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1

A burnt child dreads the fire.

Proverb.

So much happened in the two years that I spent at the Admiralty, I had a finger in so many pies, that I have found it difficult to say exactly when it was that this thing began. From my engagement diary it seems to have been about the middle of July in 1941, and I should say that it began with a telephone call from McNeil.

I reached out for the receiver. I remember that it was a very hot day and I was flooded out with work. There was dust all over my desk because I had the window open, and outside the bricklayers were repairing what the Luftwaffe had done to us. I said irritably: ‘Six nine two.’

‘Is that Commander Martin?’

‘Speaking,’ I said shortly.

‘This is Brigadier McNeil. I am speaking from one hundred and sixty-four Pall Mall.’

‘Oh yes, sir?’ I replied. The address meant nothing to me, and I wondered sourly why the Army could not say in short time who they were and what they wanted.

‘Captain Oliver gave me your name. We’ve been talking about an operation this morning. I think perhaps I’d better come along and see you.’

‘Very good, sir. When would you like to come?’

‘About three o’clock this afternoon? Is that convenient to you?’

‘That’s quite all right for me. I’ll expect you then.’

He came to me in the afternoon. He was a man of forty-five or fifty, a typical soldier, very smartly dressed. His belt, his buttons, and the stars and crowns upon his shoulders were beautifully polished; his uniform sat on him without a crease, and the red staff tabs blazed out immaculate from the lapels of his tunic. He had short, greyish hair and china-blue eyes. He looked pleasant enough, determined, absolutely straight, and—I thought at first—rather stupid. You felt to look at him that he would be wonderful upon a horse.

I got up as the messenger showed him in. ‘Good afternoon,’ I said. ‘Will you sit down?’

He laid his hat and gloves upon the corner of my desk, and dropped his gas-mask on a chair. He said: ‘I understand that Admiral Thomson is away?’

‘He’s away a good deal, sir,’ I replied. ‘We deal with routine matters from this office in his absence. Anything that’s beyond us goes down to V.A.C.O. by the courier.’

He sat down on the chair before my desk, and I went back to mine. ‘V.A.C.O.?’ he said.

‘Vice-Admiral for Channel Operations. Admiral Thomson.’

‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘That’s his proper title, is it? Just wait a minute, and I’ll write that down.’ He slipped a pencil and a notebook from his pocket; I watched him as he wrote, slightly amused.

He put them away again, and turned to me. ‘Well now,’ he said. ‘Let’s start at the beginning. You know the office that I come from?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m afraid I don’t, sir. One hundred and sixty-four Pall Mall, did you say?’

‘That’s right. Well …’ He paused for a moment, considering his words. ‘We do various things from that office,’ he said at last. ‘We come directly under the War Cabinet.’ He hesitated again. ‘One of our jobs is to do what we can to keep up the morale of the French.’

I nodded, and waited for him to go on.

‘That’s Cabinet policy, of course,’ he said. ‘We mustn’t let them lose faith in a British victory. They never have lost faith, taking it by and large. Even in the worst days they believed that we would win. It’s our job to keep their faith in us alive.’

I passed him a cigarette. ‘I suppose our wireless broadcasts help in that,’ I said. ‘Do they—the average Frenchman—does he listen to them much?’

‘Oh, everybody listens,’ he said. ‘The B.B.C. is doing a good job, for all that you read in the newspapers. But that’s not my concern. You’d never keep their heart up upon broadcast talks and news alone. But something concrete, any little bit of activity or sabotage that can be contrived—that puts new life in them. Just any little thing to show them that the Germans aren’t having things all their own way. These daylight sweeps that the R.A.F. are doing over France help us enormously.’

I knew now what was coming, more or less. ‘This activity and sabotage,’ I said quietly. ‘You mean, you send people over to the other side?’

‘Sometimes,’ he said shortly.

He blew a long cloud of smoke, and seemed to consider for a minute. ‘What I came over to see you people about was this,’ he said. ‘One of our young men produced a scheme the other day—a proposal that we thought rather well of. But what he proposed was so much a naval operation that I put it up to Captain Oliver. He sent me over here to see your admiral.’

I took a cigarette myself from the packet on my desk and lit it. ‘This is all a bit outside my line,’ I said. ‘Anything like this would have to go to V.A.C.O.’

‘Yes, I expected that.’

I was curious, of course; anybody would have been. I said: ‘If you care to tell me about it I can probably tell you straight away if it conflicts with anything that we are doing. Or if you’d rather, sir, I’ll put in a call to Admiral Thomson right away and make an appointment for you to go down and see him.’

‘He won’t be in London very soon?’

‘Not before Thursday of next week,’ I said. ‘I could fix up for you to see him then.’

He shook his head. ‘I’d better not wait so long.’ He thought for a moment, and then said: ‘I think I’d better have your view on it. It has to do with the fishing fleet based on Douarnenez.’

I wrinkled my forehead; few naval officers know much about the coast of Brittany, for all that it is only just across the way. ‘Douarnenez?’ I said. ‘That’s the place just by the Saints, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘It’s on the west coast, twenty or thirty miles south of Brest. There’s a long bay running inland just north of the Ile de Sein, and Douarnenez lies at the head of that bay. It’s time we did something for Douarnenez. They’ve been having the hell of a time.’

‘Why is that?’

He knocked the ash off his cigarette. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘they’re a very independent sort of people round about these parts, and they don’t like the Germans. And they don’t like being conquered, either. You know, the Bretons never really think of themselves as French. They have their own language and their own customs, just like the Welsh in this country. There’s always been a Separatist movement among their intellectuals, never very serious—Brittany for the Bretons, and all that sort of thing. And now the Bretons don’t regard themselves as having been defeated. They say that the rest of France ratted on them, and let them down.’

‘About right, too,’ I said.

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, anyway, that’s the way they look at it. In Douarnenez they were pretty uppish with the Germans just at first, and there were a lot of executions.’

‘Uppish?’

‘Throwing excrement at German officers, and demonstrations of that sort. The Boche won’t stand for that; he shot thirty of them in one day, in public, up against the marketplace. That only made things worse, of course. I don’t know how many have been executed in all—possibly a hundred, maybe more. It’s difficult to get the figures. It’s not a very big place, about fifteen thousand inhabitants, I think. Now they’ve gone sullen and all bloody-minded, and the Gestapo are working on them.’

‘That doesn’t sound so good,’ I said.

‘It’s not. That’s why I want to do something for them. Put on a bit of a show.’

I glanced at the solid, well-dressed officer before me with a new respect. It was impossible not to like him, not to appreciate his manner. He was absolutely candid, absolutely direct. He sat there looking at me like a great St Bernard dog.

I asked: ‘What sort of show have you got in mind, sir?’

He said: ‘Well, there are several of the German Raumboote based upon the port. We want to do something against one of those.’

I thought for a minute very hard. ‘The Raumboot is rather like our own M.L., isn’t it? I’ve not had a great deal to do with them myself.’

‘Much the same sort of thing,’ he said. ‘They use them for the fishery patrol.’

‘And you want to do something against one of those?’ I reflected for a moment. ‘That’s because they are based upon the port, and because everybody knows about them?’

He nodded. ‘That’s exactly it.’

Instinctively I recoiled from the idea. ‘I see that you want to create a diversion, sir,’ I said slowly. ‘But tell me, why must it be a naval diversion? What I mean is this. Anything done upon the sea tends to develop into a big show, because you have to cover your stake. A ship—any sort of ship—takes a long time to make and costs a lot of money. You may plan to fight your Raumboote with one ship, but before long you’ll find it necessary to send other ships in support of your one ship. And before you know what’s happening your little show has turned into a considerable operation.’

I paused. ‘I don’t know much about these matters,’ I said diffidently. ‘But I should have thought a land diversion would have served as well. A bomb laid up against an oil-tank, for example. There you only risk one man and one bomb.’

‘It wouldn’t have the same effect,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, an oil-tank is very difficult. It has been done, but the chance of getting away without detection is very small. A bridge is easier, and high-tension cables are very simple, of course. You can hurt them quite a lot by blowing up the pylons, and they can’t put a guard on every pylon in the country. But none of those would influence Douarnenez very much.’

‘No?’

He shook his head. ‘Their minds are turned entirely to the sea. I thought the same as you at first, but you must understand the sort of town it is. The whole of the place is centred round the harbour and the fishing fleet. It’s just like Brixham must have been thirty years ago.’

I nodded without speaking.

‘It’s got the strongest fishing fleet in France,’ he said. ‘But I suppose you know all about that.’

‘I’m ashamed to say I don’t,’ I said. ‘I know it’s quite a big fleet. How many vessels sail out of Douarnenez?’

He pulled out his notebook again. ‘I can give you that.’ He fumbled for a little, and found the page. ‘On March 1st there were a hundred and forty-seven sardine-boats, Diesel-engined wooden vessels sixty to seventy feet long. There were thirty-six sailing tunnymen, ketch-rigged, about a hundred and ten feet long. And there were seven sailing crabbers, about a hundred and thirty feet. A hundred and ninety vessels all told, excluding small boats.’

‘That’s a very strong fleet,’ I said. ‘What do all those ships do now?’

‘They still go out fishing.’

‘Are those the fishing-boats that the destroyers see when they make their sweeps? Between Ushant and Belle Isle?’

He nodded. ‘Those are probably the ones they see. The tunnymen go down to the Bay of Biscay; the sardine-boats don’t usually go south of the Ile de Sein. It’s the sardine fleet that concerns us now.’

I stared at him. ‘Wait a minute,’ I said slowly. ‘I thought I knew something about this. Didn’t two or three of them come into Falmouth in June of last year? Loaded with refugees? Or am I thinking of some other boats?’

‘No, that’s right,’ he said. ‘There are several of them in Falmouth harbour now.’

‘Big, beamy boats, with a high sheer and one mast laid down in a tabernacle? Go everywhere with their engine?’

He nodded. ‘If you ever saw their nets you’d know them again. Very fine-mesh nets, dyed blue.’

The suggestion crystallised the image in my mind; blue gossamer nets hung up to the one mast and drying in the sunlight, very foreign-looking in Falmouth harbour. ‘Of course I know those boats,’ I said. ‘I saw them there this spring.’

I stubbed out the butt of my cigarette and glanced at him. ‘What is the exact proposal, sir?’

He fixed his candid, china-blue eyes on me. ‘My young men want to cut out one of the Raumboote and destroy it.’

‘I see,’ I said thoughtfully. We sat in silence for a minute. ‘How do they propose to do that?’

He said: ‘Let me give you the whole thing. I told you that there were a hundred and forty-seven sardine-boats sailing from Douarnenez. That’s quite true, but for one reason or another not more than about sixty are at sea on any one night. They go out after midday, according to the tide, and go to their grounds—thirty to sixty miles away perhaps, anywhere between Ushant and the Saints. That depends on where the fish are.’

He paused, and then went on: ‘There are five Raumboote based on Douarnenez at the moment. Two of those are always at sea with the sardine fleet—sometimes three. The fleet stays out all night and usually for a second night. Then that fleet comes back to harbour, and a fresh lot go out next day.’

I said: ‘What do the Raumboote do? What are they there for?’

‘To stop the Bretons making a run for England.’

‘I thought there was a German in each boat?’

He shook his head. ‘Not in every boat. There’s usually a German reservist petty officer, an old Bootsmannsmaat or someone of that sort, in every other boat or every third boat. But there aren’t enough of them to go round. The Germans depend a good deal on the fact that the wives and families of the crews are left on shore. If any boat is manned by Bretons without many home ties of that sort, then that boat gets one of the old German petty officers allotted to it.’

‘I see that,’ I said. ‘All the same, I should have thought it would have been a fairly simple matter for them to slip away by night.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s not quite so easy as it might appear. They have to have a working light for handling their nets. The boats with Germans in them have an orange shade over this light; that tells the Raumboote where the Germans are. The Raumboote cruise around on the sea side of the fleet all night, counting the lights all the time. If any boat tried to get away she’d be spotted by her light. If she put out her light, it’s probable that one of the Germans in the other boats would see, and light a flare to call the attention of the Raumboote.’

I lit another cigarette and sat for a moment, staring out of my window at the bricklayers working in the dusty, sundrenched court.

‘How is the Raumboot armed?’ I said at last.

He consulted his notebook again. ‘Let me get this right.’ He turned the pages. ‘One flak gun on the forecastle. Two machine-guns just aft of the bridge. One light flak—an Oerlikon or something of that sort—mounted right at the stern.’

‘And searchlights, of course?’

‘There are searchlights on each side, mounted on the wings of the bridge.’

I stared at him curiously. ‘Did all this information come to you from the other side?’

He said seriously: ‘Well, it doesn’t just come. We have to send over and get it.’

‘Quite so,’ I said.

There was a little pause.

‘You say that one of your young men brought forward this proposal,’ I remarked. ‘That was for dealing with a Raumboot?’

‘That’s right,’ he said.

‘How does he intend to make the first contact with it? Would you require us to supply White Ensign ships to carry out the operation?’

He said: ‘Oh no. That wasn’t what we had in mind at all. What he proposes can be carried out with the resources that we have available. But as it is essentially a naval operation, we felt that you must know about it and pronounce upon it.’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘What is it that he wants to do?’

‘The Raumboote control their sardine-boats by coming up alongside and shouting at them through a megaphone,’ he said, ‘That’s how they manage them. So long as they stick to the fishing-grounds arranged beforehand the Raumboote just cruise round and leave the boats to themselves. But if one strays away, the Raumboote steam after it, and the officer in charge orders it back by shouting at it through a megaphone.’

‘They do that at night, too?’ I asked. ‘Guided by the light that the sardine-boat wears?’

‘That’s it,’ said the brigadier.

‘They come within thirty or forty yards?’ I was beginning to see the outline of his scheme.

‘Closer than that. Both vessels have their engines running. They have to come very close to make themselves understood.’

‘I see,’ I said thoughtfully. I glanced at him. ‘A very easy target.’

‘Yes, a very easy target,’ he repeated. ‘As you know, we’ve got several of these sardine-boats in this country. We want to send one over with a special crew and with a special armament and let it mix in with the fishing fleet during the hours of darkness. It should not be very difficult to draw the Raumboot alongside and deal with it.’

I smiled a little. ‘Who thought of that idea?’

‘The young man I was speaking of. Captain Simon.’

I said: ‘Is he one of the ones who go over to the other side?’

‘Yes. It was he who gave us most of this information.’

I paused for a moment, and fixed the name in my memory. ‘He’s an Army captain, I suppose?’

The brigadier hesitated. ‘Well, yes. We had to regularise his position. He holds the rank of Captain in the Royal Engineers, seconded for special duties, of course.’

I thought about that answer for a minute, then put it on one side and reverted to the operation. ‘It seems to me,’ I said thoughtfully, ‘that it’s going to be pretty difficult for your sardine Q-ship to get away. The noise of gunfire will attract the other Raumboote, and any other German ships that there may be about.’ I eyed him, and then said more positively: ‘I shouldn’t think your ship would have a chance of making her escape, even if she should sink her Raumboot. And quite frankly, sir, I’m not at all convinced that she would sink it. What armament would you propose to give her for the job?’

He said: ‘A flame-thrower—one of the big ones. A flamethrower and a few Tommy-guns.’

I was silent for a minute, re-arranging my ideas. When I had spoken I had been thinking of a conventional sea battle, an ill-considered venture, a desperate affair of young fools in a fishing-boat with little guns attempting to engage a powerful, well-armed motor vessel twice their size. I had been ready to veto anything so suicidal. But there was more behind this thing than that. There was some thought behind it—genius, perhaps.

I knew about these modern flame-throwers. I had been to a couple of Staff demonstrations, and had seen them belch out their disgusting fury in a violent, cherry-coloured spout enormous in diameter, ploughing and devastating the bare earth far, far from the gun. I had seen them smother and envelop a tank in a furnace. I had seen the sickening effect upon a dummy man.

I stared at him. ‘That’s not a bad idea,’ I said very quietly. ‘There might be something in that one.’

He smiled. ‘I must say, it attracted me,’ he said candidly. ‘It’s something different, you see. I think that they would get their Raumboot all right, and I don’t think that the other ships would interfere with them. You see, it’s something new.’

‘It would light up the whole sky,’ I said.

‘It would. But from a distance it might well look like a spontaneous explosion of the petrol-tanks. In any case, it would be … puzzling. And in the general confusion, I think our ship would get away.’

‘I think she might,’ I said. ‘It would certainly be devastating if it came as a complete surprise.’

‘Well, yes, I think it would. We’re really getting quite keen on it over in our office.’

I asked: ‘Have you worked out any tactical plan of how it would be used?’

He said: ‘We thought of mounting it amidships, with the fuel-tanks in the bottom of the boat. The flame gun would stick up above the bulwarks, camouflaged as a heap of nets.’ He paused. ‘In action, the first thing to do would be to get rid of the forward flak—open up first upon the forecastle of the Raumboot and burn up the gun crew. Then traverse aft and give the bridge a good dose to get rid of the officers, and then train aft to the machine-guns, and the flak crew at the stern. It ought not to be very difficult.’

‘It should not be,’ I said. ‘I imagine that you’d clear the decks all right. But you’d still have the crew within the hull to cater for, and the Raumboot would still be under way. What would you do next? Would you board?’

He said cheerfully: ‘Oh, I don’t think so. There’d be no need to run that risk, you see. You’d treat her like you treat a tank.’

I glanced at him in enquiry.

‘Give her a good hosing with the oil unlit. Get it well down into the cowls and ventilators and hatches, and let it drip down well inside. Then give her a burst of flame, and light her up.’

All war is a grim business and we had had two years of it, but I shivered a little.

‘That ought to work all right,’ I said mechanically.

‘I think so, too,’ he said. ‘I can’t see any flaw in it. In fact, over at our place we think it’s worth a trial.’

There was a pause. I sat in silence for a little time, trying to think up some fresh argument against this thing. I did not want to stop it now, but I wanted to bring all the possible difficulties up for discussion before I put it to my chief.

He said: ‘You see, it’s something new. That is of value in itself. And it’s something rather horrible to happen to the German crew, exactly what the French would wish to happen to them.’ He leaned towards me. ‘That’s what concerns us most, of course. A thing like that will have a wonderful effect in Douarnenez as soon as it becomes known.’

I said: ‘If it’s successful, if you destroy your Raumboot without survivors, it may never become known.’

‘Oh yes, it will,’ he said, and smiled a little. ‘We’ll see they get to know about it on the other side.’

That was his business and not mine, and my mind swung to another aspect of the matter, one which was really more my concern. ‘This sardine-boat that you want to use as a decoy,’ I said. ‘You’re thinking of using one of the ones at Falmouth, I suppose.’

He shook his head. ‘Not one of those. There’s another one at Dartmouth.’ He paused, and then he said a little diffidently: ‘As a matter of fact, we’ve already requisitioned her.’

I thought to myself: ‘Oh, you have, have you?’ It was not the first time that the Army had displayed an inclination to set up a private Navy, and I knew that my admiral held strong views upon that subject. But I kept my own counsel, and all I said was:

‘What’s her name?’

‘Geneviève,’ he said. ‘She was a Camaret boat really, but they’re all very similar.’

‘What about manning her?’ I asked. ‘Have you thought about that?’

He said: ‘That’s one of the things I wanted to talk over with you. Simon himself has a fair knowledge of the sea—yachting, you know. I suppose that’s what turned his mind to an adventure of this sort. It was he who discovered this boat at Dartmouth, the Geneviève. And as a matter of fact, he’s been in touch with two of your young officers down there. He wants to work them in.’

I said aloud this time: ‘Oh, he has, has he?’

The brigadier said: ‘I really felt, when I heard that, that it was time I came to see you people.’ He smiled charmingly. ‘I didn’t want you to feel that we’d been trespassing outside our territory.’

I smiled back with equal charm. ‘Oh, not a bit,’ I said. ‘Who are these naval officers?’

‘They’re both of them lieutenants in the R.N.V.R.,’ he said. ‘One of them, Boden, is in a trawler that goes mine-sweeping from Dartmouth. The other one is in some technical shore job down there—Boom defence, or something of the sort. His name is Rhodes. He’s in the Special Branch, I think. He has a green stripe between the wavy rings.’

‘That’s Special Branch,’ I said. ‘He’s probably some kind of a technician.’

The brigadier said: ‘He’s the one who knows about the flame-thrower.’

I made a note of the names on my pad. ‘If this thing should go forward,’ I said carefully, ‘I see no reason why we shouldn’t loan those officers to you, if you really want them. Was it your idea that Captain Simon should go in command?’

‘That is what we should like,’ he said. ‘The proposal came from Simon, he’s the man who knows the local conditions over on the other side, and we have confidence in him. But since this has to be, in its small way, a combined operation, we should want to agree the commander with you people.’

I nodded. ‘Who’s going to do the navigating?’

‘Couldn’t Boden look after that part of it?’ he asked. ‘He’s in a trawler now.’

I made a slight grimace. ‘It’s better to be safe than sorry. Getting to the right place at the right time on a strange coast in the middle of the night takes a bit of doing. Especially with the tides that run round there.’

He said: ‘We should want help from you upon a point like that. But Simon wants to work in those two if he can. He says they’ve got the right idea about fighting with fire.’

I stared out of the window at the bricklayers for a moment. I did not notice them much; my mind was on V.A.C.O., Admiral Thomson. This thing did not conflict with anything that we had going on. It was obviously in tune with Cabinet policy. There was no reason why the old man should obstruct it. It seemed to me that my job, pending the decision of V.A.C.O., must be to try and help the thing along.

‘I think you want a Sailing Master,’ I said slowly. ‘A really good professional navigator.’

I picked up the telephone and asked for the Second Sea Lord’s office. ‘Lovell,’ I said. ‘This is Martin here, speaking from V.A.C.O.’s office. Tell me, do any of your temporary officers want to use fire against the Germans? Do you get anyone like that? Or wouldn’t you know?’

He said: ‘Oh yes, we get one or two of those. It’s cropped up a good bit in the last few months—five or six times, perhaps. They usually put it in the column for “Preferred Employment” when they join.’

‘Do you think you could find a really good navigator who wants to do that?’ I asked. ‘Somebody we could depend upon. First or second officer from a merchant ship, or someone of that sort?’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said. ‘Those chaps are pretty busy in these times. I’ll get my girl to have a look through the card index, and give you a ring back if you like?’

‘I wish you would,’ I said.

I put back the receiver and turned again to the brigadier. ‘What about ratings, sir?’ I asked. ‘Would you want us to provide those too?’

He shook his head. ‘From every point of view, we should prefer to use Free French. I’ve been in touch with the de Gaulle headquarters. I think we could pick out half a dozen Breton lads of the right type, and lads who are accustomed to that sort of boat.’

‘I see.’

He glanced at me across the table. ‘How do you think your admiral will take it?’ he enquired. ‘You know most of it now.’

I paused before replying, wondering how to put it when I saw him. I had to tell my admiral that the Army had proposed a naval expedition, to be commanded by a pseudo-Army officer of curious past history, sailing in a fishing-boat manned principally by foreigners, armed with an unconventional and utterly disgusting weapon, with the object of stiffening morale over on the other side. It was certainly an unusual proposal.

I said slowly: ‘I’ve really got no idea how he will take it. It may be that he will like it and let it go forward.’ Privately I was pretty certain that he would.

The brigadier leaned forward and tapped the table. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘We may be starting something bigger than we think. There are queer streaks in the German character, and one of the things that they can’t stand is fire. That’s why they were the first to think of Flammenwerfers.’

‘That’s fairly common knowledge,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘The Germans don’t like fire.’ I smiled a little. ‘Nor do I.’

I glanced across the table at him. ‘There’s just one matter that we haven’t touched upon,’ I said. ‘Are you in a hurry, sir? Or may I ask a few more questions?’

‘By all means,’ he replied.

I said: ‘What sort of people are the men who want to do this thing?’


2

Charles Simon was almost exactly half French and half English. He spoke both languages perfectly, and he spoke both with that faint trace of a foreign accent which betrayed him as a foreigner in either country to the discerning.

His father had been a British wine merchant who did a good deal of travelling in France, and liked the country. His mother was a girl from Lyons. Though technically English by her marriage she was never anything but French in fact. They called their son Charles because that could be pronounced in either language, making it easy for the relatives upon both sides.

They lived in Surbiton from 1904 to 1911, not very happy years for the girl from Lyons. Simon then died, and within a fortnight she was back in her home town, taking the boy with her. She had not been happy in the strange land across the Channel to the north, but she had loved her husband and respected him. Within a few years she had shaken off her British nationality and had become French again in law, but it had been his wish that the boy Charles should be brought up as an Englishman. In spite of the protests of her parents, she sent him to a preparatory boarding school near Oxford, and later on to Shrewsbury, his father’s school. She knew that the English valued this peculiar form of education.

Simon grew up an odd mixture. He spent all his holidays with his mother and his relations in Lyons, but made few friends there of his own age. The French boys and girls he came in contact with regarded him as a foreigner, and a queer fish. His time in England was spent in the monastic society of a British public school; he made a few close and enduring friendships with English boys, but he never met an English girl at all, nor spent more than a single night at a time with any English family.

He left school at eighteen. He had shown some aptitude for drawing and for architecture, and with the help of his mother’s family he became apprenticed as a draughtsman to an architect in Lyons. For some years he worked hard, and liked his work.

Those were the years from 1923 to 1930, when France was leading the world in the technique of ferro-concrete bridge construction. Charles Simon mastered this technique, and having an eye for line became something of a bridge designer. He changed his firm two or three times, each time with a rise in salary; before long he was sent on his first business trip to England.

He was passionately fond of England. He knew little of the country beyond the unreal idealism of his public school, so that for him everything English was rose-coloured. He was English by nationality and to that he clung; his work was in France, but he thought of himself as a foreigner working in a foreign land. Whenever he got a holiday he went to England, and in 1930, when he joined the Société Anonyme des Fabricants de Ciment, the great organisation at Corbeil, he began travelling to England as a technical representative.

He married soon after that, in 1931, when he was twenty-six years old, an English girl from Tunbridge Wells. Within a year she left him.

I don’t know why that happened. It was ten years before the time of which I am writing, and it had no bearing on his war-time occupations, so there was no reason why any of us should know much about it. But thinking back, one can string together a few contributory facts which throw a little light on it, perhaps.

As I have said, he was a queer fish. His only real interest outside his work in ferro-concrete was his enthusiasm for England and for all things English, but his knowledge of England was confined to his own public school. It was a queer, limited, ignorant enthusiasm. He made occasional short business trips to England, but his work lay in Corbeil. Corbeil is a small manufacturing town rather to the south of Paris, a desperately dull little place unless you happen to be deeply interested in ferro-concrete.

She must have found it hard to bear, that girl from Tunbridge Wells. It may have been the ferro-concrete that got her to the stage of breaking up their marriage, or it may have been the endless, uniformed prattle of England, or it may have simply been Corbeil. But whether it was one of those, or some quite different trouble, she left him and went back to Tunbridge Wells. He never lived with her again.

He gave up his business trips to England after that. It may have been from choice, but by that time the work was falling off. Britain and America knew quite as much as France about concrete bridges. Moreover, fortification work was growing and absorbing the attention of French concrete firms, and there was less need for them to seek for foreign contracts. Simon from that time on spent much of his time in fortification work upon the Maginot Line.

What was he like? He was a lean man, fairly tall, with dark hair that hung over his forehead. He was quite a merry chap who liked to grease his work with a salacious joke. People liked working for him; he never had any trouble with his staff. In peace-time that was all that one could say about him; it never became apparent till the war was two years old that he was a natural leader of men.

He did not change his way of life much after his marriage had collapsed. He went on living in Corbeil, went on with his work. His trips to England ceased and he became more French to all appearances; he wore French clothes and stopped buying English newspapers and magazines. Gradually the people of Corbeil and of the factory forgot that Simon was in fact a British citizen; only the police knew that, and the director of the firm who dealt with military business.

And yet, there was one thing. Charles Simon—pronounce the name in French or English as you like—Charles Simon kept a boat. He kept a little four-ton cutter at St Malo, fitted with an auxiliary engine, and in the summer when he took his holiday he used to make timid adventures in this thing, to the Channel Islands or to Lesardrieux, picking his weather with the greatest care. I know a naval officer who met him once before the war in St Peter Port and spent the evening with him. This chap said that he was quite alone. The ship was reasonably clean, as well she might be, because Simon had been swinging at his anchor for ten days of summer weather waiting for the perfect day, the day of days when there would be a dead calm sea, a cloudless sky, a rising glass, and a very gentle breeze from the north to waft him safely back to St Malo.

Did he do that because he liked it, or because he felt that it was English to go yachting, or just for some hereditary urge towards the sea that had to be obeyed? I don’t know. I only know that it seemed to me when I heard about it to be a typically English way to take a holiday, rather uncomfortable and rather frightened.

He did not get his yachting holiday in the summer of 1939; the work upon the fortifications was too intense. The Société Anonyme F.C. de Corbeil was working night shift by that time, and all the staff were working twelve hours a day in a wishful endeavour to make ferro-concrete serve as substitute for an offensive strategy. They laboured through the winter and on into the spring of 1940; they went on working till the refugees were streaming through the town and the Germans were within thirty miles. Then they stopped, and Corbeil joined the throng of refugees.

Charles Simon stayed behind in the works, together with the managing director, M. Louis Duchene, and a foreman or two. Duchene stayed because he had built most of the factory, and because he could not visualise a life away from it for more than a short trip to Paris; his wife and family had left for Pau a week before. The foremen stayed because the factory was their livelihood, and because they shrewdly thought that whether France was ruled by Germans or by French, concrete would be needed and their jobs were safe unless they ran away from them. Charles Simon stayed because he felt himself to be an officer, and because he was ashamed to go while the old Duchene still sat on in his office.

He went up to the old man in his room. ‘It seems that the Germans will be here within an hour now,’ he said nonchalantly. ‘You will receive them, monsieur?’

‘But certainly,’ said monsieur le directeur. ‘Watch for the first officer to come in at the gate, and have him brought up here with courtesy. And, Simon, get out the general arrangement plan of the works, and bring it to me. No doubt the officers will wish to see it.’

It never crossed their minds that they should destroy any of the buildings or equipment to prevent them falling into German hands. Such a course had never even been suggested, and would have been ridiculed if it had been. One did not throw good money down the drain.

Simon hesitated. ‘I will bring the plan.’ He coughed. ‘May I raise a personal matter, monsieur?’

‘Assuredly.’ The old man looked at him with curiosity. ‘These are difficult times, Simon. You need not stay here if you wish to go.’

The designer said: ‘I would like to stay with you, monsieur. But you will remember that legally I am an Englishman, a foreigner. That may make difficulties for me with the Germans when they come.’

Duchene said: ‘I never think of you except as French.’

Simon said: ‘Most people think of me as French, but I am still a British citizen. Would it be possible for you to forget that I am not a Frenchman, Monsieur Duchene? If the Germans did not know, I could stay on working here. They will need all of us to run the factory.’

The old man stared at him. ‘Does anybody else know, who would betray you?’

‘I do not think so. It is many years now since I went to England.’

‘But your papers—your carte d’identité?’

Simon said: ‘At this moment, monsieur, that perhaps can be arranged.’

He left the office, and went out of the factory into the town. Corbeil was singularly empty. A car or two with dry, empty tanks were parked by the roadside, and a cart with a broken wheel stood abandoned in the main street, the mule still in the harness. The place was still, empty, and desolate that hot summer afternoon, as if it waited breathlessly for the coming of the Germans.

He went to the Mairie. The door stood open, all the office doors were open. Everyone had fled. He passed on to the Gendarmerie; one door was locked. He withdrew a few steps and ran at it and stamped it in. There was nobody about at all.

He had lived so long in France, had visited the Mairie so many times, that he knew just what he wanted. First he extracted his card from the little card index of foreigners, burnt it with a match, and scattered the ash outside the window. He found the blank identity cards. He found the register of births, and made a hurried parcel of four volumes; later in the afternoon he thrust these into the furnace of the steam plant at the factory. He made himself a new birth certificate. He was at the Mairie barely twenty minutes and he left it a French citizen, proof against any superficial investigation.

Later that afternoon the Germans came. There was no fighting near Corbeil. They rode in on their motor-cycles first, followed by armoured cars and a few tanks, and streams of motor-lorries full of infantry. They occupied the railway station and the Mairie and the waterworks and the powerhouse and the gasworks; in the late evening three officers and thirty soldiers drove in to the factory to find Duchene still waiting for them, gravely courteous, with Simon by his side.

In three days the factory was working, on a much reduced basis. A month later, fortified by fresh supplies of troubled and bewildered labour drafted by the Germans, it was in its stride again.

The Maginot contracts were a thing of the past now. The German Commission of Control dictated their activities; aerodrome runways, new strategic roadways to the Channel ports, and above all air-raid shelters formed the new work of the S.A.F.C. de Corbeil. Duchene and Simon worked like Trojans to satisfy their new masters, and for a time they were too busy in the work to appreciate the implications of the new regime.

It was only slowly that they came to realise their true position. At first everything seemed to go on normally; the German troops were civil and even ingratiating. There was plenty of money in the town, for the soldiers spent freely, and there was plenty of work. All the evidence of prosperity was there—for the first three months. If you did not think too hard about the position of France, or read too many newspapers, it was quite a good time. Duchene and Simon were too busy to do either.

The first real shock they had was when Paul Lecardeau was arrested, tried, taken to the barracks, and shot, all within an hour and a half.

Simon knew Paul quite well, and had often played a game of dominoes with him at the Café de l’Univers. Paul ran a fair-sized draper’s shop in the route d’Orléans, and he was a notable spitter. In the café he could hit a cuspidor at any range up to three metres with accuracy, and he was gifted with what seemed to be an inexhaustible supply of ammunition.

Paul discovered, when his shop was all but empty, that fresh goods were unobtainable. His business was mostly in household linen and women’s clothes. The German major who now sat in the Mairie brushed aside his plea for a permit to buy stock in Paris, but displayed a good deal of interest in Paul’s own capacity for work upon the roads. It was with difficulty that Paul evaded immediate conscription as a labourer.

With little left upon his shelves to sell, Paul took to sitting in the Café de l’Univers hour after hour, gloomily smoking and staring at the Germans as they passed upon the pavement. Presently he took to spitting when a German came into the café; it was an amusing game, because the big brass cuspidor rang like a gong to each impact. A German Feldwebel stalked up to him and warned him—once. Next day, the brassy note of the gong was the signal for his arrest. Ninety minutes later, Paul was dead.

Simon faced old Duchene across the table of the office which they now shared. ‘It is intolerable, that,’ he said uncertainly. ‘Paul was an honest man. He was jocrisse, that is all.’

Duchene stared at him in bewilderment. ‘But why did they do it? All Corbeil is co-operating with the new regime, as the Marshal has said. There is not a de Gaullist in the town. Why must the Germans do a thing like that?’

It was, of course, because they were Germans, but neither Simon nor Duchene had yet come to appreciate that point.

From then onwards things grew worse. The shortage of goods and even of foodstuffs became general, and the tempers of the people of Corbeil grew short in sympathy. They became critical of the Marshal’s new order; the old confusion, they said bitterly, was more tolerable. Before long young people of both sexes became hostile to the Germans. It was good fun, if you had no responsibilities, to creep out in the night and let down the tyres of their bicycles, or pour a little water in a petrol-tank and watch the car stall half-way down the road. Once or twice a German officer, infuriated, whipped out his automatic and took a shot at the dim figures giggling in the shadows. This was great fun and gave the young people a sense of importance. They began to talk about de Gaulle, and to dignify their little exploits with the name of sabotage.

Presently the Germans arrested M. Chavaigne, headmaster of the boys’ school, and tried him for complicity in these affairs. The evidence was inconclusive, so they sentenced him to ten years’ forced labour and sent him away to Germany to work it out. With the removal of that restraining influence the sabotage increased, and even adults began secretly to listen to the British radio and to talk about de Gaulle.

Soon after that the cross of Lorraine made its appearance daubed in paint or clay upon the walls of the factory. The German Commission of Control, visiting the works one day, demanded furiously that these signs be removed and Simon, with apologies, set labourers to work.

‘I am desolated that this should have happened,’ he told the Germans. ‘It is the boys who do it—the irresponsibles, who do not think. Boys are the devil.’

The Hauptmann Pionier in charge of the Commission stared at him arrogantly. ‘Boys do what their parents do. In Germany the boys work hard, and do not insult the Government. It is not so here. If I see this again, I will have this town of Corbeil taught a lesson.’

Simon said: ‘I will attend to the matter personally. This will not happen again.’

The German turned away, and they went on with the work.

Simon reported the matter to Duchene as soon as they were gone. ‘There will be trouble before long, monsieur,’ he said. ‘The people are becoming restless.’

The old man said: ‘I will not have trouble in these works. We do not mix with politics here, in the factory. See that the walls are cleaned each day, and the lavatories also. It is there that they write things.’

‘I will see to that, monsieur.’

‘Why must they do these things? It can only lead to trouble. What is the matter with the men?’ the old man asked.

Simon shrugged his shoulders. ‘It is the war,’ he said. He glanced over his shoulders at the closed door. ‘You listen to the English radio, perhaps, monsieur?’

The old man said: ‘I have no patience with the English since they ran away. As for the radio, it does not amuse me, and there is no news. Is it that that is the reason for the trouble?’

Simon said: ‘It is the stories of the German losses in the air that the men hear upon the radio that makes the trouble. That, and the speeches of that man de Gaulle.’ He bent to the directeur. ‘A hundred and eighteen German aeroplanes were shot down yesterday,’ he said in a low tone. ‘And seventy-one the day before.’ He paused. ‘That is the real trouble with the men.’

Duchene stared at him. ‘Somebody told me something about that, but I did not believe him. The figures are too big. It is an English lie.’

‘I do not think it is a lie, monsieur. When I was at Caen on Tuesday the foreman said that nearly a hundred aeroplanes took off on Sunday, but less than seventy came back. The officers there have become very surly, and they will not talk to me, or to any civilian. It is quite different from what it was a month ago.’

The old man said: ‘Sacred Mother of God! If the English can shoot down Germans in that way, why did they not do it when they were fighting with us? They are playing their own game. They have betrayed us.’

Simon shook his head. ‘I cannot understand the turn the war has taken,’ he said soberly. ‘If they betrayed us, we are now betraying them in turn. These runways we are doing for the aerodrome at Caen—they are to make it possible for Heinkels to take off with double bomb load, to drop on English towns. But we were allies, once.’

Duchene said: ‘It was they who began it …’ He turned back to his desk. ‘No more of politics—that is not our affair.’ He picked up a paper. ‘This invoice from Mensonnier—I will not pay for crates. Mensonnier knows that. See the accountant, and have that crossed off.’

It was not altogether easy for Duchene to free his mind from politics, in spite of his preoccupation with the factory. He had lived and worked in Corbeil for over forty years, since he had come into his father’s business as a lad. In that forty years, inevitably since he was the managing director of the largest business in the town, he had become associated with a variety of local charities and enterprises, most of which were now in difficulties and troubles. He cared little enough for most of them; in the changed times they must adjust themselves. He could not free his mind, however, from the affairs of the St Xavier Asile des Vieux at Château Lebrun.

Château Lebrun was a village about five miles from Corbeil, and Duchene was a trustee of the Asile des Vieux. The asylum was an organisation with a religious flavour, partly supported by a subsidy from the municipality of Corbeil, partly by local charity, and partly by small sums extracted from the relatives of the occupants. The Vieux were of both sexes and many of them were feeble-minded, all being sixty years old or more. It was a useful and on the whole a kindly institution, which collected destitute and unwanted aged people from a wide area of the country and saw them unhurried to the end.

About seventy of them were accommodated in wards in a big, rectangular stone building on the outskirts of the village. The land was flat about Château Lebrun, and suitable for a dispersal aerodrome: a fact that the Germans were quick to grasp. They took the building as a barrack for the air mechanics. The Maître d’Asile came early to the Mairie and to Duchene for help, and Duchene rang up the Commission of Control, only to get a short answer. The building was required for military purposes. The inmates would be moved by the German Field Ambulance Service; it was not permitted for civilians to accompany them. All asylums in the occupied zone were to be cleared, and the inmates would be accommodated in the Vichy area. Relatives would be told the new address in a few days.

So the old people were removed, feebly protesting, in a convoy of field ambulances. Thereafter nothing happened. Most of the relatives dismissed the matter from their minds; they had seldom been to see Grand’mère and had more important matters now to think about. A few became insistent and began to bother the Commission of Control with demands for the new address. One by one these received an intimation, with regrets, that the person in question had succumbed to the fatigue of the journey.

One by one they came to Duchene, at his house or in his office at the factory.

Worried, he went to the Commission and got a sharp rebuff. Such things were apt to happen, in their view. They could not tell him the location of the new asylum yet; in due course an information would come through. In the meantime, he would kindly not waste the time of German officers with trivialities, but attend to the manufacture of cement.

Anxious, and a little frightened, he began to make enquiries of his own. The manager of a large industry invariably has ways of getting information which are not available to ordinary men, and in the concrete business Duchene’s influence spread wide. Gradually, in bits and pieces, the truth came to him. The old people had got no further towards Vichy than the German hospital at Sézanne. There all had died by hypodermic as they lay strapped upon the stretchers in the cars, and had been thrust into a common grave with lime, on the same night.

Shamefaced, white, and shaken, the old man blurted it out to Simon in the office late one night. ‘One does not know how to behave now,’ he muttered. ‘One does not know how to address a German officer. It is the act of barbarians, that. Even the beasts, the animals, do not do things like that.’

Simon was silent.

Duchene’s voice rose a little. ‘But it was murder! Seventy-two people.’

Charles Simon said: ‘I know that, monsieur. They are murderers, every one of them, if it will serve their end. They did not want to feed these old ones, or to care for them. That is all.’

The old man said, distressed: ‘But that is not civilised. That is what savages would do, in the black jungle.’

Simon smiled sourly. ‘I think that we are now in the black jungle, in Corbeil. And only now have we begun to realise it.’

That was all that was said that night, and Duchene went back to his empty appartement in the town. He did not even go to bed that night. He sat primly in a gilded, plush-upholstered chair all night, his hands resting on the table, smoking cigarette after cigarette, staring unseeing at the ornate wall before him. At dawn he got up, pulled aside the black-out, and opened a window to let air into the stuffy, smoke-filled room. An hour later he went down to the works.

Simon came early to his room that day. ‘The Commission comes at eleven o’clock,’ he said. ‘Lunch as usual?’

M. le directeur drummed nervously upon the table. ‘I will not see them,’ he said irritably. ‘You must tell them I am ill.’

Simon looked at the old man for a moment, silent. Then he said quietly: ‘It is understandable, that. But they will know that you are here, monsieur, and that may make a difficulty. Perhaps you could go home till they have gone.’

Duchene raised weary eyes, clouded with doubts, to his designer. ‘I am going to close down the factory,’ he said, but there was irresolution in his voice. ‘I will not have my people working for those German swine.’

Simon said gently: ‘Leave it for today, monsieur. Let the car take you to your house when it goes in to fetch the Germans.’ They still had a tiny drain of petrol for the works car for station trips.

The old man flared out: ‘I will not work for them, myself, not after this. Not one more kilogramme of cement shall they have from me.’

Charles Simon dropped down on to the chair before the desk, and leaned towards the older man. ‘You are tired now,’ he said. ‘You do not look well at all. Did you sleep badly, monsieur?’

The old man said: ‘I did not go to bed. I was thinking of … all sorts of things.’

They had worked together for ten years, and Simon knew his chief very well. ‘Listen, monsieur,’ he said. ‘We cannot do that, now. It would not help at all for you to close the factory. It would be open within the hour with Germans in control, and all that would be gained would be one hour of our production lost to them. And you would be held in a concentration-camp. That would not benefit Corbeil, or France.’

Duchene passed a weary hand across his eyes.

‘One must go on working for the present,’ said the younger man.

M. le directeur said: ‘I have been thinking over what you said the other day, about the runways at the aerodrome at Caen. Each ton we send out is a blow at England, and although I do not like the English, at any rate they are still fighting in a way against these German swine. How do you feel about that, Simon?’

‘I do not like it, monsieur.’

‘I do not like it either. The English are still fighting in their way against these filthy murderers, and you and I are fighting in our way against the English. Does that make sense to you—you who are an Englishman yourself? Hey? Does that make sense?’

‘No, monsieur. It does not make sense. But there is nothing we can do about it.’

Duchene sat brooding for a time, in silence. ‘I would rather that the factory had been blown up and stood in ruins than that it should be used like this.’

‘That is what we should have done,’ said the designer. ‘It is too late now, but we should have blown it up ourselves, before the Germans came.’

The old man stared at him. ‘Who could have guessed these Germans were not people like ourselves?’

‘We were told often enough,’ said Simon grimly. ‘All the world told us that the Germans were a murderous and an uncivilised people, without decent codes of conduct. But when they conquered us, we thought they would be people like ourselves.’

There was a long silence. When Duchene spoke again his voice had lost all its vigour; he spoke as a very tired old man.

‘I do not know what happened to France,’ he said wearily. ‘I have been thinking and thinking, and I cannot understand. We knew that the Germans were like this in the old days—we knew it, and we fought them with the British as our allies, and we beat them down. And then we lost our faith….’

He stared at the designer with tired eyes. ‘It is as if all France had lain under a spell,’ he said slowly. ‘From that place at Berchtesgarten there has spread an influence, malign, like a miasma, that has sapped our will. So that we laid down our arms, and never fought at all, and so became mere tools for evil in the hands of evil men….’

He got up wearily from his chair, swaying a little as he stood. ‘One thing alone saved the English from our lot,’ he muttered, half to himself. ‘Running water—twenty miles of it, salt running water of the sea. That is why the English are still brave to fight, as we were once. No spell, no sucking weakening influence sent out by evil people can cross running water. When I lived in the country as a boy, everybody knew that much.’

Presently Simon got him downstairs to the car. He took him to the appartement and gave the old man over to his housekeeper, before he went on to the station in the car to meet the Germans coming down from Paris on the midday train.

At that time there was construction work of every description going on along the whole length of the Channel coastline of France. The little watering-place of Le Tréport, amongst others, was undergoing a radical reorganisation of its harbour under German supervision, with a view to making it more suitable for barge traffic. A fortnight later, Simon was summoned to a conference at Le Tréport, to deal with certain engineering problems at that port and at Saint-Valery-sur-Somme.

It was not the first time that the Germans had used him in this way; indeed, the vast extent of their conquests made it necessary for them to use technicians from the countries they had overrun. Simon went with mixed feelings. He disliked open work on military matters; it did not seem so bad when one was working in the office at Corbeil, when he could forget the use to which the product would be put. On the other hand, the trip to the sea coast was a change and something of a holiday; he could spin it out over three days.

He went on a Tuesday in late October, and spent the first afternoon walking round the watering-place and studying the little docks. Wednesday was spent with the Germans. They made a quick tour of the harbour in the morning, then settled to a conference on material supplies. They finished about four o’clock.

Gathering together his papers, the German chairman of the conference said to Simon: ‘You are going back tonight?’

The designer shrugged his shoulders. ‘I will go to the station and find out about the trains. I do not think I can get through to Corbeil tonight, and it is cheaper to stay here than in Paris. I shall only go tonight if I can get home.’

The German nodded. ‘As you like.’

Simon went back to his hotel, the one beside the station, and decided to stay the night. He had dined the previous evening in the hotel and had not cared for the dinner. That night he went out and found a café-restaurant upon the little front, and settled down to spend the evening there.

It was not very full. He sat for an hour over a Pernod reading his paper and listening to the wireless, and passing a word now and again with the man on the other side of the marble-topped table, an engineer from the power station. Then he dined, and sat for a long time with a cup of coffee, running over his notes of the day’s business, planning the work involved.

He was sitting so when the swing doors burst open with a crash. There was an instant’s stunned silence as the people at the tables turned to the interruption. Then, in a deafening clamour in the narrow room, the fire from a couple of Tommy-guns burst out. A group of four German non-commissioned officers seated together at a table rose half to their feet. One of them spun round and collapsed backwards with a crash. The others dropped where they sat. Their bodies shook and quivered with the impact of the bullets pumping into them.

An officer, an Oberleutnant, sitting with
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