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			Shiming Fang. Thank you.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			Invictus

			 

			Out of the night that covers me, 

			Black as the Pit from pole to pole, 

			I thank whatever gods may be 

			For my unconquerable soul.

			 

			In the fell clutch of circumstance 

			I have not winced nor cried aloud. 

			Under the bludgeonings of chance 

			My head is bloody, but unbowed.

			 

			Beyond this place of wrath and tears 

			Looms but the Horror of the shade, 

			And yet the menace of the years 

			Finds, and shall find, me unafraid.

			 

			It matters not how strait the gate, 

			How charged with punishments the scroll, 

			I am the master of my fate:

			I am the captain of my soul.

			 

			William Ernest Henley
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				Long description
				The map covers the Mediterranean Sea to the north and extends south to include parts of Libya, Egypt, Chad, and Sudan. It features country borders, cities like Tripoli, Benghazi, Tobruk, Alexandria and Cairo. Significant regions and landmarks include the Qattara Depression, Siwa, Kufra and the Murzuk Sand Sea. The map includes a north arrow pointing up and a scale in miles and kilometers.
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				Long description
				The map shows Yugoslavia centrally, bordered by Italy to the west across the Adriatic Sea, Austria and Hungary to the north, Romania to the northeast, Bulgaria to the east and Greece and Albania to the south. Key cities marked include Zagreb, Belgrade, Sarajevo, Split, Rome, Bari, Tirana, Skopje and Salonika. The Pelješac Peninsula and the island of Hvar are indicated. The map has a north arrow and a scale in miles and kilometers.
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				Long description
				The main map is a detailed view of a mountainous region near the Adriatic coast, with towns like Vrgorac, Bajto, Kokorići and Židići marked. An inset map below shows a wider view of Yugoslavia and the Adriatic Sea, with a line indicating the general location of the detailed area near the coast. Both maps include a north arrow and the main map has a scale in miles and kilometers.
			
			
			

			

		

	
		
			

			Author’s Note

			 

			There are sadly very few survivors from the Second World War operations told in these pages. I have been in contact with as many as possible, and crucially with the surviving family members of those who have passed away. For all these contributions and input I am immensely grateful. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in contact with me, as I will endeavour to include further recollections of the operations portrayed in future editions.

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

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

			

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

			 

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

		

	
		
			

			Preface

			 

			In 1961 Captain Lewis ‘Archie’ Gibson wrote a memoir telling the story of his war. Entitled Humdulallah – A Personal Memoir, it opens as follows:

			It’s surprising how little most of us know about the sort of lives our grandfathers lived. Maybe it’s just as well, but being genuinely interested in other people’s lives I have often regretted not knowing more.

			If I have grandchildren and they should be interested in the sort of life I have lived, the following story may be of interest. Their mother might even read the story to them as a terrible example of what might perhaps befall them if they don’t attend to their lessons.

			Thirty years later Gibson wrote an entirely new account of his wartime service, producing a longer manuscript which went into far more detail, but which was left untitled. Oddly, that account is written in the third person, but perhaps Gibson felt he needed a little distance from the story, to be able to produce a more in-­depth narrative.

			

			Both accounts have remained unpublished and, of course, they were written chiefly as private family records. However, in recent years Paul Gibson, Lewis Gibson’s son, decided that his father’s wartime story was worthy of a wider readership than simply that of the Gibson family. Those two manuscripts – plus Gibson’s detailed diaries, notebooks, intelligence summaries, and more – form the basis for the story that follows, augmented by the wartime archives of the units that are featured.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Touched by Death

			At first glance the desert appeared utterly scoured of life. A blinding-­white, sun-­blasted, dust-­dry moonscape. Waterless, windswept, devoid of the slightest scrap of vegetation, a vast plain of scorching sand and hard-­edged rock stretched in all directions. Here and there the fierce light glinted beguilingly off crystals embedded in the savage landscape, seeming to blind the eye of any watcher. What could possibly survive here? Thrive here? Or move here, even?

			But then, defying all apparent logic, a faint smudge edged its uncertain way onto the far horizon. At first it was imperceptible, yet in time the dust cloud became the giveaway – that and the eye-­catching blur of movement, plus the telltale glint of burning sunlight on glass.

			To the German gun crew, crouched behind the cover of a pile of rocks, it could mean only one thing: the enemy. Prey. Coming from the east, and nosing ever further into hostile terrain, it could only be a British vehicle, or better still the vanguard of a larger enemy convoy. Sooner or later, moving on its present trajectory, the lead vehicle would nudge within range for a proper, visual identification to be possible. At that point, if it was as the watchers imagined it to be, then it and its occupants would be at their mercy.

			

			The German troops readied their weapons and waited. They signalled their intention to the nearby armoured car, likewise carefully concealed amongst the jumble of rocks. The seconds ticked by. The mystery vehicles crept closer. Soon now . . .

			 

			Several hundred yards to the east of the hidden German emplacement, a lonesome truck ground and bucked its way across uneven terrain. It made for horrible and punishing going, but the man at the wheel was more than accustomed to such conditions. This was no convoy. The battered and dust-­enshrouded vehicle was isolated amidst the largely featureless landscape, and utterly unprotected, as the driver endeavoured to nurse his charge through whatever obstacles lay ahead, while somehow keeping abreast of his present position and mastering the all-­important craft of navigation.

			Risks there were aplenty with such a solo mission, as he fully appreciated. The risk of losing one’s way was all too obvious. The risk of catastrophic breakdown and being marooned under a merciless sun preyed on the mind. The risk of being spotted from the air by an enemy warplane and being strafed and bombed. The risk of being wounded in such an attack and dying a terrible, lingering death, while driven mad by heat and thirst.

			Strictly speaking, the driver of the vehicle shouldn’t even have been there. A dispatch rider serving with the 2nd Battalion, the Scots Guards, his normal duties involved zipping around Cairo on his rugged Norton 16H motorcycle, laden down with panniers of documents and messages. But right now, he’d volunteered to drive a British army truck across the desert, its rear piled high with crates of ammunition, which was urgently needed by those holding the front line.

			

			Or supposedly holding the front line . . .

			Unbeknown to Corporal Lewis ‘Archie’ Gibson, even as he’d been engaged on his present mission, so the positions of British forces had again shifted, as the enemy pursued a relentless and dogged advance. Isolated and bereft of radio contact, Gibson had no way of knowing how the fates had changed in the desert war, and that his end destination now lay in enemy hands. But shortly, he was to find out in the most unwelcome of ways.

			Shirtless, bareheaded, barefoot and clad only in shorts, Gibson had the truck’s windows wound down to the max, but still the breeze that ebbed through the cab felt listless and scorching. Sweat dripped from his every pore. He consoled himself with the thought of the bottle of Dewar’s White Label whisky that was wrapped in the kit bag lying beside him. A gift from a friend in Cairo, he was looking forward to a few good nips with his comrades, in the cool of the evening under a splendid desert sky, once he reached their positions. But to do that he needed to steer a course that was good and true. Thankfully, in that department Gibson seemed to be possessed of an innate, instinctive feel for the desert and how to find a path across the seemingly unnavigable.

			A few months earlier, he had more than proved his worth when engaged on a similar mission. The chief difference back then had been his cargo – a supply of tyres – and that Gibson, a Scot, had had a rock-­solid comrade – Guardsman White, a Yorkshireman – riding shotgun. He’d been driving an American-­made International Harvester truck, one provided to Britain under the lend-­lease programme, but which was ‘apt to stop suddenly if sand got anywhere near the distributor’, Gibson recalled. Fortunately, he was also a superlative mechanic, having been obsessed by all things motorised or boasting any kind of an engine from an early age. The chief problem hadn’t been the International Harvester’s mechanics – it had been the vagaries of the desert.

			

			Having delivered their cargo, Gibson and White turned to make the journey back again. But then, perversely, a thick mist had drifted across the landscape, creeping in from the Mediterranean, which lay a way to the north of their position. With no greatcoats or blankets – who could have foreseen the need for any? – Gibson and his comrade were soon bitterly cold. Foolishly, Gibson had kept going, and in doing so he’d learned a vital lesson: when desert visibility was reduced to next to nothing, the only sensible thing to do was to stop and wait for conditions to improve. Eventually, with the petrol gauge nudging on zero, he and White had resigned themselves to the inevitable – spending a lonely and miserable night with little idea where they might be.

			As it was too cold to sleep, they decided to explore a little on foot. The godforsaken spot where they’d come to a halt had a distinctly eerie feel; it seemed to be haunted by ghosts. The carcasses of two burned-­out German tanks lay not a stone’s throw away, their blackened hulks wreathed in creeping tendrils of mist. At three o’clock in the morning a column of mystery figures loomed out of the darkness. Within moments Gibson recognised them as wearing the distinctive uniform of the German Afrika Korps. He cursed his own stupidity. While lost in the fog he must have strayed into enemy territory. Fortunately, the German troops seemed to take the mist-­enshrouded vehicle as being nothing more than one more derelict strewn across the battlefield, for they hurried past with barely a glance.

			

			At dawn, and with the mist burning off, Gibson fired up the engine and they began to retrace their steps towards where he now sensed British lines must lie. At first, they seemed to make good progress, but eventually the fuel ran dry. Marooned, and ruing his stupidity of the night before, Gibson surveyed their surroundings. Were they still in enemy territory, he wondered, or had he steered them in the right direction? Before long a vehicle came ‘bouncing along’. With immense relief Gibson and White recognised it as a British Army truck and promptly flagged it down.

			The driver turned out to be serving with the Royal Army Service Corps (RASC), the logistics arm of the British military. While his manner and attitude struck Gibson as decidedly odd – shifty and distinctly unfriendly, even – they managed to scrounge a few gallons of petrol with which to refuel their truck. Shortly, and acting on his directions, they made for the nearest positions of the Scots Guards. With immense relief the two adventurers pulled into friendly lines – or at least, what should have been friendly lines.

			In truth, the RASC driver had got there ahead of them and had raised the alarm, claiming that he had just given ‘four gallons of petrol to a pair of spies in a foreign looking vehicle’. To bolster his lurid tale, he’d reported that one – Gibson – spoke with a fake Scottish accent, while the other had adopted faux northern English tones. So much for Guardsman White’s thick Yorkshire burr. It had taken Gibson a good while and the use of some choice expletives to convince the officer commanding the position that he and White weren’t agents of the enemy. ‘Food and hot sweet tea never tasted so good, after nineteen hours of hunger in the mist,’ he recollected.

			

			On another, equally enlightening, occasion, Gibson had been piloting his Norton through the desert some 300 miles to the west of Cairo. The Scots Guards had set up a tented camp in the vicinity, and he was intent on ensuring that his motorbike was running perfectly. Having tinkered with the engine, he’d straddled the machine, kick-­started it into life and set off on the all-­important test drive. Motoring through the open desert, he tuned his ears to the beat of its 490cc engine, bending his head to the left to listen intently. By a twist of fate, at that very moment the motorcycle hit a series of humps. Suddenly alert to the obstructions, Gibson clung to the handlebars, before the machine hit the last obstruction with a massive jolt, going airborne, its ‘wheels spinning madly’.

			As the Norton shot skywards, Gibson was horrified to sense his body parting company from the machine and he cartwheeled through the air. Moments later there was a horrible thud that ‘drove the air out of his lungs’, and he found himself tumbling through stone and scrub, fearing that the Norton would ‘come crashing down on top of him’. Instead, he heard a screaming of metal impacting rock, and the Norton’s engine cut out. Twisting his head, Gibson surveyed the wreckage of his beloved motorcycle. It had landed upside down, its handlebars ‘crushed flat’ and its fuel tank ‘reduced to half its normal size’. Mourning the sudden loss of the Norton, Gibson knew this spelled trouble. He might well be put on a charge for wilfully damaging Army property.

			It was that fear which compelled him to move, but as he tried to get to his feet the pain hit Gibson forcibly. In his mind, the Norton had come first, but now his thoughts turned to his own welfare. Gingerly checking his limbs, he concluded that no bones were broken, but cuts and bruises abounded, and he felt as if ‘his whole body had been hit with hammers’. Every movement brought stabbing pain. Only one option lay open to him, for to remain where he was spelled all but certain death. By hook or by crook he’d have to get back to camp, and ideally bringing his battered motorcycle with him. He righted it and found that it could still be wheeled, so off he set ‘at a slow and painful plod across the stony and unyielding ground’.

			

			The walk became a living nightmare. The wind got up, and what had been a ‘fiendishly hot day’ became even more unbearable. A sandstorm reared before him; Gibson could ‘see it coming, like a big, black storm on the horizon’. It hit, a whirlwind of dust descending across the desert, tearing around the sweating form of Gibson and ‘sticking to his skin like a coat of paint’. Breathing with difficulty, and relying upon his innate sense of direction, by the time the exhausted and pain-­wracked figure staggered into the camp he was close to finished. Reporting in, his superiors took one look at the Norton and shook their heads darkly, but they had other things to worry about right then.

			The wind was howling ‘like a tormented devil’ and visibility had dropped to near zero. Soon, the first of the tent pegs were ripped from the ground ‘like teeth being removed by a demon dentist’. In no time at all tents were flying about like ‘horizontal parachutes’. By the time the storm had blown itself out, very little was left standing. ‘As far as the eye could see the ground was littered with paper, bits of metal and rope, smashed tables and chairs; blankets and clothing were draped over upended lorries and petrol was flowing steadily from battered cans.’ With the camp destroyed, Gibson and his fellows learned a vital lesson: such luxuries as tents, beds and chairs were unnecessary for desert survival. Instead, they took shelter beneath the vehicles, much of the paint of which had been scoured away by the storm, wrapped themselves in blankets to sleep, and squatted on boulders when it came time to eat.

			

			As Gibson noted of the moment, ‘the hobo life was beginning.’ It was a ‘timely lesson well learned’, and perversely welcome, as the months ahead would prove. The storm also proved a blessing in disguise for Gibson personally, as any sense of retribution for the motorcycle crash had ‘literally flown out the window’. The records of the unit were scattered to the four corners of the wind. Of course, Gibson’s battered Norton had been caught in the howling blast, so who could argue that any damage it had suffered hadn’t resulted from the storm? Either way, no mention was ever made of the incident again.

			As Gibson had learned, with the right mindset the vagaries of the desert could prove to be one’s friend. You could never master the desert. Conquer it. But you could learn to live with it, befriend it and bend to its ways.

			 

			A born adventurer and something of a rebel, Gibson had got into the habit of seeking out Africa’s forbidden places, proof that old habits die hard. As a teenager boarding at Morrison’s Academy – motto: ‘To strive for the highest’ – in Crieff, central Scotland, he’d built his own, clandestine radio set, so he could listen to the BBC Dance Orchestra after lights out. In time it was discovered and confiscated. Gibson’s response was to cobble together a ladder made from rope and canes used for propping up plants in the school garden, via which he could ‘escape from his bedroom over the front porch without anyone seeing him’.

			

			A short nip away lay Benheath, the girls’ dorm. Having scaled a few walls, drainpipes and fire escapes, Gibson was able to steal inside. Cloak and dagger liaisons followed ‘long after the midnight hour had struck’, and to Gibson’s delight he was never caught. In a fashion, those night-­time sorties gave him a ‘good grounding in the practice of evasion, secrecy and scaling of buildings’, which would come in real handy during the war.

			Hailing from a long line of Scottish bankers, who’d doubled as soldiers whenever the need arose, Gibson had attended the school’s Officer Training Corps, where, with his six-­foot height and dashing looks he cut a fine figure in Highland dress, and proved to have both the lungs and the acumen to excel as a piper. But when signing up to the Scots Guards – the regiment recommended by the school’s janitor – he’d chosen to buck the Gibson norm. He’d joined as a ‘Crow’, a lowly guardsman, the most junior rank of entry into the unit, arguing that he had to earn the respect of the men and the right to command, rather than have it conferred upon him at any training school.

			A few years later he’d been posted as a motorcycle dispatch rider to Cairo, Egypt’s exotic-­seeming capital, a place where, with a little money, anything was possible. He was drawn, inexorably, to the forbidden quarter – a maze of ancient, narrow, twisting streets and dead ends, plus colourful bazaars, all with their intoxicating ‘air of mystery’. As he zipped to and fro on his Norton, Gibson was prone to take ‘long cuts’ – extended diversions during which he thrilled to the ‘rich, heavy blend of coffee, spices and incense’ that hung in the air. That, combined with the ‘sad, savage and haunting music of the east’, pulled him in.

			

			In time he felt quite at home there, and inevitably he was drawn to the company of the ‘brothel girls’, who he came to view as being ‘mainly honest, amusing and sincere’. Having been seduced by the family maid in his early teens, Gibson was no fading violet where such liaisons were concerned. Becoming a regular at one establishment in the Wagh El Birket district – Cairo’s de facto red light area – Gibson met and fell for Victoria, an enchanting local girl ‘without a word of English’. So was forged a relationship that would last a number of years, as Gibson taught his acquaintance to speak English with a strong Scottish burr.

			Over time, he’d become equally at ease in the desert to the west of Cairo, but right now that nonchalance was about to be utterly shattered.

			 

			Ahead of his baking hot truck Gibson spied something that by rights shouldn’t have been there: it sent a flash of alarm blazing through his senses. A sudden, violent eruption of orange flame cut through a patch of distant rocks, accompanied by a belch of black smoke. A millisecond later the deafening sound of a deton­ating shell washed over him, as the projectile crashed into the desert just to the front of his vehicle.

			Swerving to avoid the ‘enormous explosion’, Gibson spied a second muzzle flash, and this time the desert erupted into a plume of blasted rock and sand just to the rear of his careering truck. As he now fully appreciated, there had to be an enemy position up ahead. Right now they had him ‘bracketed’ – landing one shot to either end of his vehicle. That meant that the next one was very likely going to be bang on target. What on earth the enemy were doing secreted amidst this tract of desert Gibson couldn’t fathom, but clearly ‘the Germans had been watching his coming, an easy target.’

			

			His mind racing, Gibson realised that either he abandoned his truck, or he was as good as dead. Making a flash decision he slammed on the brakes, slowing the vehicle, and leapt from the cab, abandoning all of his possessions as he went. Landing painfully on the burning hot sand, he dashed away, fear driving him onwards despite the sharp, jagged rocks jabbing into his bare feet. Behind him, his truck rolled onwards, before the enemy gun belched a third gout of flame, this shot scoring a direct hit, tearing into the cab in a searing blast and bringing the vehicle to a fatal, shuddering standstill.

			The shockwave of the explosion practically knocked Gibson off his feet. Moments later hungry flames began to eat through the shattered cab, reaching for the vehicle’s rear. Deafened and disorientated, Gibson remained acutely aware of the truck’s highly combustible cargo. He forced himself to stumble onwards, desperately seeking cover. Oddly, considering his present pre­dicament, he experienced a searing flash of anger that his bottle of Dewar’s White Label whisky remained in the cab, plus a ‘beautiful set of German spanners’ that he’d managed to scavenge, and all of his personal kit, which right now was going up in smoke. He’d also lost his ‘bailing out bag’, a haversack containing the basics of desert survival – water, matches, cigarettes, a compass and emergency rations.

			In short, he was naked apart from a pair of shorts, and still presumably within sight and range of the enemy.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Captured!

			Hardly had Gibson had time to process his shocked thoughts, when ‘over a sand dune rolled a German armoured car’. With its gun trained on his semi-­naked form, it roared to a throbbing halt just a few yards from where he was standing. He watched as a trio of enemy soldiers jumped out. Behind him Gibson heard the first hollow whump, as some of the ammunition that formed the truck’s cargo began to detonate. It was followed by a cacophony of further blasts, as more ammo cooked off in the heat, the very obvious proximity of the conflagration to their armoured car striking fear into the enemy soldiers’ gaze. With barely a pause they grabbed Gibson and manhandled him into their vehicle, evacuating the scene as quicky as possible.

			Inside the German armoured car it proved horribly cramped and claustrophobic. Designed to hold a commander, driver and gunner, there was no obvious place for their semi-­naked British captive. Entombed within ‘plated steel’, it was unbearably hot and stuffy, a fog of petrol and exhaust fumes hanging thick in the air. For several hours the enemy vehicle bounced and bucked its way across the desert. Of course, Gibson had not the slightest idea in which direction his captors were taking him, for he was completely unsighted. Only the vehicle’s commander, with his head stuck out the hatch, had a full view of their surroundings. The noise in the vehicle was deafening, which prevented any attempt at conversation, not that Gibson knew more than a smattering of German.

			

			Eventually, they drew to a halt. By gestures and commands, Gibson was directed to get out. Having no idea why they had stopped, he noticed that they’d come to rest amidst an isolated patch of desert terrain. As his captors spoke no English, their only means of communication was by sign language. Gibson began to wonder what ‘these soldiers had in mind for him’. Had they halted with any malign intentions in mind? He cast about for some means of escape, but dressed and equipped as he was, he knew it was a forlorn hope. He’d have to wait, watch and bide his time.

			If his captors noticed his unease, they did little to show it. They seemed more intent on rustling up a good, solid meal. Gibson’s spirits lifted somewhat when they handed him a plate loaded with food. As the four of them – captive and captors – settled down in silence to eat, he thought he’d try out the few words of German that he’d picked up from recent newsreels. It might help break the ice.

			‘Rommel. Ser gut general.’

			The three Germans nodded enthusiastically, clearly appreciating their captive’s sentiments. General Erwin Rommel, the famed ‘Desert Fox’ and the commander of the Afrika Korps, was indeed a talented and skilled leader. By way of response to Gibson’s comment, one of them pointed eastwards, towards British lines.

			‘Rommel – Cairo,’ he added.

			

			His comrades laughed at this, oozing confidence. Gibson wondered if this was not in fact ‘pretty close to the truth’. The enemy were most certainly on the march, and it seemed that the German commander ‘held all the cards in his hands’, and that he might indeed advance to seize Cairo, the jewel in the British crown.

			Meal eaten, the crew of the armoured car surprised Gibson yet again. The vehicle commander was a sergeant, and he directed one of his men to brew coffee. Real coffee. For months Gibson and his comrades had been told that the German economy was in such poor shape that the only ‘coffee’ they had available was an ersatz version made from roasted acorns. Word was that no German troops had tasted proper coffee for years. Gibson reflected upon how that was all very likely Allied propaganda. This might be Italian coffee, of course, filched or scrounged off their Italian comrades, but it was delicious, nevertheless.

			Once the coffee was finished, all four proceeded to clean their plates in the desert soldier’s traditional way, by scouring them clean with sand. Just like their British counterparts, these German troops understood that in the desert, water was far too precious to waste on washing eating utensils. To round matters off, the German sergeant offered Gibson some Players cigarettes, a British brand presumably captured from British positions. That was followed by a can of American beer. It struck Gibson that he’d got lucky with his captors. They seemed to be ‘good types’ and to bear him no obvious ill intent.

			Superstitious by nature, with a strong conviction that much in life was determined by fate, Gibson cast his mind back to the first enemy that he had taken captive. He’d been driving across a patch of high desert terrain, part of a two-­vehicle convoy, when they must have been spotted by the enemy. The lead vehicle was manned by Gibson’s friend and fellow driver, Jimmy Connor, who tended to work directly for their commanding officer. One moment Connor’s Ford staff car was bang in front of Gibson, crawling along the rough, stony track, and the next ‘there were just a few bits of twisted metal’. It had received a direct hit from a German shell, Connor’s body being practically vapourised.

			

			Gibson managed to extricate himself and his vehicle, but the shock of losing Connor hit him hard. A day or later he was destined to capture his first German. Dispatched upon another driving mission, Gibson had noticed a warplane high above the desert, threading a telltale trail of black smoke across the sky. As it began to lose height, he could make out the German markings, plus the distinctive silhouette of a Messerschmitt Bf 109, the enemy’s superlative fighter aircraft. Tracking the stricken warplane’s trajectory, Gibson made a rough estimate of where it was most likely to come to earth. There was a patch of flat, open desert nearby, which in the circumstances offered a decent landing ground.

			With the Messerschmitt descending its wheels lowered. Gibson watched in awe as the man at the controls executed a perfect landing, the aircraft being swallowed up by a billowing cloud of dust. Before the pilot could even think of trying to scarper, Gibson drove hell for leather after the warplane. By the time the German threw open the Messerschmitt’s canopy he was ready and waiting. Having clambered onto the wing, Gibson was able to assist the pilot out of his cockpit. He turned out to be a ‘tall, dark, good-­looking fellow’, with a silk scarf tucked around his neck in a dashing fashion. Indeed, with Gibson’s six-­foot-­two height and his dark good looks, plus his Douglas Fairbanks style moustache, the two – captor and captive – didn’t appear all that dissimilar.

			

			The pilot, who was unhurt by his recent ordeal, spoke excellent English. For a good while he regaled Gibson with tales of his visits to Britain before the outbreak of the war. A few minutes ago, the German pilot had been cruising the skies, seeking out targets just like Gibson’s truck – or the late Connor’s staff car – intending to blast them to bloody smithereens. Now, the two figures sat side by side on the aircraft’s wing, chatting away, as Gibson awaited reinforcements.

			Eventually, their tête-­à-­tête was disrupted by the arrival of Captain Harry Holden, one of Gibson’s commanders, along with a truckload of troops ‘bristling with rifles’. Holden pointed at the German and started yelling to his men: ‘Cover him!’ It struck Gibson as being ‘damn silly’, for the pilot had accepted his capture with a remarkable degree of poise and equanimity and had ‘no intention of going anywhere’.

			The two parted company amicably enough, and despite Gibson’s recent loss of his friend, Connor. Before leaving, Gibson clambered into the cockpit and whipped the brass clock out of the dashboard, using a screwdriver he had to hand. Unfortunately, Captain Holden spotted him and demanded that Gibson hand it over. The clock was ‘captured enemy equipment’, Holden argued, and must be passed to the proper authorities. Typically, Holden did no such thing, keeping the clock for himself as a memento. Such hypocritical attitudes amongst the ‘officer class’ really rubbed Gibson up the wrong way.

			His worst experience had been at the hands of the 2 SCOTS’ Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM). Gibson had driven a senior officer to the unit’s headquarters on routine business. No sooner had they arrived, than someone blew a sharp blast on a whistle, which, as all appreciated, was the air raid warning. Gibson had dived into some cover, not realising that he had ‘selected the RSM’s personal trench’. Moments later, the RSM himself had pitched up ‘red in face with anger, fear and the exertion of running’, and yelling at Gibson to get out. With a flight of Ju 87 ‘Stuka’ dive bombers ‘screaming down’, Gibson did as ordered, discovering that he had no option but to lay in the open and hope for the best.

			

			By chance, he survived that raid unscathed, whereas during a similar attack the following day the RSM ‘had his head whipped clear off by a bomb fragment’. Poetic justice, as Gibson saw it. He’d come across several such ‘officers and NCOs who were not suitable for war. They were usually the bullying, unpleasant types in peace time.’ For Gibson, who had deliberately rejected officer status in preference for earning the right to command, it was a shock realisation and it grated horribly. Repeatedly, he’d find himself confronted by such individuals during the years that lay ahead.

			But just as Gibson had treated the captured German fighter pilot decently and with respect – proving himself to be a ‘good type’ – so he was receiving similar treatment from the German armoured car’s crew now. What goes around comes around, he reflected. Draining his can of American beer, it was clearly time to get under way again, meaning that Gibson was doubtless being taken further into enemy territory. The crew of the armoured car had to be heading for some kind of headquarters, he surmised, where they could hand over their captive to the proper authorities.

			The driver and gunner climbed in first, after which the car’s commander gestured for Gibson to mount up. He scrambled inside, getting ready to crouch beneath the man’s feet, as the sergeant sat on his high perch overlooking all. Having settled in, the commander was just about to close the half-­door of the vehicle, ‘to shut them all in’, when there was a sudden disturbance. Though Gibson couldn’t understand the cries of alarm, the commander had clearly spotted something and was rattled. Moments later the bark of distant gunfire and the thud of incoming rounds confirmed that they were coming under sustained and accurate fire.

			

			In an instant, the sergeant grabbed Gibson and hauled him up from his cramped position, kicking him out through the doorway, as the crew of the armoured car went to make their getaway. In fact, so swift was their departure that Gibson ‘barely escaped being decapitated by the heavy door as it swung shut, and the Germans shot away as fast as they could’.

			Alone once more, Gibson scanned the horizon. A squadron of armoured cars was racing towards him. It was clearly these that had engaged the enemy vehicle. Flying the distinctive pennants of the 11th Hussars – ‘Prince Albert’s Own’; a British cavalry regi­ment founded in 1715 – Gibson felt a flood of relief at being ‘so suddenly released from captivity’. But in fact, this would prove somewhat premature. As the squadron drew closer, he was surprised to find that the guns of the British vehicles were trained very much upon him, which struck Gibson as ‘hardly the action of a friendly force’.

			As the first armoured car drew to a halt, the squadron commander made it clear that Gibson was to get his hands in the air and to keep them there. In that fashion he began to interrogate Gibson most forcefully. In a sense, it was no surprise. Gibson’s only claim to British identity was a pair of scuffed and dusty army shorts, and he had been found riding in a German armoured car. As Gibson’s accuser argued, it made far more sense for Gibson to be one of the enemy crew that the German commander, in his hurry to escape, had accidentally left behind, much that Gibson tried to counter that the German armoured car just happened to be carrying a British prisoner.

			

			Questions were fired at Gibson, as he stood there, hands high. What had he been doing inside a German military vehicle? How had he even got there? And most importantly, where was his British uniform or any form of identity papers? As his interrogators pointed out, Gibson could even be some kind of a German spy, ‘conveniently dumped amongst them by the subterfuge that he was an escaped prisoner of war’. Growing tired of the beating sun, the ‘incessant questions and the uncomfortable position he was being forced to adopt’, Gibson finally cracked. He let fly with some choice snippets of British Army invective, his sudden outburst rocking ‘the Hussars back on their heels’.

			It was finally decided that no German spy, however well briefed, would have such a command of the ‘ripe vernacular’ that British squaddies tended to favour. Capitulating, the squadron commander was forced to acknowledge that Gibson was ‘a member of their own side’. Casting about amongst his men, he managed to find a British Army shirt plus a blanket for Gibson to wear, to cover his partial nakedness. That done, they arranged for him to be transported back to his own lines, riding in one of their ration trucks.

			So ended Gibson’s first – and rather short – spell in enemy captivity. Bereft of proper uniform, papers, personal possessions and vehicle, he was to be reunited with his unit. Expecting to get savagely upbraided for losing his truck and its precious cargo, and much else besides, there was instead a welcome surprise in store for Gibson, who had long hungered for something more than executing Cairo dispatch missions or desert re­supply runs. For months now he’d heard tell of a shadowy, secretive, romantic-­seeming outfit whose daring exploits were whispered in Cairo bars. More than once, he’d tried to join their number, though he appreciated just how hard it was to get accepted. On each occasion he’d somehow managed to miss the chance, finding himself in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			

			But his narrow brush with death and miraculous escape would mark a turning point in Gibson’s war.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Highwaymen of the Sahara

			It was late September 1941 by the time Gibson got back to his unit’s desert camp. The war in North Africa was at a finely balanced juncture, marked by stalemate, logistical strain and anticipation of a decisive clash. Enjoying a series of dramatic advances, German and Italian – Axis – forces had pushed deep into Libya, reversing earlier British gains. But by now, their momentum was running into the sand. Supply lines stretched back hundreds of miles to the Libyan port of Tripoli, making Axis forces vulnerable to attacks by British warplanes and even warships cruising the Mediterranean.

			The opposing forces confronted each other along the Libyan–Egyptian border. A key flashpoint remained the Libyan port of Tobruk, a vital supply hub held by the British, but which had been surrounded by the enemy. The siege of Tobruk tied down substantial Axis forces, Rommel’s failure to seize it denying him a key supply point far closer to his frontline positions. With Tobruk resisting repeated assaults and bombardments, the war to control North Africa was being waged almost exclusively along the thin strip of populated terrain that fringed the Mediterranean. It was in such territory that Gibson’s truck had been shot up and he had been – briefly – captured. Inland lay only inhospitable and supposedly unnavigable desert, or so most believed.

			

			British forces in Egypt were being reinforced with men, tanks and aircraft, many of which were fresh out of Britain and the Commonwealth. Morale, which had been hit hard by earlier defeats, was recovering. Both sides were preparing for what they hoped would be a decisive offensive. The British were poised to launch Operation Crusader, a daring attack designed to relieve Tobruk and to crush the enemy. Armoured formations were readying themselves for the assault, while supply depots and airfields were being expanded. Though he suspected such an attack was coming, Rommel was plagued by shortages of fuel, ammunition and spare parts. Debating whether to strike first or to remain on the defensive, his supply constraints forced caution.

			For Britain’s wartime leader, Churchill, victory in North Africa had become of signal importance. Crucially, it would represent a symbolic turning of the tide of the war, following a string of setbacks suffered in Europe and further afield. But Axis forces were equally determined to be triumphant. For Germany and Italy, victory here would safeguard southern Europe from any threat of a British invasion, and enable seizure of the Suez Canal, the vital supply route for Middle Eastern oil to Britain. In short, neither side held the whip hand, as both waited in the desert for a battle that was bound to be momentous and hard fought. Into this febrile atmosphere returned Gibson, fresh from his near-­death experience, capture and escape, plus being mistaken for a German spy (for the second time so far in the war).

			Reporting to the sergeant in control of his section, Gibson confessed to the loss of his vehicle, uniform, papers, personal kit and more. He and his immediate superior had never seen eye to eye. While the latter couldn’t fault Gibson’s mechanical competence and driving skills, nor his bravery, keeping control of the decidedly wayward and spirited young soldier was never easy. The fate of the vehicles with which Gibson was entrusted was never that predictable or secure. There was also the inevitable tension that Gibson’s background and upbringing fostered. As the sergeant fully appreciated, Gibson – privately educated and hailing from a monied Scottish banking family – should by rights be serving as an officer. Now, he sensed, was the perfect chance to be rid of this somewhat troublesome member of his unit.

			

			‘It’s just as well it happened when it did,’ the sergeant remarked of the loss of Gibson’s truck, letting a hint of relief creep into his tone. Gibson, startled, didn’t know what was coming next. ‘I’ve had a request for a driver to go back to Cairo,’ the sergeant continued. ‘The LRDG are looking for people like you and as you don’t have anything to drive now, you may as well go.’ He paused, eyeing Gibson. ‘So, d’you fancy the idea?’

			Fancy it? Gibson was over the moon. He wasted no time in making his sentiments clear. The ‘LRDG’ – the Long Range Desert Group – was exactly the unit that he’d sought to join previously. On the first occasion he’d returned from a day’s despatch riding to discover several empty beds in the barracks. Three of his closest friends, with all of whom he’d shared a similar mindset, had vanished. He couldn’t fathom their sudden disappearance, for normally ‘postings take a long time to come through the constipated administrative system.’ He’d sensed some new power or influence at work.

			It turned out that the unit’s entire motor transport (MT) section had been paraded and interviewed by an officer of the LRDG, while Gibson was out and about zipping around Cairo. From what he’d heard, the sort of life the LRDG offered would appeal to him enormously, just as it had to his three pals. ‘If only I had been on that parade,’ he’d lamented, ‘I would have volunteered so forcibly that they would have had to take me.’ Gibson would have ‘loved to be involved in this kind of adventure. Instead, he’d been pottering around’ on his motorbike ‘with wads of paper in his bag’.

			

			Gibson tracked his three absent friends to the LRDG’s Cairo barracks, fittingly sited in the city’s grand fortress, the medieval-­era citadel, where they were busy preparing for what would turn out to be ‘the longest land patrol in the history of the Second World War’. Spending Christmas Day 1940 in their company, he’d slept on the floor after a ‘riotous Christmas and Farewell party’. At 3.00 p.m. on Boxing Day the LRDG patrols had ‘vanished through the citadel’s archways’, taking Gibson’s three friends with them. ‘I don’t ever in my life remember feeling so empty or so lonely,’ he’d observed.

			Gibson had made several further attempts to get recruited into the unit, all to no avail. The veil of secrecy surrounding the LRDG hadn’t exactly helped. Unless they came looking for you, it was difficult to seek them out. With the unit acquiring a ‘mystique and glamour all of their own’, news of their exploits had spread by gossip and word of mouth, getting embellished at each telling. Missions executed deep behind the lines had led to them being dubbed ‘the British Army’s intrepid desert raiders’, and the ‘Highwaymen of the Sahara’. Or as one press commentator remarked, they were ‘a crowd of toughs, really hot. They were mystery people. What they did nobody knew exactly.’ But those in charge of the LRDG tended to ignore the ‘flair and elan’ of such hyperbole, concentrating instead on finding the ‘best quality recruits possible’.

			

			That was what Gibson had hungered for – to be sought out and brought into the fold. But his every effort had been stonewalled – that was until he’d got his truck blown to pieces and had escaped enemy captivity, and fallen under the influence of someone who fancied getting rid of him. By luck, the LRDG’s G1 and G2 patrols were in Cairo right then, undergoing a much-­needed refit, and seeking recruits to replace those lost to enemy action and injury. The ‘G’ stood for ‘Guards’, denoting an entire LRDG unit that had been formed from Guards veterans. Being of that lineage, Gibson had got lucky. For once he’d been in the right place at the right time, with the perfect resumé, or so he fervently hoped.

			It was one thing getting invited to try for LRDG selection. It was quite another to be accepted into the brotherhood. Competition was intense and especially now, for the unit’s stock was riding extraordinarily high. Recently, none other than General Claude Auchinleck, commander-­in-­chief of British forces in the region, had cabled a message to the LRDG, deep in their desert oasis base. Addressed to Colonel R. A. Bagnold, the unit’s legendary commander, he’d declared himself ‘very impressed by the work done by your Long Range Desert Patrols. Their latest reconnaissance is a fine example of their skill and daring. I would be glad if you would convey my warmest congratulations.’ Praising a ‘very fine performance, one of many that the Group has done’, the British general urged Bagnold to keep up the good work.

			When soldiering in such small-­scale, close-­knit units, recruitment tended to be a collective affair. All serving on a patrol would have a say as to whether the new hopeful might be ‘the kind of chap who would fit in’. With volunteers numbering in their many hundreds, they could afford to be picky. Favouring those with excellent driving, mechanical, desert and combat skills, the men of the LRDG tended to reject the image of going about ‘with knives between their teeth, killing sentries’. Innate cunning and intelligence, desert acumen, and a gift for navigation were prized above being an army tough. In fact, many successful recruits were surprised to get accepted, for they didn’t perhaps view themselves in the way that the press or common rumour might depict, as so-­called ‘Highwaymen of the Sahara’.

			

			Either way, Gibson had volunteered, which meant that he was on probation, until being embraced as one of the chosen few, or rejected and returned to his parent unit. Overjoyed at being given a ‘second bite at the cherry’, he set out for Cairo, along with one other individual likewise chosen for selection. Several times during that long drive they were set upon by enemy warplanes, the figure at the wheel of their truck having to dodge cannon fire. But, as luck would have it, they reached Cairo unscathed, whereupon Gibson was reunited with his three friends, all of whom were serving with the Guards patrol.

			With their vehicles undergoing refits, there was an air of excitement to the LRDG’s citadel barracks which Gibson thrilled to. In fact, along with G, there were S and Y patrols present and likewise undergoing vehicle repairs and re-­equipping, which made the place hugely crowded and busy. Trucks brought in supplies, unloaded, and went zipping off to the workshops that were dotted across the city. Patrol vehicles were dispatched for specialist mechanical work, and to have wireless sets fitted along with their battery-­charging motors, plus fresh gun mountings. There were long waits for spare parts being shipped from overseas, but which might, or might not, be lying at the bottom of the ocean, depending on the fortunes of the ocean-­going convoys.

			

			The day of Gibson’s arrival a long evening’s carousing ensued; ‘somewhat intoxicated’ the four friends had fallen into their beds. Sometime later, they were ‘wrenched out of their oblivion’ by a massive explosion, followed by the shock realisation that they were under attack. Enemy warplanes were raining down bombs. One had landed on the road right outside their barracks, blowing in the wall. A trio of the city’s taxi drivers had been killed in the blast, while sleeping in their cabs. One of Gibson’s three friends, Jock Finlay, had been ‘lifted bodily out of his bed and blown clean across the confined space, coming to land in a heap covered with his own bedding’, and practically lying on top of a startled Gibson. Despite the shock awakening, Finlay’s only concern seemed to be the photo of his girlfriend.

			‘Where’s Janet’s photograph?’ he could be heard yelling, above the noise of the attack.

			Finlay’s bed had been nearest the explosion. Scrabbling back to where he’d been sleeping, he rooted about amongst the debris, searching for the photo ‘so lovingly treasured’. By a stroke of good fortune, no one in
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