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Preface

Briefly, during a dark moment in Europe’s conflicted history, an American game was employed to hide secrets. The game was Monopoly. The conflict was the Second World War. The use of this game in subterfuge and espionage proved so successful that knowledge of it was restricted for decades and revealed only sparingly.

Something stirs the heart when contemplating how an “innocent” means of home entertainment affected a global struggle, doubly so because the enemy never discovered the game’s role in their undoing.

The use of Monopoly in spycraft (cover names, secret codes, and passwords) is fascinating; its role in helping prisoners of war escape, profound. Two ultrasecret agencies ran the “escape” operations: Military Intelligence Section 9 in England (MI-9) and Military Intelligence Service–Department X (MIS-X) in the United States. Their aim was to smuggle into German prison camps (Stalags) the means for prisoners of war to escape. Every prisoner who “crossed the wire” and went on the run was referred to as an “escaper.” Those few who succeeded and made it home were referred to as “escapees.” The thousands of fleeing airmen shot down during missions over France and Germany and trying to evade capture were referred to as “evaders.” Escape lines determined to help the evaders and escapers get “home” sprang up in western Europe, and MI-9 and MIS-X provided vital aid to the brave men and (mainly young) women who manned these lines, placing their own lives in jeopardy.

This story is not fictional. The protagonists and antagonists you will meet lacked the benefit of hindsight, were pledged to maintain secrecy, and approached the war uncertain of its outcome.

The heroics and flaws of many dissimilar people were linked by Monopoly’s secrets. A few were well known, like air force general Carl Spaatz, spymaster Allen Dulles, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt confidant Harry Hopkins. Some were ordinary people caught up in extraordinary times, like businessman Norman Watson, whose firm secretly loaded escape aids into Monopoly boards; Hal Klem, a college student turned radioman turned escape coordinator; and Imre Pintér, a Hungarian teenager whose chemist father hid Jews and succored American spies in Budapest. Some are long lost to history, including Benoîte Jean, the beautiful Monopoly spy and escape-line helper, and British captain Thomas Carr, the escapee she rescued and fell in love with. There were also heroines like “Dédée” and Thérèse Bonney—and one devastatingly effective traitor, Harold Cole, known as “the Top Hat.” You’ll meet these and many others, their dialogue reconstructed from my interviews conducted over many years.

One man experienced Monopoly’s impact from start to finish: Airey Neave. His escape was the first aided by Monopoly, and his trajectory would cross the paths of all significant “players” save one. An Oxford graduate and soldier in the British Expeditionary Force, Neave was a POW “Bad Boy” in 1941. Our story unquestionably begins with him as our calendar turns back.




Chapter 1

[image: ]
Escape from Colditz

On this day in December 1941, snow fell steadily upon a team of prisoners loading packages onto a handcart at Leipziger Station. The eyes of armed guards followed their every movement until their squad leader ordered, “Gehen wir!” The guards quickly motioned with their rifles, eager to get back to the warmth of their messroom. The POWs pushed and pulled the load a quarter of a mile to Colditz Castle (Schloss Colditz), officially known as Oflag IV. Once there, the boxes were arranged in stacks on a long table in the Vorlager (main entrance compound) and their inspection began.

One package, secured by string and green wrapping paper, darkened to near black by the melting snow, contained three Monopoly games. A German censor peered at them and remarked to Lieutenant Jeremy Lash, “Shops in Germany must not sell this capitalist game.”

Most POWs at Colditz, including Lash, were British army officers who had tried to escape from other POW camps. The Nazis had transferred them to this Renaissance castle, perched atop a rocky outcrop above the Mulde River, believing Oflag IV to be inescapable. The Germans had a name for these incorrigibles: “Bad Boys.”

Lash promptly responded, “Well, Bad Boys like us are big-time capitalists.”

These Monopoly games had apparently been sent by the Sussex Ladies Benevolent Society, a charity concerned with the welfare of British prisoners of war, and were addressed to a specific POW: Captain Patrick Reid. Without waiting for permission, Lieutenant Lash lifted the games off the inspection table and walked toward the door leading to the barracks. He fully expected the censor to order him to return. But no such command was barked. The inspector, apparently, had no interest in peering inside the game boxes. Many other larger, more curious packages awaited inspection. And, after all, weren’t games innocent amusements whose play distracted prisoners from planning escapes?

Lash delivered the Monopoly games to the room occupied by Captain Reid, having no idea this officer was the leader of the camp’s escape committee, nor that those in the know referred to him, cryptically, as “Big X.” Even the senior British officer, Colonel Guy Johnson German, was (intentionally) kept in the dark about the escape committee’s plans.

Reid directed two of the Monopoly games, which were genuine, to the makeshift library where books and games were available to all POWs. He knew in advance that the third game would be “loaded.” A subtle red dot added to the Free Parking space of its board provided verification. Captain Colin Devon, “Big S”—the officer whose team provided security for the tightly knit escape committee—ordered four of his men to venture outside the barracks and provide warning if any German guards were lurking about. Satisfied that none were, Devon signaled all clear. Only then did Big X slice open the Monopoly game board.

A month passed. After a play acclaimed as “awful” was staged one evening in the camp’s makeshift theater, four POWs snuck back into the darkened room and slid beneath the stage. Under the glow of a cigarette lighter, they pried up loose floorboards. A bedsheet rope was lowered down a shaft. After dropping down two bags, three of the men descended the rope: Reid, Dutch lieutenant Toni Luteyn, and Lieutenant Airey Neave of the Royal Engineers.

A musty passage at the bottom led to the attic atop the adjoining tower. Reid, a civil engineer, had discovered it while exploring the castle’s hidden recesses. Using a flimsy piece of wire, Reid had picked the lock of the attic door and dared to tiptoe down a few of the tower’s steps until the sound of voices rising from the guards’ messroom compelled him to retreat.

Reid helped Luteyn and Neave shed their battle dress and put on the sturdy boots, fake German officer hats, and greatcoats that had been packed inside the bags. Several POWs here were tailors by trade. The garments had been sewn from Dutch overcoats, ordinary blankets, bits of cloth, English officers’ hats, and cardboard. Jewelers fabricated, from molten lead dabbed with silver and gold paint, the epaulettes, insignias, buttons, and symbols of rank, all of which appeared flawless unless examined closely. Most of the materials had been scrounged in camp, but the implements to make good an escape, including a pick crucial to unlocking the door to the attic, had arrived the past month inside the Monopoly set. That was a good thing, because Reid’s makeshift wire pick had broken.

Reid now attempted to jimmy the lock, but the new pick seemed uncooperative. While Luteyn and Neave nervously waited, the sounds of shuffling boots and muffled voices wafted up from below. After ten fruitless minutes, Reid was about to give up, but then with a click, the door opened.

As Luteyn and Neave crept into the attic, Reid whispered, “Good luck, lads,” and locked the door behind them. After stuffing their discarded uniforms into the bags, he catwalked to the rope and signaled the fourth accomplice to help him ascend to the theater. They replaced the floorboard, slipped back into their rooms, and dispersed the contents of the bags. For these two men, the mission was complete, the danger now past.

For Luteyn and Neave the danger was still real and present. They stepped onto the spiral stone stairwell, which echoed with organ music from a radio set on the bottom floor. At the middle level, as they passed the partially open door to the officer’s mess, the guards dining inside took notice. Luteyn and Neave nodded and continued to ground level where, in an “off duty” room, other guards were playing a card game, likely Skat, a German passion.

Luteyn and Neave looked much like the sentries. They were both strongly built, Luteyn gray-eyed, longer-haired, and with a generally more humorous expression than Neave, who was blue-eyed, fair-haired, and whose face bore a resolute look. After gathering their resolve, they strode through the exterior door and stood beneath the glare of an arc light shining across a fresh blanket of snow. Wintry air nipped at their ears and nostrils.

Sheer cliffs on three sides of this Renaissance fortress made escape feasible only by walking across the courtyard, going around the clock tower, exiting through the main gate, and either crossing a drawbridge or descending into a dry moat.

As they strode toward the entrance, a lone sentry took notice and saluted the two “German officers” walking his way. A second sentry’s attention lay elsewhere. Luteyn and Neave reached the clock tower unchallenged, then walked through the arched entryway. Not willing to risk being seen on the drawbridge, they began an awkward descent into the moat. At that instant, a third guard appeared and demanded to know what they were doing. Luteyn, whose Deutsch was flawless, replied forcefully in a deep voice, “Why do you not salute?” The startled soldier gasped and saluted smartly. Neave shook his head disapprovingly; his German was good, but revealed an English accent. It had been agreed that Luteyn would parry for both men in any verbal fencing.

The guard hurried off.

Minutes later, with the cardboard elements of their disguises beginning to wilt, they scrambled out of the moat beyond the glare of searchlights and scaled a high wall. After plowing through deep snow, they took shelter in a copse.

Illuminated by the cold light of a waning gibbous moon, their small compass pinpointed the direction to Leising, a town six miles away. Despite their warmth, the military greatcoats were jettisoned along with their makeshift officers’ caps. Neave buried these beneath a snow-covered pile of leaves. Under these outer disguises, each was dressed in a rather convincing jacket, shabby shirt, and blue trousers as worn by Dutch electrical workers. Germany had commandeered countless foreign workers to take the place of the millions of Germans serving in the military. Luteyn and Neave hoped to blend into this sea of foreigners. After donning ski caps made from trouser legs, they pushed off.

For Neave, his steps were leading him toward unexpected fame during the remainder of the war—and for years thereafter—and also toward an improbable destiny. But at this moment, he was trying to comprehend the strange sensation of freedom.

While walking they extracted, from concealed containers, Reichsmarks, a map, other papers, and a special saw blade. Like the pick and compass, all had arrived inside the loaded Monopoly set. Knowledge of this had not been shared with them. After the loaded game arrived, Reid knifed open the “cookie cutter” compartments etched into the liner of the set’s game board and extracted its treasures, then hid these behind a false wall panel until the night of the escape. As ordered, he incinerated the remainder of the game in the room’s charcoal stove. The game must die so its secret could live.

Two hours into their escape, Neave and Luteyn paused under a belt of trees and waited for three brutally cold hours before pushing off through banks of snow to the little town of Leising, arriving at its quaint train station a few minutes before five a.m. They purchased tickets amid a collection of men and women bearing baskets and bags of tools. Within minutes, the orange light of an undersize steam engine appeared in the distance. It arrived gasping, as if short of breath.

They took seats in a wooden compartment, its windows dripping with moisture. Dawn timidly appeared, accompanied by the snores of tired workingmen. Within an hour, the escapers had given up their tickets and were walking through the major rail hub of the bustling city of Leipzig. Neave fought to control his bewilderment. It had been twenty months since he last enjoyed liberty.

Luteyn got in line to purchase two tickets for Ulm, 285 miles to the southwest, much nearer the Swiss border. To the escapees’ disappointment, there was no service to Ulm until 10:30 that evening, which meant they would have to hide in plain sight for thirteen long hours. They lacked papers to purchase food. It seemed that during the war, most of German life had become regulated; possession of the correct state-issued form was essential for many purchases. Only coffee could be bought without identification. Fortunately, both men had stowed chocolate bars in their pockets; these had arrived in International Red Cross food packages. Neave now made a mistake. While sitting on a bench in the waiting room, he began to eat one in the presence of two middle-aged women. The women, not having seen or tasted chocolate in over a year, looked at him like hungry wolves. One began shooting daggers at Neave and seemed ready to challenge him verbally.

Luteyn, noticing, led Neave out to the street, where he scolded him, “Don’t do that again.” Neave, already chastising himself, vowed never to make another naïve error like this one.

They began to wander. It was nine in the morning. Military traffic was everywhere, vehicles filled with soldiers in steel helmets, heading east. The sidewalks were lined by men dressed in field gray and mauve-blue, some clutched by blond girls in short skirts staring into shop windows filled with goods beyond their means.

Neave and Luteyn loitered inside a large emporium before entering a public garden occupied by some elderly people. At noon, they spotted a movie theater, a perfect hiding place. Once inside they saw that off-duty soldiers occupied many of its seats. A newsreel began, praising popular general Erwin Rommel and his Afrika Korps in Libya, followed by surprisingly stark footage of Wehrmacht corpses frozen in the snow during the past month’s brutal retreat from Moscow.

The newsreel’s emphasis was placed on the ten Russian soldiers killed for every brave German. The show paused; everyone stood and sang martial songs. The featured movie, set in the nineteenth century, prefigured the guiding wisdom of the Nazi party. As it played, a latecomer—a Wehrmacht corporal—took a seat next to Neave, who felt his pulse quicken but did not allow his eyes to wander from the screen. At the end of the performance all in attendance stood and sang the “Horst Wessel Lied,” the anthem of the Nazi Party. Luteyn and Neave reluctantly joined in to avoid suspicion.

Back on the street, they shuffled about the cold eastern German metropolis, hearing the city hall clock clang the hour time and again, all the while ignoring the stares of police and military officers. They happened upon a second theater and took refuge. In a newsreel the commander of Germany’s air force, bombastic and overweight Hermann Goering, appealed for higher output of matériel for the war. Neave felt a tinge of anger. In May 1940, following the surrender of his unit at Calais, Neave had lain wounded on the ground while the arrogant Goering strode past, nearly stepping on him. They were destined to meet again.

By the time they exited, the lights of Leipzig were blacked out and the air was extremely cold. Snow quickly decorated their jackets. Luteyn and Neave trudged back to Leipzig Station and entered the waiting room, where the poor and infirm had been pushed aside by soldiers and security personnel who took their seats. At ten thirty, after scaling the platform stairs, they waited until all other passengers had entered before boarding the train to Ulm. They felt it better to stand in an aisle, where suspicious eyes were less likely to be cast upon them. They envisioned a sleepless night.

They had just maneuvered into position when bad luck harshly intervened, or so it seemed. Inside the nearest compartment sat a solitary Nazi SS officer. A big man of apelike proportions, the brute put down his newspaper and opened the compartment door. He beckoned Luteyn and Neave to step inside. “Who are you?” he asked. Luteyn replied smoothly, “We are Dutch electrical workers.” Luteyn had a genuine Dutch passport and was ready to produce it; Neave steeled his nerves. Both men possessed reasonably good forgeries of workers’ transfer documents, in part because the correct type of paper had arrived in the Monopoly game.

On the crowded scorecard of Nazi secret police and intelligence services, the SS appeared at the top. It was tasked with detecting and disposing of potential enemies of the Nazi state. The Schutzstaffel provided security, surveillance, and intelligence throughout German-occupied Europe by inspiring unspeakable terror. Despite their aplomb, Luteyn and Neave were confronted by a potential executioner.

The officer aimed a massive hand toward the bench opposite. “Come, sit down. This compartment was reserved, but my friends are not coming.” Neave felt a cold hand press on his heart as he dutifully complied. Luteyn followed suit. The officer asked about their work and where they were going.

“Ulm,” Luteyn replied indifferently, like the weary foreign worker he was pretending to be. “We’ve been reassigned.”

The intimidating officer turned to Neave. “Are you also Dutch?” Neave mustered a look of respect and replied that he was, indeed, Dutch. He found himself thinking the man had “stupid” eyes. The officer explained he had business in Munich and Vienna, then, noticing more passengers standing outside the door, invited three to take the remaining seats. Then he closed his eyes and proceeded to snore in time with the clickity-clack of the rails. The two escapers opposite took turns trying, without much success, to sleep as well.

At one point, two military policemen tapped on the glass. They were checking the papers of all military personnel on board, including the apelike SS officer. After scrutinizing his documents, they stared at the two curiously garbed men sitting opposite. But this being Germany—where everyone, it seemed, was trained to do his job precisely and never deviate—they asked no questions of these “nonmilitary” foreigners.

At four in the morning it was necessary for Neave and Luteyn to change trains at Regensburg. The security officer wished his travel companions well. “Goodbye, Dutchmen.” They nodded goodbye. Once on the platform, Neave exhaled deeply and whispered to Luteyn, “How many more of these blokes will we have to face?”

After a lengthy wait in the Regensburg station, unnerved by the stares of a railway police officer, they embarked for Ulm. The new dawn reminded them of their fatigue. The trackside fields in Bavaria were as covered by powdery snow as those in Upper Saxony. Convoys of military vehicles snaked along the nearby autobahn. The Eastern Front was calling.

At Ulm, Luteyn attempted to purchase tickets to Singen—their destination on the Swiss border. The ticket seller’s red lips turned downward. “Singen?” she questioned. “Singen is in the border zone. You must show me papers.” They produced their worker documents, which only confused her. “I see. Please wait over there. I must fetch the railway police.” Neave felt compelled to flee, but where? What could he or Luteyn do except to continue their charade with forced calm? Any act of panic or defiance would trigger an alarm and sudden arrest.

A fat, ruddy-faced policeman arrived. He listened to Luteyn and accepted his story of how they were to start work in Ulm the next day and merely wanted to relax in Singen until then. “Maybe find some Swiss chocolate to buy,” Luteyn added with a twinkle.

The policeman nodded his OK. Luteyn and Neave began to walk away. Suddenly, he experienced a change of heart. “Come back, gentlemen. Follow me.” The portly officer led them to an office in the goods yard where a skeptical lieutenant examined their false papers. He held the papers to the light and seemed satisfied. Neave pondered how the correct material had been smuggled into his camp, quite unaware of its hiding place inside the Monopoly game. While mollified by Luteyn’s Dutch passport, the lieutenant ordered the original policeman to escort “these two workers” to the nearby State Labor Office so they could apply for amendments to their documents. The policeman complied, but quickly handed them off to an armed cohort, who took them across a square. Luteyn and Neave chatted amiably with him, praising the beauty of the town of Ulm. He, in turn, asked about Holland and expressed a desire to visit after the war concluded. This policeman didn’t bother to lead his charges into the Labor office “You speak good German. Go on in yourselves. First floor,” meaning the floor above the ground floor. “I’ll wait out here.”

They entered the building, but feared that the bureaucrats in the labor office would find them out. Spotting a rear stairwell, they flew down it and disappeared into a maze of back alleys.

They were once more free, but a train ride from Ulm to Singen was now out of the question. They dropped out of sight to consult the silk map they carried (from the game, of course). Their fingers grew numb in the bitter cold as they pinpointed an alternate route via the nearby village of Laupheim. After their boots completed an eleven-mile march, they boarded a train bound for Stockach, a village as close to the Swiss border as they dared go.

It was now nine in the evening when they hurried away from Stockach, ate more chocolate, gathered themselves, and embarked on a grueling all-night trek to Singen on the Swiss frontier. As they trudged through the eternal cold, their feet froze and their ears began to blister. They desperately needed shelter and rest when, at five in the morning, the figures of four woodcutters appeared before them. Luteyn and Neave tried to convince the rough-looking men that they were Polish workers going home.

The woodcutters didn’t buy their story. One set off to fetch the police. Neave was on the verge of surrendering—he was that cold and exhausted. But he noticed the remaining woodcutters appeared cautious and had taken a step backward. He motioned to Luteyn and both dashed into the frosty woods where, collapsing, they took cover under the snow.

Several minutes later, they raised their weakened bodies. The woodcutters had not pursued. Not daring the road, they trudged deeper into the forest. Soon they came upon a clearing where a delirious Airey Neave imagined he saw a large, wooden beekeeper’s hut. But Luteyn saw it too. Aided by the first light of dawn, they pried open a window with their saw blade (smuggled courtesy of Monopoly). They staggered around inside until they found a bed and fell upon it, huddled under an old blanket, and slept the remainder of the day. At five that afternoon, after picking up spades and grabbing white smocks hanging behind a door, they embarked again. Their map indicated they were perhaps three miles from freedom at Schaffhausen, Switzerland.

A mile into their journey, bicycle lamps illuminated them. “Halt!” Two uniformed Hitler Youth approached, armed with truncheons. Neave had once entertained a fear that of all of Germany’s security forces, it would be the brainwashed teens of this paramilitary organization that would sabotage his escape. There were, in fact, ten million of them on call throughout Nazi Germany. “Who are you and where are you going?” the gangly boys wanted to know.

Neave’s grip tightened on his shovel as Luteyn replied, “We are Westphalians going back to our lodgings in Singen. Why do you ask?”

“We are looking for two British prisoners who have escaped and are thought to be trying to cross the frontier.”

“Well,” exclaimed Luteyn, “no such prisoners will get far in this cold, will they?” The boys, laughing, rode off toward Singen.

Upon entering town, Luteyn and Neave spotted the Hitler Youth yet again. Both escapers had agreed that, if need be, they would strike these fanatics with the beekeeper’s spades, aiming at their heads. This proved unnecessary. The youths waved and continued on their way, looking for those two escaped “British prisoners.”

At two in the morning, Neave and Luteyn stumbled across the railway tracks leading to Schaffhausen. Neave’s throat was so dry he could barely speak. Luteyn was now borderline delirious. They followed the tracks through the woods and found a bluff overlooking the frontier post. There they now donned their white smocks for concealment and hunkered down to observe the sentry’s movements. Fortified by the last of their chocolate, swallowing snow to quench their parched throats, they waited for an hour until the sentry raised his lantern, turned his back, and tended to a car as it neared the gate.

At four in the morning, the moon revealed an intervening field covered by snow. They rose and ran across the field like two ghosts that blended in with the white blanketing the ground and adorning the evergreens on the Swiss frontier, whose cover they sought. Tears of joy filled their eyes once they disappeared into the forest, safe in neutral Switzerland.

Neave and Luteyn turned themselves in to the police at Schaffhausen and were placed under “hotel arrest,” as per the rules of neutrality. The Swiss here, hating the Nazis, arranged for each escapee to reach his nation’s legation in Bern.

Their flight across Germany became a fever dream. For Anthony Luteyn, there was no home awaiting him in Holland, his country being occupied by the Germans. For Airey Neave, home strongly beckoned, but England was far away and getting there would require help. Lots of it. While cooling his heels, Neave bought postcards and composed one to the Kommandant of Colditz to brazenly announce his safe arrival for “holiday” in Switzerland. Wisely, he did not mail it for several weeks.

At the legation, Neave was asked to dispose of his clothing and all possessions. In return, he was given a mishmash of clothes intended to make him appear to be a local. As Neave emptied his pockets, he discovered the wrappers of the chocolates he’d eaten (he and Luteyn dared not leave a trail by disposing of them along the way). He also produced his silk map, button-size compass, fake work papers, saw blade, and the Reichsmarks hoarded in the event the border guard might require a bribe. Neave, wanting to keep a memento of his hazardous flight, asked could he keep the silk map of Germany. The young accountant in charge of securing his possessions replied, “No,” adding that only someone with ulterior motive would be carrying such a map across southern France.

However, he did allow Neave to keep his tiny compass, noting that since Neave’s capture, all airmen carried one or more on their person during missions over the Continent. “Who is supplying these?” Neave asked. The accountant did not know and advised Neave not to speculate.

Unknowingly, Neave had brushed up against the Monopoly conspiracy and its sponsor, the unheralded, top-secret organization known as MI-9, Military Intelligence Section 9. Once informed of Neave’s arrival at the legation, MI-9 sent an urgent communication to Bern: it wanted him safely delivered to Gibraltar, and as soon as possible.

While it had taken but forty-eight hours to flee from Colditz to Switzerland, Neave would live in suspense for three long months before arrangements were completed to bring him out of Switzerland, surrounded as it was by enemy territory. The main challenge was to get him across southern France, whose government at Vichy supported the Nazis. At the Spanish border, a guided trek across the peaks of the formidable Pyrenees had to be followed by prearranged escort into Fascist Spain and thence to the British consulate at Barcelona. From there, somehow, to Gibraltar. Finally, in order to return to Great Britain, a watery voyage had to be arranged for Neave, through U-boat-infested waters.

In April, Neave was summoned to Geneva. The heavy snows of winter had subsided, and daffodils were in bloom. He was given a small suitcase with suitable clothing for the trip ahead. During a rendezvous along Lake Geneva, an agent informed Neave that his escape across France was imminent. He did not explain how it had been planned and told Neave to ask no questions, just to obey any and all orders. Neave was given the identity card of a Czech refugee, his photo having been taken back in Bern.

When the dash across France began, Neave found himself in the hands of the brave men and women of the “Pat O’Leary” escape line. O’Leary was the nom de guerre of Albert-Marie Edmond Guérisse. Formerly a medical officer in the Belgian army, Guérisse hid his subterfuge behind the countenance of a studious gentleman. To those unaware, he might be a symphony conductor or a librarian. He was in fact savvy and fearless.

Guérisse had taken command of this line in October 1941 following the arrest of the line’s originator, an intrepid Scottish officer named Ian Garrow who bore a resemblance to the American actor Ronald Reagan.

Garrow was likely betrayed by “Captain Paul” Cole, a deserter from the British Royal Engineers. Following the Dunkirk debacle, partisans in Lille, France, sheltered Cole. Soon he began escorting stranded soldiers from Belgium to Marseille. Dozens owed their regained freedom to this conflicted man. Cole’s cover name was “the Top Hat,” after his favorite token in the Monopoly game, of which he was a zealous player. Garrow appointed the Top Hat to be his leader of the line’s northern branch.

Garrow did not know Cole’s actual rank was that of a sergeant, not a captain. Nor did he know that Cole had deserted during the blitzkrieg in France. He was also unaware that Cole’s given name was actually Harold, not Paul.

Cole’s flawed character inevitably betrayed him. His smooth talking and womanizing put off Garrow, despite the man’s continued success in navigating the Gestapo-infested realm between Brussels and Vichy. Cole, ever alert, picked up on Garrow’s suspicion. Two months before Neave’s escape from Colditz, Vichy police arrested Garrow.

At the Swiss border, Neave was entrusted to the O’Leary line and taken to Marseille. While there, he met, briefly, a lovely, diminutive, twenty-five-year-old woman from Brussels named Andrée Eugénie Adrienne de Jongh, who went by the nickname “Dédée.” She had come to Marseille to learn how the Pat line performed its miracles. It seemed Dédée was intent on establishing her own line in Belgium, with help from her patriotic father. In Marseille, her short stature and inexperience prompted much skepticism. Nevertheless, her “Comet line” would become the best of the best. Neave did not yet know it, but these escape lines, heroines like Dédée, and traitors like Harold “Paul” Cole would become the focus of his every waking hour for the next three years.

With consummate skill, the Pat line transported Neave across France to the Spanish border. Basque guides led him across the daunting Pyrenees and handed him off to others who took him, unnoticed, to Barcelona. The British consul there arranged for his transport through Fascist Spain to British Gibraltar—the “Rock.” Spain, though a neutral country, was sympathetic to Germany because of its aid during the recent Spanish Civil War. While it pledged to arrest escapers of both sides, handcuffs snapped closed only on Brits. Prior to every checkpoint, Neave had to be hidden in the trunk of the consul’s car.

Neave was subsequently ticketed on a cargo ship bound for Glasgow, which arrived safely in Scotland on May 12, 1942. The following day, Neave caught an early-morning train to London. Word of his successful escape had electrified MI-9. MI-9’s mission was to help downed airmen evade capture and, for those who were captured, to smuggle aids into their camps. Under the guise of the fictitious ladies’ society, it had sent the loaded Monopoly game to Colditz.

Neave was ordered to appear at the Great Central Hotel near Marylebone, an old haunt, as it turned out. He found the hotel much changed. Its beautiful lobby was dull and utilitarian. Where once a dazzling blond receptionist had greeted visitors, there now appeared a gruff sergeant. He directed Neave to the second floor for debriefing. It was MI-9’s duty to interrogate every escapee to learn how he succeeded, to learn what of military significance he might have seen along the way, and to administer an oath to assure that the escapee maintained absolute secrecy. In large part, the gag order was deemed essential to protect the identities of escape-line members who provided assistance.

Following Neave’s interrogation, his thoughts turned to home and his parents. Just then, an old friend appeared—Captain James Langley—who, like Neave, had become a captive of the Germans following the evacuation at Dunkirk. Langley had lost an arm. The armless sleeve of his uniform was smartly pinned to his shirt. A handsome mustache hugged the upper lip of his inviting face. “Welcome home, old friend.”

As they embraced, Neave asked, “Jimmy! My God! How did you get out of France?”

Despite his handicap, Langley had managed to slip out of the same prison hospital in Lille where Neave recovered before disappearing into the German POW system. Langley downplayed the risk he had taken to get away, while praising the escape-line helpers who shepherded him from Paris into Vichy France. The Nazi-influenced government in Vichy eventually declared him “unfit for military service” and put him on a train for Spain. As Neave would now learn, MI-9 also desired his services. Those Vichy authorities would be aghast if they knew Langley was deemed sufficiently fit to become a key operative at MI-9.

Langley invited Neave to lunch at Rule’s Restaurant on Maiden Lane. There he introduced a youngish major named Norman Crockatt, dressed in full Scottish uniform including kilt. Crockatt, a model of precision, was the operational leader of MI-9. His hair was dark and immaculately combed, his brush mustache neatly trimmed. Neave had imagined that a secret agency’s chief would be like Somerset Maugham’s character Ashenden—critical, manipulative, aloof. Crockatt impressed Neave with his kindness, warm eyes, and intelligence.

Crockatt also proved decisive. After listening to Neave’s insights about life in POW camps, he broached a proposition. Crockatt reminded Neave that he was the first to make it back to England thanks to the aid of MI-9. Further, Neave had experienced the workings of an escape line. Based on these invaluable experiences, Crockatt regarded Lieutenant Airey Neave as eminently qualified to head up a new MI-9 group, consisting of Jimmy Langley and himself, whose mission would be to help the lines become better organized, apply for financing, stay in more direct communication, and learn how to defend themselves against the threat posed by traitors (soon to include the likes of Harold Cole). After discussing the details, Neave accepted the honor. Crockatt told Neave and Langley they would not be located with the rest of MI-9’s staff in suburban Beaconsfield. Rather, they would be housed in Room 900 of the War Office on Whitehall in London. After a week of rest at home, Neave would begin his new assignment.

It was time for Crockatt to reveal how a simple Monopoly game had provided the tools, map, and money used during Neave’s escape. “We have a man on staff who conceived of this brilliant idea, and also the design of evasion kits carried by all airmen who overfly the Continent. You will meet him. You’ll also meet the boys who train code users—airmen, should they become incarcerated, who know how to conceal a message in plain sight within a letter home. Home, of course, actually being our group. You’ll also learn how we at MI-9 send back incisive replies from dear old Mum and Dad.”

Neave was at a loss for words.

“It is true, Captain Neave. We are in touch with prisoners in every Stalag in Germany.” Crockatt then added, “Oh, by the way, Lieutenant, you are now a captain. Congratulations.”

Sometime later, Neave was introduced to the businessman whose firm had secretly doctored the Monopoly set that was sent to Colditz—and hundreds more like it. His name was Norman Watson. It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship. Neave came to refer to Watson as “the Monopoly Man.” Norman rather liked that.

Watson frequently referred to Neave as “the Monopoly Escape Artist.” While hundreds, or more, would escape with the aid of Monopoly, Watson regarded Neave as special, for he was the first.

Norman Watson proved to be a man of many talents. He was especially adept at keeping secrets.




Chapter 2

[image: ]
The Monopoly Man

The sky was bleeding pink when Norman Watson kissed the foreheads of his sleeping wife and young sons before leaving his stately home one morning in May 1942. The cook had not been summoned to prepare breakfast. The butler had not fetched his umbrella. The Rolls-Royce was not idling at the curb.

However, the quiet purr of a different engine, powered by gas from his company’s allotment, awaited him. Slivers of light emerged from the Morris 8’s blackout headlights, illuminating mist drifting through the crisp air. Once Watson settled into the passenger seat, Harry Moran released the brake, worked the clutch, and they were off.

Watson lit up two Kensingtons and offered one to Moran, whose face lay hidden beneath a porkpie hat until the glowing tobacco provided glimpses of its quiescence. “First train to London, sir?” Moran asked his boss.

“Early call with the nursemaids,” Watson replied, tight-lipped about the other reasons for his trip. “Drive past the plant, if you will, Harry,” Watson said, referring to the factory of the John Waddington company.

Moran swung onto the highway, commenting on the imminent retirement of Watson’s father (“the Grand Old Man”) as the firm’s general manager, adding, “We all love him so.”

“A tough act for me to follow.”

Moran reassured Norman, commenting on the value of experience gained at his father’s side

Back in 1913, Norman’s father, Victor, had rescued a failing printing firm named John Waddington Limited, its primary business being playbills and posters for the theater trade—which tended not to pay its bills. Watson, a master printer who knew how to make ends meet, raised money, diversified, and restored Waddingtons, as it was typically called, to profitability. During the ensuing twenty-nine years, the firm grew steadily, expanding into commercial printing, cardboard milk and juice containers (using a wax process known as “Satona”), box making, the manufacture of card decks, and—of great portent—the board game business.

In December 1935, following the US’s Parker Brothers submitting Monopoly to Waddingtons, thirty-two-year-old Norman Watson became the first person to play the game in Great Britain. He was struck by its ingenuity. Its game board featured a perimeter track of forty spaces, twenty-eight of which could be purchased by the players, their acquisitions confirmed by brightly colored “deeds.” There were shiny metal playing pieces, decks of cards to enliven play, lots of play money, and forty wooden buildings: little green houses and larger red hotels.

After twenty-four hours of almost continuous play, Norman convinced his father to acquire the rights to make Monopoly within the United Kingdom and license it throughout Europe. He quickly became the game’s greatest advocate beyond the shores of America, worthy indeed of the accolade “the Monopoly Man.”

Norman, gangly in youth, had grown into a commanding presence. His long happy face could turn to steel in a blink of his piercing eyes. He dressed in bespoke three-piece suits but was not above rolling up his sleeves. He knew his firm’s machines top to bottom, and many of his workers by name. He was quick to praise a job well done and equally quick to dress down incompetence. He inspired others to perform their duties while he planned for all eventualities.

Against the rising fire of dawn, the silhouette of the Waddingtons factory came into view. Morris swung the car onto Wakefield Road and remarked, “The Big Lady has yet to stir, sir.”

In addition to the massive factory, a huge warehouse and the production art building pierced the horizon, along with the “new building” on the opposite side of Wakefield Road where playing cards were made. Prime Minister Winston Churchill believed his citizens needed diversions and assured Watson that paperboard rationing would not affect his firm’s ability to produce decks by the score.

A thousand souls, mainly women, would soon arrive and toil inside these structures. Hundreds of machines would come to life, their mechanized howls and clatter bespeaking the factory’s other nickname: the Beast.

Of late, the usual production of the Beast was not forthcoming. Instead, the Beast had been enlisted in the nationwide enterprise to support the war effort. Hidden behind a wall in the least traveled corner of the main floor, workers made cartridges for Imperial Chemical’s explosives and flares. In the opposite corner, silk sheets were fed into presses that imprinted them with maps of every western European country, for issue to British airmen. In the basement, a third operation intricately produced notes for the Bank of England and European governments in exile. And in the subbasement (the “room we never speak of”) a small team of mechanics secretly doctored copies of the Monopoly game, hiding escape aids, as provided by MI-9, inside them.

Norman Watson served these different branches of His Majesty’s government without one knowing about the others’ subterfuge. To further complicate matters, he had to answer to MI-5 regarding matters of factory protection. The task of Military Intelligence Section 5 was to provide internal security for the United Kingdom by rooting out subversives and enemy spies, much like the FBI did in the United States. Its bureaucrats routinely applied pressure on Watson to accept guards to patrol his plant’s perimeter and run spot security checks on the personnel inside. Watson had blunted each such request by arguing that with veteran male workers being sucked away by the vacuum of conscription, the growing number of women working in his facilities would become unnerved by the presence of such guards. The sight of armed guards could also, he argued, alert subversives that something rather special was going on inside the Beast. Watson insisted he provide his own security. In return, Watson was obliged to periodically appear at MI-5 headquarters in London and file a verbal report. In this war, secrets were not committed to writing, unless in code.

Watson asked his personal spy, Moran, if there was anything of note he might be obliged to tell MI-5. A knot tightened in his empty stomach as he awaited the answer.

Moran, a competent foreman, was widely liked, a member of most employee clubs and sports teams, intelligent and, most important, fanatically discreet. In turn, Moran enlisted a select group to aid him in his task.

Moran cleared his throat and began with a lament. “You and I can tell the lot of our workers not to speculate, but the ears of some go deaf.”

“And?”

“One man in the collating department was openly advising to hold on to one’s silver because of the likely removal of coinage from circulation, what with metal becoming scarce and all those sub-pound notes being printed and stockpiled in our basement. Another bloke overheard two ladies yammering on about those stone-faced mechanics who disappear into the subbasement. ‘What do they do down there? Why don’t they smile?’ I’ve put the fear of God in ’em all, sir. But aside from these nincompoops, I have no other concerns to report. The army did us a favor last month by drafting that fellow from maintenance who was caught snooping at some blueprints. And most fortunately, sir, we’ve seen no suspicious characters lurking about outside.”

Watson extinguished his cigarette and expressed appreciation. He hoped this would be enough fodder to satisfy the agents at MI-5. During a recent inquisition, Watson had been accused of being too “casual.” He promptly lost his legendary reserve and reacted like a fire-breathing dragon. “Casual? Are you mad? Don’t you realize I lose sleep every night worrying some Nazi sympathizer will learn my company is hard at work making war materials? In my nightmares I see Junkers and Heinkel bombers blowing up my buildings. Crimson flames shooting into the sky. No, sir. I take nothing casually.”

Moran eased off on the gas as his motorcar approached the Leeds station. Watson asked thoughtfully, “How’s your boy? Still quartered at Dover?”

Moran’s son Martin, a Royal Engineer, had been stationed at Liège, Belgium, when the blitzkrieg overran the West twelve months earlier. Outflanked by the German Wehrmacht, young Moran and his mates somehow slipped through and raced to the beach at Dunkirk where over three hundred thousand British soldiers, and many more of les militaires, awaited evacuation. Martin and two other engineers improvised a pontoon bridge to enable 250 men to board a trawler. Martin was the last to jump aboard.

Harry replied, “My son and his mates are no longer in Dover, sir.” The threat of invasion had passed following England’s victory in the aerial Battle of Britain. Moran added, “But Martin can’t say where he is headed. Maybe Egypt. Perhaps India. I expect it will be a while before I hear from my lad.”

“Of course,” Watson replied, then asked if, prior to departing, Martin had passed along anything more about a certain deserter. “What’s his name, Cole somebody? The one who calls himself the Top Hat?” Watson was particularly intrigued that a turncoat would commandeer the identity of one of the metal tokens from his Monopoly game.

Harry Moran had mentioned Cole after the Dunkirk miracle. He’d said, “Well, sir, I have a Monopoly tale for you. Straight from the lips of my son Martin, who thinks of his dear old dad the moment after his boots hit the ground in England.”

The story began in September 1939, on the day after war was declared. In Colchester, Private Martin Moran had drawn the assignment to handle enlistments for the 18th Field Park Company, Royal Engineers. One of those waiting in line to sign up was a tall, lanky vagrant with a thin mustache, reddish-blond hair, and an officer’s bearing. He gave his name as Harold Cole. Cole’s Cockney accent betrayed London East End origins. Nonetheless, with the Royal Army desperate to rebuild, no background check was requested. And so Cole’s rich history of petty thefts, spells in jail, and womanizing was not discovered.

Eight months later, the 18th shipped across the Channel to Lille, France, where, during the months of the Phony War, the smooth-talking Cole attained the rank of sergeant. Private Moran now reported to him; no love was lost.

“He really stole the sergeants’ mess fund?” Watson interrupted.

“Indeed he did. Not more than a month had transpired in Lille before Martin saw someone squeezing through the transom at headquarters, carrying a strongbox. It was him all right.” The perpetrator remained at large until Martin remembered where he had played Monopoly with Cole. “Seems Cole really loved our game, sir. Had one of the nicer sets as made in our factory. Always took the top-hat token because if you wear a top hat, he says, you get respect.”

“Cole had a flat?”

“Yes, Cole took that flat in Lille and stashed two lovelies in his nest. He couldn’t help but flash a bit whenever his pockets were lined with shillings. Martin says money always found him, or vice versa. Martin finally convinced the commander to select a security team. Off they go,” Harry said as he parked his car near the platform. “And as sure as that tank engine over there is blowing its whistle, they blow Cole’s cover when they look inside his Monopoly game and find most of the stolen mess fund!”

“So he’s locked up?”

“In and out of military prisons until the panzers race past Brussels, then he gets a Get Out of Jail Free card, so to speak. His shackles come off when his guards flee, and there he goes.”

“Where?”

“For revenge on my Martin, who was back at base camp in Lille. Some French lady had given Martin her mutt. And the dog, well, he likes my son. So when Cole shows up, the canine attacks him, and Cole retreats with a trouser leg in tatters. Everybody else was packing up and heading to Dunkirk with hope for salvation. But not Cole. He runs the other way
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