there was a long, long journey ahead of us.

After a very little driving, we left all Allied troops behind, and there was not much traffic on the roads. There were German troops everywhere, armed, still well-disciplined, and apparently in control of the country; their behaviour was generally correct (although their vehicles tried once or twice to force us off the road), and in the country districts they spent most of their time displaying muscular, sunburned torsos while exercising their army horses or playing football. They certainly showed none of the signs of being defeated, and I could not resist a slight feeling of regret that we had not had a chance to defeat them in battle in Norway as we had done in Germany.

Between Mosjoen and Mo i Rana, close to the Arctic Circle, there was a stretch of high-altitude road which had not been completed where it crossed a barren ridge. We were well accustomed to getting the jeep through heavy mud and Fraser might have been described as an expert at it, so we tackled the task cheerfully, but here we were faced with several hundred yards of yellow goo mixed with half-thawed snow. Happily, we found a few heavy planks by the roadside, and we used them for building a sort of progressing bridge. It was deep, clinging mud, in which every step off the planks needed tremendous effort if one’s disappearing boots were to be recovered. We could have turned back – it was a lonely spot with no prospect of help – but after entering the unsurfaced stretch it was harder to get out backwards with the trailer than to go on. It soon looked an impossible task in either direction, and before long we were plastered with mud to the tops of our heads.

Somehow, we did in the end reach firm ground again; Wright and Fraser took the whole laborious operation in their cheerful stride in spite of my impatience. The rest of the long journey was a matter of hard driving, and keeping awake at the wheel.

I knew by this time that the Germans had requisitioned my schooner Mary Fortune in 1940, and later sold her to a Norwegian collaborator, who had taken the hull to the neighbourhood of Bodø – possibly to Saltdal. As we passed through that little town, I made some inquiries; but I could get no definite news and I did not feel justified in taking time for a systematic search on so personal an errand.

We got from Oslo to Tromsø in four days – good going, pulling a heavy trailer over 1,700 kilometres of rough gravel roads, with long delays at the several ferries. It would have been pleasant to do nothing else but enjoy the welcome that awaited us from Bjørg’s family in the Arctic Capital, but I set myself to complete, in the least possible time, the duties with which I had so foolishly burdened myself. One task, of course, was to inspect the sunken hull of our old enemy, the German battleship Tirpitz, which then lay three-quarters submerged in a sandy bay a short distance from Tromsø.

While she had remained afloat, the Tirpitz and her eight fifteen-inch guns had been the most dangerous existing threat to British command of the northern seas, and particularly to the security of the Arctic convoys to Russia. Very heavy armour and immense internal strength were combined with a speed of thirty knots in Tirpitz, and she started life with over eight anti-aircraft guns, to which others were added later. After the sinking of the Bismarck (her sister-ship) in 1941, Tirpitz was held in check on the Norwegian coast at the cost of many gallant lives, until she was finally sunk by an RAF attack which was hardly less daring than the midget submarine raid in Altenfjord fourteen months earlier – the great distance flown by the Lancaster bombers must not be forgotten. The first full eye-witness account of the air attack came from Bjørg (who had still been in Tromsø when it happened), but I was able to fill in some details during my short visit. The complete report is perhaps worth repeating here:


At least a week before Tirpitz’s arrival in November 1944, it was generally known in Tromsø that the German battleship was due, and the news caused considerable alarm on account of the risk of bombing. Great excitement was therefore caused by the appearance of Tirpitz off the north end of the island and by her slow progress to her moorings in Sandnessundet, south-west of the island of Tromsø.

All buildings on the high ground of the southern side of Tromsø island were immediately requisitioned by the Germans in connection with anti-aircraft defence; and it was understood that the intended voyage to Germany for repairs (i.e. repairs to the damage done by the midget submarines) was no longer contemplated.

In the few days before the first air attack, there were a number of preliminary (purely German) air-raid warnings, but no general warning.

About 09.00 on Sunday 5 November 1944, the general air-raid warning was sounded in Tromsø, and ten minutes later the first, unsuccessful attack developed. The result was a feverish increase in AA preparations, and there were a few ‘preliminary’ alarms during the following week.

At this time of year the sun is only above the horizon for about one hour each day in the latitude of Tromsø, but twilight begins about 09.00 and ends at about 14.30, and between these hours the sky is usually rosy with light. Snow does not come until Christmas.

At about 10.00 on Sunday, 12 November, the general alarm was again sounded. About 15 minutes later the AA guns ashore opened fire, apparently only as a demonstration, since the tracer and bursts were not near any visible target. Flying in unbroken formation, the (? 36) RAF Lancasters came in to the target, approaching from over the snow-topped mountains of the mainland south-eastwards. The bombers passed directly over the island, and went straight in to attack Tirpitz, whose AA guns only began to elevate and train at the last moment, no more than two shots being, apparently, fired.

It is not possible to give any detailed eye-witness account of what happened to Tirpitz from the moment that the first bomb hit the bridge until she finally sank, as the whole scene was immediately hidden by dense clouds of smoke from the explosion. It is known that one of the first heavy bombs hit and shattered the bridge, and it is believed that the battleship was capsized by the almost simultaneous explosion of one heavy bomb on the port side and two bombs under the starboard bilge. At any rate, when the ship came into sight again she had turned over to port through about 130 degrees, and was sinking slowly deeper. She finally came to rest with the remains of her upperworks embedded in the sand and with her starboard deck about three feet above low water.

All available resources were immediately set to rescue work by the Germans, and many truck-loads of dead and wounded were driven up through Tromsø during the afternoon. The rescued men were almost all naked and many were horribly burned, mutilated and, in some cases, insane. The Germans had succeeded in cutting holes in the bilges of the wreck and in removing several plates of the fourteen-inch armour, thereby rescuing three hundred men from one compartment alone; but, although all of the 2,700 crew were not on board at the time of the attack, a very large number of men lost their lives, together with a number of German service women. In one compartment, about two hundred Germans remained alive until Thursday (16 November), keeping in contact with the outside world by tapping on the hull. The last message from the trapped men was to the effect that the air was exhausted, ending with the words ‘Heil Hitler’. A military band outside the hull then played ‘Deutschland über Alles’.

The people of Tromsø were delighted at the success of the attack, and no pity was expressed for the survivors. The Germans were bitterly depressed by the sinking, which was considered both as an unforgettable shame and as the end of one of the last remaining remnants of Germany’s power. Considerable admiration for the RAF air crews was expressed by German officers. On the other hand, a small Norwegian boy who shouted ‘hurrah’ when the first bomb hit was arrested, and not allowed out-of-doors for one month.

The troops from the Eastern Front did not hide their disgust at the poor shooting of the shore AA guns, but, so far as was known in Tromsø, the only courts of inquiry were those concerning the lack of fighter interception in the first place and the almost complete lack of defensive action on board Tirpitz. The Tirpitz inquiry was still in progress at the final capitulation (i.e., six months later); it was stated that many of the crew and women were drunk, and that the alarm was not sounded until some time after the shore guns opened fire. It is also said that complete panic reigned as the Lancasters came in to bomb, and this report is born out by the erratic movements of the gun-barrels, witnessed from shore.
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Bjørg telephoned when I had been two days in Tromsø – wonderful, it was, to hear her voice, even if it was very faint and 1,250 kilometres away by the straightest line. A week apart seemed an age. A week, after five and a half years?...

Three more days, and my work was done. We said our farewells, and headed southwards, driving hard again, the three of us taking turn and turn about at the wheel until even Wright’s patience gave out. We were mending our third or fourth puncture, urgently, when he asked, ‘What is the hurry this time, Sir?’ We had no lifting jack in the jeep, so Marine Fraser used his great strength to bear all the weight while Wright and I changed a wheel.

For the first two days and nights, we did not stop except briefly to eat. I then began to look for a place to sleep in peace for a few hours. Much of the country was still full of Germans, and there were many Russian prisoner-of-war camps no longer under guard. Somewhere southwards of the Arctic Circle, we found ourselves driving between forest hillsides in a long mountain valley, and after a while we saw a little, low log hut standing above the road. There was a way up to the hut, rough but passable, and we took the jeep and trailer there. I do not remember what time of day or night it was; at that season in that latitude it was broad daylight all night.

We thought only of sleep. Wright and Fraser went into the darkness of the little log hut (there were no windows), but I preferred to lie in my sleeping bag near the jeep, in the open clearing outside the hut. We slept immediately, all three of us. It was then that I had a dream.

In the back of the jeep I had a little blue bag, in which I was keeping several bits of old silver and other small treasures of sentimental value, given to me by Bjørg’s family and friends in Tromsø for me to take to her in Oslo. It also contained a few valued things of my own, such as my camera and binoculars. As I lay sleeping, I dreamt that a man stood suddenly in the clearing. He was not in uniform and I did not know him, but he went to the side of the jeep and lifted my bag from behind the driving seat as though he had known it would be there. Then he came towards me where I lay on the ground.

I knew in my dream that I had my pistol in the sleeping bag, close to my hand, but I could not move. As well as the pistol, I had an Austrian sheath-knife, which I had taken from a prisoner in Germany. I usually carried the knife stuck in my high-legged parachuting boot, and I always put it under my head for safety when I slept. It had a slightly curved blade and a very sharp point; I used it as a working and eating knife. It was not a fighting knife (which I did not carry in Norway), but it could have served the purpose well enough.

The man in my dream seemed to know all about the knife. He stood looking at me for a little while – then he bent down and felt under my head. When he stood up, he had my sheath-knife in his hand. I dreamed that he took the knife gently from its sheath, and bent lower over me, looking closely at my face as he felt the sharp point. I could not move; in my dream I did not seem to want to move. The man looked back and forth from the knife to my face, and I knew that he was watching my closed eyes with puzzled intentness, as though trying to make a decision. At last, the stranger raised himself, put my knife carefully in its sheath, picked up my blue bag, and walked away, down towards the road. The dream faded. It had been very vivid while it lasted.

When I awoke, I had forgotten my nightmare, and the returning memory of it gave me a pleasant feeling of relief, to know that it had been only a dream. Losing the little blue bag would have been a sad end to our journey. I went, casually, to look in the jeep.

The little blue bag was not there.

I called Wright and Fraser, and they came stumbling from the hut, blinded by daylight and dazed with sleep. Had they perhaps taken the bag into the hut for safety with their rifles? No; but they remembered seeing it behind the driving seat. We hunted everywhere, in and around the vehicles, in the clearing, in the hut, and among the surrounding trees. Then I remembered something else, and I went to look under the head of my sleeping bag: My knife had gone.

We walked down towards the road, as the man had done at the end of my dream. Between the clearing and the road, there was a shallow patch of black mud; in the mud, there was the new, clear imprint of a large boot. It was not one of our boots, nor had we walked there before.

It is not necessary to add that I never found the bag or the knife, or saw them again. I suppose the man was a Russian prisoner-of-war; he would not have known there were any Allied troops in Norway and would have thought we were German soldiers. I wonder what, in the end, made him put the knife back in the sheath unused?
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We got into Oslo shortly after noon on Saturday 23 June. Bjørg had moved to her friend’s flat in the city. The friend – kind soul – had gone out for the day when she heard I was on the way. It was an ecstatic reunion.

I went to find the British naval chaplain, and asked him how one went about getting married. He was not very helpful; I told him that I had known the girl off and on for nearly seven years, but he obviously thought it a wartime infatuation, not to be encouraged by the church – or perhaps he was just lazy.

While I had been on my self-imposed journey to the Arctic, Bjørg had made friends with a charming and very unusual Scots girl, Dorothy Laird, who was then working in the Admiral’s office in Oslo but who had been in the British Embassy in Sweden throughout the war, concerned with people who escaped into Sweden after clandestine work in Norway. Dorothy had earlier spent several years at sea in square-rig sail, and she held a Master’s ticket; so she was altogether the sort of person to prove a friend in need for such as us.

With Dorothy Laird’s advice and counsel, and Seven Wancke’s encouragement, a civil wedding was arranged under Norwegian law. Bjørg and I were married by a pleasant young man on Tuesday 26 June – that is, nineteen days after meeting at the Vestbane Station and three days after my return to Oslo from Tromsø. This seemed to me to be pretty good going, but there was really no reason for waiting.

The marriage ceremony was of attractive simplicity and sincerity. Dorothy and Sven appointed themselves as bridesmaid and best man, and arranged a wedding repast, with wine and flowers, that took us entirely by surprise. Those were happy days in Oslo, and in Bjørg I had the best of guides. Wright and Fraser seemed pleased with my choice, and my belated explanation and apology for odd behaviour during the preceding three weeks were accepted with very good grace. I left my two Royal Marines to take the jeep and trailer to England in their own time, while RAF Transport Command flew me and Bjørg to Edinburgh on 2 July.




Epilogue

As I have written earlier, I have received three memorable compliments in my life. The first came from ‘Ginger’ Boyle (Lord Cork and Orrery) after the landing of the Expeditionary Force in North Norway; the second came from the wounded soldier of the Foreign Legion near Narvik; the third came many years later.

Bjørg, my blue-eyed girl from the Arctic, was the perfect naval wife when I was with the Canadian Navy after the war – so everybody said. We had many interesting and indeed often very exciting experiences together. Bjørg was always without fear. Our only son spent his childhood with his mother in a remote log cabin in the Canadian bush; later in life he was to be a Company Commander in the Battle of Mount Tumbledown in the Falklands.

In 1960, after Canada, we came back to settle in the West Highlands of Scotland. In her Arctic home-town, the only gardening that Bjørg had known had been her mother’s indoor house-plants, but she turned our totally neglected five acres by the shore into a woodland garden visited and admired by thousands of people from all over the world. Until the onset of her terrible illness, she was out in the garden every day at dawn. I was only the gardener’s boy and handyman.

Patrick and Bjørg in their West Highland home in 1967.
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Bjørg was the village ‘Brown Owl’, loved by all the children as she loved them. She organized the girls’ section of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award and Meals on Wheels for old people – who also loved her. She sang in the Gaelic choir and was well known to most of the great pipers of the world; the music of the Highland bagpipe, which she had first heard played, very badly, by me when she was twelve years old, was her greatest interest in life. Her spoken English was, if anything, better than mine, and I relied on her for the correct spelling and pronunciation of difficult English words.

One summer day, only a few years before Bjørg died, some idiot visiting our woods threw a lighted cigarette into the peat bank by the shore. By the time that the sweet-smelling smoke was noticeable at the house, the smouldering fire had taken hold and was spreading fast. We rushed with pails of water between house and fire and sea, but after an hour of this hard labour we knew that we could do no good by ourselves. Bjørg telephoned for the fire brigade.
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The Knight’s Cross of St Olav which was awarded to Patrick by the King of Norway with the king’s personal thanks.



In an astonishingly short time, the fire engine arrived at our top gate. They were all ‘retained firemen’, not regulars, and had to gather from their places of work before driving six miles along a narrow and winding mountain road. In charge was big Freddie, our ‘Scaffie’ (dustcart driver), who was also vice-chairman of the local British Legion branch. They manhandled their very heavy ‘portable’ fire-pump down through the woods to the shore, and pumped two thousand gallons of seawater on the fire.

While I was away inspecting the damage, Bjørg apologized to Freddie for calling them out but said she did not think I could have been expected to do any more; I had been working very hard at the fire for an hour.

‘Ay,’ said Freddie, ‘he’s a tough old bugger.’




Appendix

Meeting of the Town Council, Narvik on 29 May 1940 to consider the evacuation of all civilians.

 


(Extract translated from Fjellene Venter (Gyldendal, Oslo, 1946) by Theodor Broch, Mayor of Narvik in 1940.)

 


It was decided that we must get boats. We could no longer wait. During the meeting there was a commotion in the hall. A British officer wished to talk to me. He was a young man in a soiled coat and steel helmet. He was Lieutenant Job – ‘Patrick Job’ he said. He spoke an unusual Norwegian dialect.... He said that haste was necessary and he had come to help us with the evacuation of civilians. He had boats.

We told him that if he had come from heaven he could not have come more opportunely. He smiled, a little embarrassed, and said that he came from the Royal Navy and he thought that our plans about evacuation were very wise. He had come to do what he could for the civilian population. The bombers would come back, that was certain. He had boats waiting. They would come to Narvik in small groups. They carried a special mark. The skippers were all right. The first group was ready on the other side of the fjord. He would go down to a little quay in Vasvik and wave a yellow flag, and the boats would come. Even if it was midnight, we must start at once; three hundred women and children in the first two hours.

He had seated himself on the edge of the Director’s desk, swinging his legs. Without his helmet he looked even younger, with fair, unruly hair and a sunburnt boyish face.

I think that most of us unconsciously compared him with the victory-certain warriors who had just been driven out of the town. They also had been young and eager, but in a different way. This was a college youth, still a little diffident as an officer. He had come to help us and to protect us. Was this the ‘decadent England’ which thought only of itself?

We asked how the war was going. ‘Awful; but now what about passengers for my boats?’.... All drivable vehicles were sent for ‘cargo’ and Lieutenant Job stood at Vasvik and waved his yellow flag. The boats came over, one after another, and got their ‘cargo’ of sleepy children and overwrought mothers. We had to control the luggage; they could take only what they could carry.... Job smiled to the children, was courteous to the mothers, and cursed the skippers on board and any people on the quay who were not quick to help. His curses were real enough.... We had two good days. The evacuation continued. Job stood on Vasvik quay and waved his flag, and the boats came for their ‘cargo’.... By 10 p.m. each day we had to have several hundred women and children ready for Lieutenant Job... .

On 2 June, the bombers came...
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Patrick, right, and two companions.
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The new Captain on the
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