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Author’s note

And what does anyone know about traitors, 
or why Judas did what he did?

Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea

I first learned of Walter ‘Roy’ Purdy from fleeting and often inscrutable references found in the memoirs and interviews of some of the POWs held at Colditz. Such was the sensitivity surrounding the events that take place in this book that many of the contemporary accounts only refer to Purdy by an alias, if at all. Long after the war had finished, both Captain Reinhold Eggers, the head of security at the castle, and Captain Julius Green, the MI9 spy who was working against him, felt duty-bound to refer to him only as ‘Lieutenant Grey’. Even Purdy’s German girlfriend only ever knew him by a pseudonym.

The most candid accounts of Purdy’s time in Colditz are those written by Lt Colonel Gris Davies-Scourfield, the only POW to speak freely about Purdy’s treatment by the other inmates, and Lt Commander James ‘Mike’ Moran who refused MI5’s request to give evidence against Purdy at his trial. Both these versions of events begged far more questions than they answered.

The more I dug, the more it became clear there was a conspiracy of silence about what really transpired between Lt Walter Purdy and the hardened POW escapers locked up together at Colditz in the final year of the war.

Equally intriguing was why so little is known about Battery Quartermaster Sergeant John Brown, the self-taught MI9 double agent whose extraordinary bravery helped save the lives of scores of British servicemen and uncovered the activities of at least 20 British traitors in Berlin.

When I discovered that the secret work of John ‘Busty’ Brown was also inextricably linked to Colditz and Walter Purdy, I knew I was on to a story that had never been told before.

All I had to do was chase it down.

My enquiries took me from the Imperial War Museum in London to the National Archives in Kew, where there are more than 1,500 recently declassified pages relating to the Purdy case and many more concerning the spies and traitors he came into contact with.

Then it was on to Germany and the German Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv) in Koblenz and Berlin before heading to Ludwigsburg which houses the former West German Nazi war crimes investigation centre. From Germany I sought access to the Red Cross files in Bern, Switzerland, and then finally to the world-famous Colditz castle itself where I spent five days and nights retracing the disturbing events of March 1944 that took place in the dark corridors and attics of the most secure prison camp of the Second World War.





PROLOGUE

The Hanging Party

High above the sleepy German town, the twilight gave way to darkness as a detachment of purposeful soldiers strode through the castle corridor. They stopped at a door and, after exchanging knowing glances with the men keeping guard, entered the room. Acting in military unison they placed their hands on the prisoner, pulled him to his feet and marched him up the spiral stone staircase, which wound its way to one of the attic rooms at the top of the most famous prisoner-of-war camp of the Second World War.1

On either side of the accused stood a soldier ready to hold him up if he collapsed. A dozen more men silently filed into the room and waited for the senior officer to give the order. The prisoner, a sub-lieutenant in the Royal Navy, was visibly shaking as he tried to come to terms with the desperate circumstances in which he now found himself.

This was not a Nazi court; the men gathered in that half-lit room at the top of Colditz Castle on 11 March 19442 were all British officers, bent on a rough kind of justice. Some of the British officers had been defendants in the German court martial system for infringements committed at Colditz and were well aware of the rights of an accused soldier.3

They knew there were strict rules for the discipline of service-men accused of breaking British military and civil law.4 The wartime protocols required a minimum of three officers to sit in judgement. In death penalty cases the verdict had to be unanimous. The officer in charge of this British ‘court martial’ proceeding was Captain Richard Howe.5 And it was Howe who had arranged for the defendant to be pulled from his bed and placed before the clandestine tribunal.

Howe, a captain in the 3rd Battalion Royal Tank Regiment, had gallantly served with the British Expeditionary Force during the French campaign. Captured in June 1940, along with many of the other long-standing Colditz POWs, he had fought a desperate rearguard action in the evacuation of British and French troops from the French port of Calais for which he had been awarded the Military Cross.

After his capture, Howe was sent to Laufen Castle, south eastern Bavaria, which the German Army had turned into an officers’ prison camp, Oflag (short for Offizierslager) VII-C. Within two months, Howe and five other British officers, including the legendary WWII escapee Major Patrick Reid, had dug a 24-foot-long tunnel from the prison basement to a small shed adjoining a nearby house. The six British prisoners, dubbed the ‘Laufen Six’, escaped on 5 September 1940 – only to be recaptured five days later in Radstadt, Austria.

These were men for whom it was their duty, like every British officer, to try to escape. The determination of the Laufen Six to pursue freedom at almost any cost had earned them a transfer to Colditz Castle in eastern Germany, the first British officers to be sent there. One of their first acts upon arriving at the castle was to appoint Pat Reid to the position of escape officer. But Reid had no wish to spend the rest of the war helping other prisoners escape. He wanted his own chance at freedom. So when in the spring of 1942 a reluctant Howe agreed to replace him as the British man in charge of escapes, Reid and three other British POWS waited just four months before slipping through the Colditz kitchens into the castle yard, forced their way into a cellar, squeezed through a narrow slit window, dropped down a grass bank, scrambled up a steep earthen terraced wall and ran free out of the prison grounds.

All four made successful ‘home runs’ back to Britain, not forgetting to send a postcard to their comrades in Colditz once they had reached the safety of Switzerland. They would be the last British officers to escape from Colditz Castle. Many tried to follow them but were thwarted before leaving the castle grounds or were later captured and returned to the camp. Others made it no further than the perimeter walls. And one British officer was shot dead after clambering over the barbed-wire fence and running for the wood.

As escape officer it was Howe’s job to personally approve all these plans, but by the spring of 1944 such a lamentable escape record weighed heavily on his shoulders, particularly as he had an agreement with the senior British officer in the camp that he would not escape himself until 10 British officers had made ‘home runs’.

After more than two years of helpless watching as each of his meticulously organised escapes were foiled by the suspiciously well-informed Germans, Richard Howe was determined that nothing would upset his latest and most ambitious plan.

So now Howe found himself looking at a British naval officer who he believed intended to reveal to the Germans all the current crop of British escape plans, including the secret tunnel that had taken six months of back-breaking work to complete, which scores of men were now counting on as their best bet for rejoining the war.

Howe stood and gestured for silence before reading out the charge of treason and then reminding the assembled group that Lieutenant Walter Purdy was a spy sent by the Germans to betray his country. He added that when Purdy was confronted with these allegations Purdy had admitted to being ‘a traitor and a rat’.6

But there was more at stake than just escaping. The Nazis had long suspected that the British POWs detained at Colditz had also established a secret communications system to transmit vital intelligence to London as they crossed occupied Europe trying to make it home.

The Colditz commandant and his head of security, working closely with German military intelligence, the Abwehr, and the feared secret police, the Gestapo, had invested substantial resources in cracking the British system. This included planting French and Polish spies and using clandestine listening devices, but the Germans had been unable to stop the flow of secret messages leaking out of Colditz.

A key reason for this was a new branch of British military intelligence called MI9, which had been given the task of aiding Allied escapers and evaders in occupied Europe.

MI9 began its life in 1939 in a small room of the Metropole Hotel in Northumberland Avenue, central London. At first the new agency received little financial support, was understaffed, and lacked influence due to power struggles and personality clashes with officers at MI6 and other wartime units such as the Special Operations Executive (SOE) and the Political Warfare Executive (PWE).7

But by 1944 MI9 had come into its own, strengthened by the influence of a growing number of escaped POWs who had made home runs to Britain.

The most famous and most useful agent to MI9 was Airey Neave, who on 5 January 1942 had become the first British prisoner to escape from Colditz.8 Disguised as a German officer in a home-made uniform, Lieutenant Neave crawled through a hole in the floor of the camp theatre and, after reaching the guardhouse, confidently marched out of the castle unchallenged. Four days later he crossed the Swiss border and within the month was back in London where his value was immediately recognised by MI9.

Neave’s expert knowledge of Colditz and the key figures among the POWs helped MI9 set up a cell of British coders operating from within the prison right under the nose of the camp commandant.

The man chosen by MI9 as their senior Colditz coder was Captain Rupert Barry, another member of the ‘Laufen Six’. Before the war, Barry had run his own radio company and his expertise was now being put to vital use in the service of his country. Barry became the focal point in the communication chain between the prison camp and British intelligence in London. He had developed an ingenious and almost foolproof means of using encrypted codes hidden in letters written by the POWs to genuine as well as fictitious members of their families. It was of considerable satisfaction to Barry that the coded gibberish sent by the POWs to their loved ones back in Britain had completely fooled the German censors.

Through this valuable communication line the British prisoners fed intelligence to the War Office, identifying RAF bombing targets, German air defences, U-boat bases, troop movements, and the whereabouts and identities of a group of VIP prisoners whom the Nazis had secretly brought to Colditz to use as hostages.

But the stakes were high. If the Germans ever managed to break the codes, Rupert Barry knew there would be dire consequences for those involved. Their status as prisoners of war would no longer protect them and they ran the risk of being shot as spies.

MI99 also aided the POWs in their escape planning by ensuring the prisoners had the tools to survive in occupied Europe. MI9 boffins devised ingenious methods to conceal escape equipment using parcels, clothes and letters sent from Britain to the prisoners. The escape contraband smuggled into Colditz in this way included maps, compasses, blades and metal files, as well as intelligence to help the POWs with their clandestine work. These were all put to good and enthusiastic use.

From 1942 to 1943, the Colditz POWs had spent seven long months excavating two tunnels, one leading from the prison chapel and the other from the canteen. Despite the digging being carried out under the utmost secrecy, the Germans uncovered both tunnels as well as a cache of escape equipment. The British were convinced they had a ‘stool pigeon’ in their midst. Although both of the tunnels and much of the escape activity were discovered through obvious means – suspicious POW behaviour, dumped tunnel waste or spot searches – the diary10 of one of the senior German guards at Colditz confirms that the British were right to suspect one of their own. Martin Schädlich, nicknamed ‘the ferret’ by the British POWs because of his uncanny success in foiling escape plans, claimed it was intelligence from a British informer working for the Germans which led to the discovery of at least one of these early tunnels.

Captain Reinhold Eggers was the German officer in charge of security at Colditz. It was his job to make sure the camp lived up to his boast that Colditz was escape-proof. Eggers believed he understood the English because he had led school exchange trips to England just before the war and maintained correspondence with his English friends. His inflated confidence in his own appreciation of the English psyche had the unfortunate effect of making him come across as unctuous and sinister rather than ingratiating. The prisoners had learned long ago that they trusted him at their peril.

By the time of Walter Purdy’s court martial, twelve French officers, seven Dutch officers, one Polish officer, one Belgian officer and five British officers had made home runs from Colditz or its jurisdiction – all on Eggers’s watch.11 The Colditz security officer had come to rue the day he made his Colditz boast. Any more runaway POWs and he feared he would be doing his next spell of duty on the Russian front. He was convinced that if he could break the Colditz codes he would not only end all the escapes but also deal a serious blow to British intelligence.

To this end he had already recruited three POWs12 to spy on the inmates. One of them was the unnamed British soldier described by Schädlich as the informant who had led the Germans to one of the tunnels. But this prisoner was no longer playing ball with the Germans, and Eggers was blind to the secret escape planning and messaging being carried out by the British. In an effort to recruit other prison informants, Eggers tried bribing the small number of British non-commissioned orderlies who he surmised were fed up with fagging for their public-school officers. One had come to Eggers requesting a transfer from Colditz to a prison camp for NCOs, far away from his escape-obsessed officer masters. But when Eggers suggested he might like to improve his conditions of captivity by acting as an informer, the orderly flatly refused: ‘Captain Eggers, I may not like it here but I’m still British.’13

Eggers had much better luck with the French and Polish prisoners. With the help of the Gestapo the Germans were able to make very real threats against the prisoners whose families were living in occupied Europe. They could and did force wives and children to write letters pleading with imprisoned husbands and fathers to cooperate with the Germans. If this failed then the threat of being sent to a concentration camp or the use of torture gave the Gestapo a terrifying edge. And the Gestapo made sure they sweetened the pill, since collaboration was always accompanied by a reward: transfer to a prison camp with a more lenient regime; a visit from a family member; or even the promise of freedom and the chance to go home. While Britain remained free and unconquered, these coercive techniques were not available to the Gestapo to use on the British prisoners. Nevertheless, the Germans had a special talent for identifying and playing on all of the prisoners’ vulnerabilities. And Eggers was careful to learn from past mistakes.

Any offer or threat made by the Colditz security officer was made well outside the sight and hearing of the other prisoners. The only time the POWs could be sure that one of their own had turned informant was when he was suddenly whisked off in the dead of night to another camp, by which time the damage had already been done.

The German occupation of Europe had divided loyalties among the many nationalities held prisoner in the early years of Colditz.

Treachery and betrayal in the tense atmosphere of the prison had taken on complex sectarian and political dimensions which the British often had trouble understanding. When it came to the French this was particularly so. Some French officers remained loyal to Marshal Pétain, leader of Vichy France, out of respect for his contribution to the national cause during the First World War. Others swore allegiance to the Free French of General Charles de Gaulle, who continued to carry the fight to the Nazis. These two French groups despised each other almost as much as they hated the Germans. But on one thing they were united: the Jewish officers14 held at Colditz should not be allowed to mix with either group. An official French request made to the commandant asking him to separate the Jewish officers and hold them in a different part of the castle cast the French prisoners in a very poor light among the other Allies.

And in Colditz there were a number of Jewish officers and orderlies among the British contingent so the French action rankled. When the War Office in London found out about the exclusion of the French Jewish officers, MI9 sent word to the senior British officer in Colditz instructing him to resist any apartheid policy involving known or suspected British Jewish POWs.15

The Dutch were also divided, but in their case it was between those officers who had signed a 1940 declaration of loyalty to the Wehrmacht, giving their word not to harm German interests, and those who had refused. The Polish schism was a more straightforward split between those who were born in Germany and those who were native Poles.

Predictably, the German security officers in Colditz exploited these divisions whenever the opportunity arose, playing one group or nation against another. This sometimes left the British in an invidious position, knowing that whomever they sided with would cause offence to one of the other groups of prisoners.

For the British escapers this was a live issue as they often needed the help of other nationalities. They were particularly reliant on the Dutch and Polish prisoners, who spoke good German and were familiar with the country’s geography and transport systems. The first British home run involved Airey Neave pairing up with a Dutch officer. But there was always tension when it came to sharing escape intelligence with other POWs.

While Britain fought on alone, the Germans continued to find their recruitment of potential informants among Allied prisoners less successful than with those of the occupied nations. But there were other ways of getting men to talk. Homosexuality was still a criminal offence in Britain and was a source of scandal whenever it came to light, especially at Colditz. Some of these incidents were reported to the British padre who passed them on to a British senior officer.

Eggers knew only too well the shame that would follow an allegation of a homosexual act, and the prison guards were told to report to him any British officers who were caught in flagrante delicto. The subject was so sensitive that long after the war there were attempts to deny that any homosexual acts had ever taken place in Colditz. The subject came up in 1979 when the published diary of Colditz padre Ellison Platt set out allegations of sexual impropriety. Richard Howe wrote to the Colditz Society saying neither he nor any of his camp lookouts had ever witnessed such an act: ‘It would have been easier to have had a homosexual relationship in a tube train.’16

The Germans’ hunt for suitable collaborators among the POWs, and in turn the British efforts to smoke out the stool pigeons, consumed a great deal of time and energy on both sides. In this dangerous game of cat and mouse, thwarted escapes and the return of recaptured escapees contributed to an already febrile atmosphere of suspicion among the British.

In the first weeks of the admittance of the first British prisoners in the winter of 1940, the senior British officer in charge had decided that the only way to counter the German spies was to establish a security vetting team to make sure all new arrivals were properly scrutinised.17 Two senior Allied officers were given the job of investigating and then interrogating suspected British POWs.

In 1944 the officers in charge of this process were Lieutenant Colonel Charles Cecil Merritt, a Canadian lawyer who had won a VC a year earlier for his outstanding bravery leading his troops against enemy positions in the doomed raid on Dieppe, and Lieutenant Colonel George Young of 52 Commando who had been captured on 1 June 1941. They were assisted by Lieutenant James Mike Moran, a paymaster in the Royal Navy, who had the job of keeping a detailed account of every British prisoner, which he recorded on a secret camp roll. Moran recalled years later: ‘We had spies, stool pigeons in the foremost of our minds.’18

Each POW had his own personal theory about who might be a camp spy: the officer caught having a quiet word with a German guard in one of the dark castle corridors; the prisoner who had come into possession of a box of fresh eggs; the bolshie orderly who wouldn’t take orders; or the officer who had no interest in escaping. A prisoner didn’t have to do very much to raise the suspicions of his fellow officers, especially if his face didn’t fit.

Yet in 1944 the German spy network hadn’t delivered the key intelligence Reinhold Eggers and his Wehrmacht commanders were hoping for. The Colditz communication line with London remained intact and MI9 was continuing to smuggle vital equipment into the castle and intelligence out. Eggers knew this because every time the Germans carried out a successful search they would inevitably uncover another specially adapted escape implement which had been made to order in England. Some of the finds were embarrassing for the Germans, like board games sent from England which concealed metal compasses or playing cards with maps printed under the face of each card.

When Eggers was made chief of security at Colditz in January 1944, the promotion came with high expectations from his superiors at Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (High Command of the German Army). Berlin expected results.

If Eggers was going to crack the British system he needed a personal stool pigeon, someone he could plant in the camp over whom he had total authority and whom he could rely on to insinuate himself into the heart of the British security structure in the castle.

In February 1944 he received a phone call from the Gestapo headquarters in Berlin informing him they had found just the man Eggers had been looking for.

Before sending Walter Purdy into the castle, Eggers briefed the naval lieutenant on the critical importance of finding out how the British were transmitting messages and what escapes they were scheming. Eggers knew full well what might happen if Purdy’s treacherous mission was discovered by the other British officers and so he warned him to prepare a good story because he was sure to be questioned by the POWs.

Purdy arrived with an incredible story of his attempted escape from Berlin. After several hours of questioning, Merritt and Young exposed glaring inconsistencies in his account. At last, Purdy decided to come clean and admit he had been working for the Germans, telling his inquisitors that he had indeed been a ‘traitor and a rat’. He was sent for a second interview with the senior British officer Colonel William Tod to whom he repeated his confession. When Purdy refused to give assurances not to inform the Germans about the secret activities of the British POWs, Tod ordered Purdy’s arrest.19

Several hours later, standing to forced attention in the prison attic, Purdy must have feared the worst. Yet he must have seen it coming. How could he possibly expect not to have been recognised by the other POWs from his days at Marlag? While he might have got away with his tale of sabotage in Berlin, there were officers from Marlag who knew of his fascist beliefs and that the reason he was in Berlin was because he had accepted a German invitation to be transferred to the so-called Nazi ‘holiday camp’ in the German capital. He told his British interrogators that he had made a terrible mistake, he had stupidly backed the wrong side, and now he pleaded for leniency and to be given a second chance. But as he surveyed the vengeful faces of the British officers standing in front of him, he must have realised there could be no reprieve, and the best he could wish for was a quick death.

Richard Howe had no trouble sourcing a suitable rope for the grisly task in hand – in a prison obsessed with escaping, rope-making was a common pastime. All that was left was to find a man willing to do the job of the hangman.

The British captain once again addressed his brother officers: ‘We are all here because we agree that it is our very painful duty to carry out the hanging of the traitor Purdy. He came here as a stool pigeon and unless we put him away for good and all, he will be taken away by the Germans and sent to another camp, and discover more secrets. So it is quite clearly our duty to do it, is it not?’20

Then Howe called for two volunteers. A stool was brought forward and Purdy was forced to stand on it. Another man swung the rope over one of the attic beams, leaving the noose dangling next to Purdy’s wretched head. Both men stepped backwards, rejoining the other POWs.

Among the gathered officers were Lieutenant Gris Davies-Scourfield and Lieutenant Mike Sinclair, both of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps (KRRC).21

Davies-Scourfield and Sinclair were friends from Winchester College who answered their country’s call just before the declaration of war. Young men in a hurry, they were excited to be given a chance to play their part in the illustrious histories of their school and regiment. But in May 1940 they found themselves serving as part of an ad hoc force sacrificed to defend Calais as the Germans advanced on the Channel coast. Both men were in the thick of the fighting as the German panzers closed in on the town. The British defenders, who also included Richard Howe and Airey Neave, suffered terribly as they were ceaselessly pounded by German artillery and Stuka dive-bombers. Their rations had run out and they were down to their last few rounds of ammunition. Sinclair was captured when his Bren-gun carrier was knocked out by German fire. Davies-Scourfield was badly wounded after being shot three times during a reconnaissance mission on the outskirts of the town. He had resigned himself to death only for the Germans to find him just before he bled out in a French barn.

The defence of Calais and other Channel seaports had bought the British vital time for the evacuation by the Royal Navy at Dunkirk. But the sacrifice had come at a military and personal cost. Davies-Scourfield and Sinclair’s war had been cut short before it had got started. And although both men’s bravery had been recognised by their senior commander’s recommendation of medals, neither recommendation was acted upon.

The remnants of the British Calais defence force were loaded on to cattle wagons and sent to Fort VIII at Stalag XXI-D at Poznań, an eighteenth-century Polish fort. Here the two officers teamed up with another old Wykehamist, Ronnie Littledale, and led an escape by burying themselves at the bottom of a rubbish cart. They managed to evade the Germans for several months, hiding out in Warsaw until the Polish underground network who were looking after them was betrayed to the Gestapo. Davies-Scourfield later discovered he had met the Gestapo informant several times and could never forget or forgive his treachery, especially as it led to weeks of his own interrogation at the hands of the Gestapo.22

After capture, Davies-Scourfield and Sinclair were detained at a number of German camps before their spirited resistance earned them a transfer to Colditz.

Davies-Scourfield made three escape attempts from Colditz, one of which involved three days on the run before his recapture near the town of Hildesheim. This and other escapes won him admiration from his fellow POWs.

Nevertheless, Davies-Scourfield’s daring escape record paled into insignificance when compared with that of Lieutenant Michael Sinclair.

Mike Sinclair, ginger-haired and a gifted Cambridge linguist who spoke perfect German, had taken part in a total of seven unsuccessful escapes from Colditz. This record had earned him the sobriquet ‘Red Fox of Colditz’, conferred on him by the German guards as a mark of their grudging respect for such a determined escaper. In his most audacious attempt, Sinclair impersonated a German sergeant major but was rumbled at the last moment, ending with Sinclair23 being shot at close range by one of the guards. He recovered from the bullet wound, which had just missed his heart, and although he never made it back to England, Sinclair would spend more time on the run in enemy territory than any other British POW during WWII.

In March 1944 the two friends were approaching four long years of captivity and life on the run. During this time they had read and occasionally heard first-hand accounts of their comrades’ military success in the North African desert or on the Italian landing beaches. The war was passing them by and unless they escaped soon all the glory would go to other men. Sinclair was born to a proud military family. His father was Colonel Thomas Charles Sinclair CBE, and his two older brothers were also serving in the British Army. He couldn’t bear the thought of returning to England to face his family and regiment with nothing to show but a string of stirring stories about his failed escapes.

That January, Sinclair tried once again to make a home run. In the dead of night, after four months of meticulous planning, he slung a 90-foot home-made rope from his window and lowered himself down the outside wall onto the prison terrace. Knowing he only had a minute to cut the perimeter barbed wire before the sentry made his return pass, he got through just in time and was soon running free out of the castle park. It looked like Sinclair, after four years of trying, had finally made it. But a week later the Red Fox was marched back into the prison hof. He had been caught at Rheine on the Dutch border.

Davies-Scourfield had seen the growing strain on his friend’s face. Three months later in March 1944, the tunnel on the first floor of the Kellerhaus was nearly ready.

It was the 15th tunnel excavated by the British POWs at Colditz24 – all their previous efforts had been discovered by the Germans. This latest tunnel was the most technologically advanced of all the British efforts, constructed in such a way that it defied detection by the German ‘tappers’ whose job it was to locate suspicious voids in the castle building fabric.

At the time of Walter Purdy’s arrival, the diggers were within touching distance of the boundary wall. Howe, Davies-Scourfield and Sinclair had all committed hundreds of hours of strenuous and dangerous labour to get it to such an advanced stage. It represented their very last chance of rejoining the war and restoring their military honour.

But how long before the Germans discovered it? In the days before the officers began keeping him under a close watch, while on a tour of the camp Purdy had passed the window seat on the first floor which was the site of the tunnel’s secret entrance. As he walked by, Purdy saw one of the tunnellers popping his head out of the wooden flap which covered the entrance.

Davies-Scourfield, Sinclair and the other escapers had everything to lose if Purdy left the castle attic alive. But these two serial escapers weren’t the only Calais veterans sitting out the war in Colditz who had reason to want Walter Purdy dead.

Lieutenant Anthony Rolt, an old Etonian and famous racing driver before the war, was pinning his hopes of freedom on a very different means of escape.

Rolt and two RAF officers, Lieutenant Bill Goldfinch and Flight Lieutenant Jack Best, had recently persuaded the escape committee to give the nod to the most audacious POW escape plan of the Second World War. When they first approached Richard Howe, he thought it so fantastical that he dismissed it out of hand. But then the idea started to grow in his mind and the more it did, the more Howe could see its potential brilliance. Rolt’s plan was to build a life-scale model glider in the castle attic space above the living quarters where the men were now all gathered to put an end to Purdy. With the help of expert craftsmen like Flight Lt Jack Best, a skilled engineer, the POWs believed they could construct and then launch a model aeroplane from the castle roof using an ingenious pulley lift-off system and the weight of a metal bathtub. The castle was 200 feet above the top of the nearest houses and if they got 7th aerodynamic design right, and the glider had sufficient lift, the aircraft would carry two men to the other side of the River Mulde below.

The officers taking part in the project had already built a false wall to hide the secret gap in the attic and begun the construction of the glider from bed boards and any other wood they could source. Since the Germans were accustomed to looking down for tunnels, not up for secret workshops, the officers felt quite safe from detection. Nevertheless, they placed many lookouts and created an electric alarm system to warn the secret glider builders of approaching guards.

Ever since Purdy had been exposed as a spy, members of the escape committee had become nervous about what the traitor had learned about the glider project. In those few days when Purdy had been allowed to roam free among the POWs, no one could be sure he hadn’t been told or discovered for himself the secret glider plan.

It is difficult to believe that Richard Howe had not discussed the disposal of Purdy with his commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel William ‘Willie’ Tod. The Colditz senior British officer, who had taken charge of the POWs on November 18 1943, had supported Howe in all his escape plans. Recently Howe had detected a hard-hearted indifference from Tod which he had put down to the news two months earlier that Tod’s only son had died from wounds suffered in action.

Perhaps Tod now contrasted his own dead son’s bravery against Purdy’s treachery.

Richard Howe, Rupert Barry, Gris Davies-Scourfield, Michael Sinclair, Tony Rolt, even their commanding officer, Willie Tod, all had reasons to want Purdy dead.

But for Captain Julius Green the stakes were higher still. He was a Jew who for four years had been pretending to the Nazis he was Scottish Presbyterian.25 Green, an army dentist, had thrown away his identity tags upon capture but the Nazis were on to him and he had only recently survived a medical examination of his genitalia. During his conversations with Purdy, the Colditz dentist appeared to have made a dangerous misjudgement, confiding in Purdy that he was a Jew. Should Purdy choose to talk, the Germans would immediately see through Green’s Presbyterian pretence. More importantly, Green was at the heart of an even deeper MI9 plot with connections to double agents operating with seeming impunity at the very heart of the Nazi establishment in wartime Berlin. His sources had already warned him that Walter Purdy was a Nazi spy and a traitor.

But were any of these British officers prepared to play the part of executioner? Who was willing to place a noose around the traitor’s neck and kick the stool away?

As they gathered in the attic room at the top of the castle, Howe repeated his request: ‘I need two volunteers.’

Gris Davies-Scourfield, the only Colditz prisoner who spoke about these events after the war, recalled: ‘There were no offers. Dick [Howe] pressed us, and we suggested that perhaps he should be the hangman. “No,” he said; he was too well known to the Germans – they would suspect him immediately.’

Howe continued to scour the faces, searching for an expression of interest, but none was forthcoming.

‘It turned into a very British situation,’ said Davies-Scourfield, ‘because nobody was prepared to kill in cold blood one of our compatriots, no matter what he had done. On reflection, I think we were entirely wrong and should have gone on to do it because he [Purdy] undoubtedly went on to do more harm. We had failed in our duties.’26





Chapter 1

Fascist Sailor

Oswald Mosley stood at the back of the packed civic hall in Olympia, west London, contemptuously surveying the audience. The lights in the hall dimmed and the band struck up a slow German march.1 Then the arc lamps swung round from the front of the stage, illuminating an aisle lined by men dressed in black uniforms. Thirty-five minutes after he was scheduled to speak, the leader of the Oswald Mosley British Union of Fascists, flanked by supporters waving black and gold Union Jack flags, marched towards the podium. It was 1934, and the 10,000 assembled Londoners could barely contain themselves. ‘This shall be the epic generation which scales again the heights of time and history to see once more the immortal lights,’ declaimed Mosley, ‘the lights of sacrifice and high endeavour summoning through ordeal the soul of humanity to the sublime and the eternal. The alternatives of our age are heroism or oblivion. There are no lesser paths in the history of great nations. Can we, therefore, doubt which path to choose?’

Mosley stood back, his left hand resting on his waist and his right raised in an open fascist salute.

Then all hell broke loose. Communists who had infiltrated the hall started shouting abuse at Mosley. The intruders were ruthlessly hunted down by packs of patrolling Blackshirts who silenced them with punches and kicks before ejecting them from the building. Amid the brawling chaos, women and children began screaming, triggering a stampede for the exits. One of the protesters had managed to climb up to the hall roof’s rafters so he could hurl more insults at Mosley. Out of reach of the Blackshirt thugs, he suddenly lost his balance and fell 150 feet to the floor. The strutting Mosley pretended not to notice the commotion and took two steps back from the stage, one finger stroking his Errol Flynn moustache. Once order had been restored, the Blackshirts led a cry of ‘We want Mosley.’

Among those caught up in the excitement cheering on their fascist leader was the son of a London docklands worker. Walter Purdy was one of hundreds of young, working-class men who had rallied to the fascist cause on the evening of 7 June 1934. Mosley had promised them a start in life among a male fraternity led by a charismatic politician who valued them, rather than condemned them, for their youth.

For the first time in his life, the young, restless East Ender felt at home.

Roy Walter Purdy was born on 16 May 1918 in Barking. His father Edward was a ‘hammerman’, a blacksmith, employed by the Port of London Authority.2

Walter was a late arrival to the Purdy household, the last of 11 children of Edward and Alice Purdy, although four of the Purdy children died before they were two years old.

When Walter arrived on the scene, his eldest sibling Rose was 22 years old and his youngest, Millicent, was ten. His elder brother was already working as an apprentice car mechanic. The Purdys may have been cash-strapped but Alice Purdy doted on her youngest child and spoiled him rotten.

Walter did well at Barking Abbey School and left just before his 16th birthday with a smattering of exam passes.3 But his qualifications didn’t alter the fact he was entering the workplace when Britain was in the grip of a recession, where unemployment had reached three million, up to 70 per cent of the workforce in some parts of the country.

The 1930s saw the dawning of a new European political movement which blended policies of the far right with those of the far left. It was called fascism and gave rise to populist parties of National Socialism led by Italy’s Benito Mussolini and Germany’s Adolf Hitler. Britain’s fascists gathered around the divisive figure of Oswald Mosley, a distant relation of the Royal Family who had been a senior member of both the Conservative Party and the Labour Party.

In 1932 he founded the British Union of Fascists (BUF). Mosley’s new party’s jingoist blend of anti-communism and patriotism, bolstered by support from the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror, helped swell its membership to over 50,000. Far-right politicians like Mosley exploited the economic situation by promising jobs and prosperity in return for radical, nationalist policies.

Purdy left school full of teenage angst. He was out of work and felt worthless in his own community. So when his father told him that the Jews seemed to be the only people doing well out of the recession, Walter believed him. Mosley made regular visits to the East End to make speeches and stir up trouble. Purdy had listened to him and liked what the fascist leader had to say. He also got a kick out of the inevitable punch-ups with the communists who followed the fascists wherever they went. When Purdy asked to join the new party he was immediately signed up to the Ilford branch,4 provocatively located at the heart of one of the country’s largest Jewish communities.

It was here that the impressionable Purdy became entranced by another of the movement’s charismatic speakers: William Joyce.

Joyce had a different kind of menace from Mosley. His most distinguishing feature was a permanent scar running from his right earlobe to the corner of his mouth, which he claimed was the result of being knifed in the face by a member of a Jewish mob who attacked him during a Conservative Party meeting in 1924. In fact his assailant was an anti-fascist communist gentile who had slashed him with a razor because he didn’t like what he had to say. Joyce was born in New York and brought up in Galway, Ireland, where his father’s family had strong unionist roots. During the Irish War of Independence, Joyce was recruited by British Army intelligence to spy on the restive Catholic community. After Home Rule in 1921 he left Ireland and travelled to Britain to enlist as a soldier in the British Army, only to be discharged when it was discovered he had lied about his age. So Joyce channelled his energies into academia, studying English at Birkbeck College in London and graduating with a first-class degree and plenty of experience in the university’s Officer Training Corps.

Twelve years later, Joyce joined the British Union of Fascists where he perfected his powerful oratory and rabid anti-Semitism, which won him a loyal following among the Blackshirts. Purdy was just one of the scores of young men who had fallen under his spell.

When Joyce spoke about a new youth who could make Britain great again, Purdy believed he was talking directly to him. The young Blackshirt sought out Joyce wherever he was speaking, and eventually he met Joyce at an East End rally. According to MI5 files5 the men became acquaintances, although it is not clear how close they were. It is unlikely that Joyce, the rising star among the BUF, would have had much time for the callow young man from the docklands. But in Purdy’s short life, even this fleeting relationship made for one of his proudest moments.

By 1936, two years after the rally in Olympia, support for the BUF started to ebb away. The turning point had been the Battle of Cable Street, in which hundreds of people were injured when they turned out to block a Blackshirt march through the East End. There were also tensions within the BUF between Joyce and Mosley who battled over the political direction of the movement.

Then, in 1937, Mosley sacked Joyce as director of propaganda, ostensibly as part of a political restructuring, cutting his firebrand orator adrift to form his own party.

At the same time, Walter Purdy’s employment fortunes had changed for the better and he found work as an apprentice engineer with the Concrete Piling Company at 10 Westminster Palace Gardens,6 southwest London. This was a steady job which put money in his pocket, and the young Purdy was soon drawn to the bright lights of the West End – and its sleazy Soho underbelly. Here he mixed with the conmen, pimps, society gentlemen, louche-living rich and ordinary good-time punters. Purdy’s handsome looks and unsophisticated arrogance made him attractive to women. Nevertheless, Purdy found he preferred paying for female company.

A Metropolitan Police report says he was ‘fond of drinking and by his own admission… frequently in the company of prostitutes.’ It appears that his bingeing made him ‘offensive and quarrelsome’,7 especially with the local madams and the pimps who ran the brothels. When they kicked him out of their premises, he found trouble on the streets.

By the spring of 1939 Walter Purdy had grown tired of his carousing, desultory life and went in search of more expansive adventures. Just after his 21st birthday he used his engineer training to apply for a post as a junior mechanic with the Blue Star Line,8 which ran luxury cruise liners sailing between Britain and America. These were the routes that promised excitement and adventure on the ocean-going voyages of a lifetime.

When war was declared in September 1939, Purdy was transferred to a bigger steamer of the Blue Star Line fleet.9

The Vandyck, a former ocean-going passenger liner, was fitted out with a solitary WWI gun and two Lewis machine guns, designated an armed merchantman and all the crew issued with naval uniforms. Purdy was suddenly a sub-lieutenant in the Royal Navy and about to go into battle against the German fleet. But he hadn’t asked to join the Royal Navy and he certainly hadn’t expected to find himself so quickly bearing arms against the German fascists.





Chapter 2

Busty Brown

John Owen Henry Brown had already read the runes – the rise of Hitler and the inevitable conflict between Britain and Germany – and at the beginning of 1939 he enlisted in the Territorial Army.1 If Britain was going to have a fight, John Brown reckoned a little military training would come in handy.

His six-foot, two inches physique made him a perfect fit for the Royal Artillery, which prided itself on recruiting big, tough men who were capable of putting a shoulder to the wheel of a gun carriage.

But there was much more to John Brown than brawn and patriotism.

The youngest of four siblings, Brown was born into a working family in Tooting, south London. James and Priscilla Brown had carefully planned for three children, three years apart. But in the spring of 1908 Priscilla, now 36, told her husband – six years after she gave birth to their last child – that there was going to be an unexpected addition to the family. James Brown, 40, a printer whose own family was from the Woolwich docks, took the news in stride. He had pulled himself out of poverty working his way up from general dogsbody in a London printers to compositor and now a proofreader2 with responsibility for checking and correcting the typeset. For an uneducated man this was a considerable achievement – and the job title came with a small raise in his salary which allowed him to move his family out of the East End slums to the new homes being built further west down the river.

But with an unexpected fourth child to clothe and feed, money was going to be tight again.

By the time little John was two years old, his brother Henry, 14, had been sent out to work as a motor mechanic.3 James Brown doted on his youngest son for whom he had high hopes. All those years working at the printers had taught him how important a good education was to a child’s start in life and he was determined John would win a place at the local grammar school. His youngest son rose to the challenge, fortunate to benefit from new laws granting poor children greater access to education, and more directly to the expansion of Small Wood Road School, a primary school built at the end of the street where the Browns lived in their two-up, two-down newly built terraced home. The school’s Edwardian spires still dominate the area today. Spurred on by his father’s ambition, John won a place at Battersea Grammar School where he excelled and later took the Cambridge University entrance exams. The sense of pride in the Brown household when the postman delivered the letter telling Mr and Mrs Brown that their son had won a scholarship to Cambridge was joyously shared with the rest of the street.

At Cambridge, the gulf between John Brown’s working-class background and the privileged lives led by the other scholars was all too obvious, although that wasn’t going to hold him back. James Brown had impressed upon his son that a place at Cambridge was a golden ticket to the rest of his life, and he must make the most of the wealthy and well-connected families with whom he was now mixing.

So he set about ingratiating himself with the British aristocracy. Brown, a rare representative of the genuine working classes at Cambridge, was something of a curiosity and attracted much interest from his fellow, better-off undergraduates. Very soon the very ordinary John Brown was keeping company with an illustrious array of champagne socialists of the day, among whose number included Maclean, Burgess, Philby and Blunt, who would later become known as the Cambridge spy ring. Brown was determined to turn all these contacts to his advantage.

The Great Depression, largely caused by the Wall Street Crash of 1929, meant paying jobs, never mind glittering careers, were hard to come by, even for a Cambridge graduate.

But Brown, 22, managed to secure a position as a junior clerk at the Truman Brewery4 in Brick Lane, east London, where he met another young office worker, Dorothy Oakley, 21, an orphan who had been brought up by a factory chargehand and his family. The two became close and on 24 October 19315 they married at St Bartholomew’s Church in Battersea with both families in attendance. Using their joint incomes, John and Dorothy were able to move into a house in nearby 106 Wycliffe Road. John settled down and appeared to have the rest of his life mapped out in front of him, but he was ambitious and wanted more than the humdrum domesticity of south London.

After leaving Cambridge he had made great efforts to stay in touch with his rich socialist friends, and in the months after his marriage he became drawn into the political movements they were championing.

Some of John Brown’s old university friends were among Oswald Mosley’s new converts and it wasn’t long before Brown had been invited along to the ‘Black House’ in Chelsea, the former teacher training college which was now the BUF headquarters. Brown wasn’t sure what to make of Mosley and his thuggish Blackshirts.6 He only made the occasional visit and by 1938 Brown had cut any ties he had had with Mosley, Joyce and the BUF.

The married Brown, now approaching his thirties, had fallen in love.

The woman in question was Nancy Mason, the daughter of a well-known wallpaper designer. Nancy’s middle-class background had turned Brown’s head and he was besotted with a woman who promised to lift him into south London’s middle classes. The couple began an affair and in the summer of 1938 Nancy became pregnant. Brown agreed to leave Dorothy and move in with the more upwardly mobile Nancy. The following year she gave birth to a daughter whom they named Marion, and John divorced Dorothy to marry Nancy.7

Life was good for John Brown and he was doing well in the brewery accounts department, partly thanks to his newly acquired membership with the Freemasons.8 Brown relished the secret lodge meetings, the dressing-up rituals and the invaluable business contacts. Soon the Browns were able to afford a small house in the leafy suburbs of Sunbury-on-Thames, just across the road from Kempton racecourse. They named their new home ‘The Wee Hoose’ and prepared to settle down to family life.

John spent the weekends on manoeuvres with the Territorial Army, the 57th (East Surrey) Anti-Tank Regiment (226th Battery), which had been hastily formed in 1938 from men who lived in Surrey and southwest London.

His fellow gunners nicknamed him ‘Busty’ because of his size and likeness to the well-built American musician ‘Busty Brown’.

On 3 September 1939 the Browns’s hopes of domestic peace were shattered when Hitler invaded Poland, and Britain and France declared war on Germany. The government ordered a general mobilisation and the 57th was told to report to regimental headquarters in Wimbledon and then muster at Epsom racecourse.

Brown took to army life like a duck to water. A few months in, his natural leadership qualities were recognised by battalion command who promoted him from Gunner to Battery Quartermaster Sergeant (BQMS),9 responsible for all supplies and equipment to his unit. His Cambridge background meant he was potential officer material, but Brown had mixed with enough British toffs to realise he was more at home in the barrack room where ‘Busty’ won the loyalty of the men in his battery by smuggling into camp little luxuries he had acquired trading army supplies
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