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‘Let us go forward together’

Winston Churchill






Author’s Note

There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages. Throughout the writing of this book I have endeavoured to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will endeavour to include further recollections in future editions.

The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Forces was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist can tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. That being said, I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place, timescale and narrative to the stories depicted here. Where various accounts appear particularly confused, the methodology I have used is the ‘most likely’ scenario: if two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have treated that account as most likely.

The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making and I would be happy to correct them in future editions.

My website – www.damienlewis.com – is the best means by which to make contact with me.




Chapter One

A Colossus Getaway

Italy, 10 February 1941

With a distinctive crack the canopy of the ’chute snapped open. The night was clear, a full moon casting a soft glow over the Italian countryside. Suspended beneath the billowing expanse of silk was twenty-one-year-old Alfred Parker, until not long ago serving with 238 Field Company, Royal Engineers. Having recently volunteered for ‘Special Service’ and ‘hazardous duties’, Parker was now a sapper – an explosives and demolitions expert – embedded within 11 Special Air Service Brigade (11 SAS). And that unit was now engaged in the first ever airborne operation mounted by British forces anywhere in the world.

Above him, the Whitley Mark V – a twin-engine medium bomber more affectionately known as ‘The Flying Barn Door’, this one converted for airborne operations – executed a ponderous turn, as it headed away southwards. It had just completed what had been a decidedly perilous flight. One of eight such warplanes that had set off from Malta earlier that evening, the pilot, Sub-Lieutenant Hoad, was more than a little relieved to have finally managed to drop his charges.

As he drifted beneath his ’chute, Parker eyed the rocky hillside below. It was rushing up to meet him at what seemed like perilous speed. He braced himself for landfall. A few moments later he hit, rolling to one side to break the impact, and just as he had been taught to do at the Central Landing Establishment (CLE), at Ringway, near Manchester, the base at which parachutists were being trained. As no one had ever executed airborne operations in the history of British warfare, Ringway had proved something of a Heath Robinson affair – employing circus acrobats, stuntmen, First World War pilot veterans and anyone else with the remotest idea of how to leap from great heights without getting injured or killed.

Tonight, over these moon-washed Italian mountains, was to be their first great test. Could such a means of waging-warfare really deliver? Could parachutists really cross hundreds of miles of enemy territory, and drop over a pinpoint target, as Parker and his cohorts were tasked to do, striking hard and fast deep behind enemy lines? Would such unexpected deep-penetration missions really strike fear and consternation into the hearts of the enemy, as Britain’s airborne planners intended? And would such airborne operations – something that Winston Churchill had demanded be used against the Nazi and Fascist enemy at every opportunity – really deliver the edge that Britain’s wartime leader hungered for?

Getting to his feet, Parker hit the quick release catch on his parachute harness and gathered in the expanse of silk. Just yards away, the other four members of his stick – a group of paratroopers dropped from a single aircraft – were doing likewise. Tonight, Parker and his cohort were supposed to be making military history. Codenamed Operation Colossus, theirs was the first such mission to be conducted by British paratroopers, so the stakes were inordinately high. But it was immediately obvious to Parker that something was wrong.

Apart from the five of them, there was not a soul visible across the entire expanse of the deep valley into which they had been dropped. By rights, there should have been dozens of fellow paratroopers – their comrades on Operation Colossus – on all sides. But the entire expanse of terrain seemed deserted. Equally, the massive, blocky form of the Tragino Aqueduct, their target, was nowhere to be seen. And in a final blow, there was zero sign of the canisters that should have been dropped alongside them, each of which was stuffed full of the explosives that were the tools of the trade for Parker and his comrades. In short, they had been ‘tipped out into the wrong gorge’, as Parker concluded, and with none of the kit to hand with which to blast that aqueduct all to hell.

Their five-man squad was commanded by Captain Gerrard Daly, ‘a quiet, studious pipe-smoking officer’, as Parker described him. Typically, Daly seemed remarkably calm and unperturbed by the present turn of events. After a quick study of his map, he worked out that they’d landed some six miles from where they needed to be – the Drogena Gorge, the site of the target. There, he hoped the other thirty-odd men of ‘X Troop’, as this team of raiders had become known, would be waiting for them. But where their explosives might have landed was anyone’s guess.

The plan had been to use six warplanes to drop three-dozen parachutists directly into the Drogena Gorge, while two further aircraft would carry out a diversionary raid on the railyard at the nearby city of Foggia – the hope being that the enemy would presume that all of the British planes were engaged upon that bombing mission. The aim was to conceal the real nature of the target – the Tragino Aqueduct, which Britain’s planners believed could only be destroyed by a force of men-at-arms, striking swiftly and decisively on the ground.

Three days earlier the eight aircraft had set out from RAF Mildenhall, in Suffolk, executing an epic flight to the besieged island of Malta, the jumping off point for the raid. Reflecting the massive duration those lumbering bombers had spent traversing the skies of Nazi-occupied Europe, the official report recorded that ‘the force left Mildenhall about 2200 hours’ and ‘arrived at Malta about 0900 hours the next day’. With Malta being under constant attack from German warplanes, two of the eight Whitleys had been damaged on the runway, flying bricks and blasted debris being thrown up by falling bombs. Even so, they had been patched up by the RAF ground crews and deemed good to go.

The Whitley carrying Daly, Parker and their crew had been scheduled to take off at 1800 hours, forming one of the third wave of warplanes. It alone had been delayed. One of their party, a Corporal Chapman, had fallen sick and needed to be removed from the aircraft just as it was being readied for take-off. Due to this ‘defect’, as the official mission report recorded it, their aircraft, codenamed ‘J for Juliet’, had finally taken to the skies seventeen minutes late, and was unable to catch up with the rest of the formation.

From that point onwards their problems had snowballed. Trying to make up for lost time, the pilot had lost his way, making ‘a bad landfall on the Italian coast’, after which he’d flown along the path of a ‘river partially obscured by mist until the Adriatic coast was reached’, meaning he’d overshot the target by several dozen kilometres. He’d then made an about-turn, retraced his steps to the west coast of Italy, picked up the route of the distinctive Sele river, and had used that to fly back again towards their objective. As a result, he hadn’t arrived over the target ‘until 2315’, meaning it was well over an hour after the main force were supposed to have been dropped. As a final blow, somehow the canisters packed with explosives had failed to arrive, which cut against the entire purpose of the mission.

Even so, Captain Daly reasoned only one option remained open to him and his men. They would need to scale the high ridge that separated them from the neighbouring Drogena Gorge, joining the main force of raiders at the target. Once there, they could take a view on how on earth the aqueduct was to be brought down. Other aircraft had carried reserve supplies of explosives; hopefully some of that at least had been dropped in the right place and would be to hand.

As a concept, Operation Colossus was bold and daring in the extreme. The idea was to employ a group of fledgling parachutists, dropping them virtually on top of the intended target, which they would proceed to destroy, before being rescued by a British submarine waiting off Italy’s west coast. That escape and evasion would entail a forced march of around a hundred kilometres across Italy’s snowbound Apennine mountains, in the depths of winter.

An undertaking of immense audacity, Operation Colossus had been masterminded by the head of Combined Operations, Sir Roger Keyes, a distinguished Royal Navy commander from the First World War, whose flagship had been the dreadnought battleship HMS Colossus (surely no coincidence). Keyes was no stranger to high stakes and daredevil missions, having commanded the Zeebrugge Raid in 1918, an attack on the German-held Belgian port of that name, which had resulted in no less than eight Victoria Crosses being awarded to those who had taken part. Following the June 1940 defeat of France, Churchill had called for the raising of seaborn and airborne ‘commandos’, to execute ‘butcher and bolt raids’ on the enemy, Keyes becoming one of his most ardent supporters.

The Tragino Aqueduct had first been mooted as a possible target by the planners at what had become known as the ‘Fourth Armed Service’ – the Special Operations Executive (SOE). Formed at Churchill’s behest and charged to break all the known rules of war, SOE would earn the entirely fitting nickname of the ‘Ministry for Ungentlemanly Warfare’. Operation Colossus would typify what that name espoused. The target had been chosen as it was ‘almost the only source of pure water to the Province of Apulia . . . an area comprising two million inhabitants, many engaged in important industries’. If the mission was successful, the whole province ‘including Taranto, Brindisi, Bari and Foggia’ – some of Italy’s key naval ports – would have their fresh water supplies cut ‘for at least a month, by destroying the bridge carrying the Apulian Aqueduct over the stream at Tragino’.

In a ‘Most Secret’ planning document, it was ruled that a successful attack could force a decisive change in direction of the Italian war machine, especially as the area was ‘full of military, naval and air force’ bases. ‘Mussolini and the Italian High Command may . . . be dubious of the advisability of continuing an unsuccessful campaign on two fronts (Albania and Greece),’ the report advised, ‘and the complete stoppage of drinking water to their main ports of shipment may be the deciding factor and cause immediate plans for withdrawal on one or two fronts.’ It was the tantalising chance of striking such a decisive blow, while risking only a few dozen men-at-arms, that had made the risks associated with an undertaking like Colossus acceptable.

After all, desperate times called for desperate measures, and in the winter of 1940/41, times were indeed dark, Great Britain being the only dog in the fight, facing the might of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy largely alone.

Of course, for Parker, and the rest of the patrol, commencing their trek over that rocky Italian hillside, all of that was immaterial right now. They had been sent in to do a job of vital importance, but the chances of them completing their task appeared to have been all but snuffed out from the moment that Chapman had taken ill and their plane delayed. Or so they imagined. Yet as luck would have it, all of that was about to change.

As the five men wound their way higher into the mountains, the roar of a massive explosion cut through the night. Though distant, and muffled by the ridgeline towering above them, immediately they recognised those sounds that echoed through the gorge for what they were: it had to be their brothers in arms detonating their charges on the far side of the ridge. Whether they had succeeded in bringing down the Tragino Aqueduct remained to be seen, but the very fact that the attackers had struck a blow raised their spirits immensely.

*

At the Drogena Gorge their comrades had been busy as hell. An hour or so earlier, thirty figures had drifted down by parachute towards the target. Led by Major Trevor Alan Gordon ‘Tag’ Pritchard, the main body of the raiders had been released almost on top of the aqueduct itself. The first Whitley to unload its contingent of paratroopers had dropped Lieutenant Anthony Deane-Drummond, Pritchard’s second-in-command, plus his stick, a mere fifty yards away from their target.

‘The aqueduct stretched below and in front . . . across the steep little ravine of the Torrente Tragino, the bottom of which was covered with scrub and small trees . . . the mountainside rose steeply with a group of farm buildings fifty feet above . . .’ as Deane-Drummond would describe the scene. Immediately upon touchdown he’d got to work, dispatching ‘two men to search the farm building above . . . and the other three to go to the farm across the ravine, with orders to bring back all the occupants’. A few minutes later, a group of two-dozen men, women and children had been rounded up and brought to the aqueduct.

By this time Major Pritchard and the other raiders had linked up with Deane-Drummond. Realising that Daly and the demolition team were nowhere to be found, Pritchard gave the job of blowing the aqueduct to Lieutenant George Paterson, a Canadian, and one of the only sappers remaining. Deprived of Daly’s force and their explosives, Pritchard had around a third of what they’d counted on to blast apart the aqueduct. With the watercourse raised up on three pillars to cross the deep gorge, Paterson hoped he still had enough explosives to try to blow just one column, not all three as they had originally intended. But it would be touch and go.

The Italian captives – all civilians – were taken to a nearby farmhouse and put under guard. Fearing for their lives, they did as they were told. But when Pritchard learned that some of the canisters containing the explosives had been dropped three-quarters of a mile away, he decided to use the male prisoners to go and collect them. That would ‘free the sappers for their skilled work of preparing the demolition’, while the rest of his men fanned out and stood guard. Deane-Drummond took command of that ‘work party’, as Italian villagers, laden with their loads, hurried back and forth through the darkness, ferrying the charges to the place of their intended detonation.

Just short of midnight Paterson declared himself ready. The raiders pulled back to positions set in a semi-circle around the target, while Pritchard sent a runner to Deane-Drummond to call off the carrying parties. But as Deane-Drummond settled into cover ‘on the track by the farm buildings where the Italians were’, he spotted another, smaller bridge, which was wide enough to carry a truck to the aqueduct. Realising this could be used by Italian repair parties, if and when the aqueduct was destroyed, he set about planting any charges that were left over on that. This wasn’t simply a good tactical idea but, as he admitted later, it was also ‘for the fun of the thing’.

By 0015 hours all the charges were set. The Italian porters were returned to their families, as everyone took cover.

At precisely 0029 hours on 11 February 1941, the charges were detonated.

A massive, roaring explosion ripped apart the night, reverberating around the gorge and far beyond – which was the blast that Daly, Parker and their team had heard in the neighbouring valley. A storm of blasted debris tore across the rocky terrain, raining down in every direction, as all was engulfed in a thick cloud of dust and smoke. Gradually the air cleared, to reveal a wonderful sight. The western column holding up the aqueduct had buckled and collapsed, bringing down the waterway, the precious liquid cascading down in wild abandon, and draining into the stream that ran through the valley’s depths.

A ragged cheer erupted from all who had been watching.

Against all odds, Operation Colossus had struck a blow for the Allies. Airborne operations had just come of age.

Some thirty seconds later, a further explosion rang out, catching most by utter surprise. Not having had time to warn everyone, Pritchard was taken aback as much as anyone as to the ferocity of the blast. ‘Large lumps of concrete and rail . . . fell all around,’ he would recount, as the bridge was torn into utter oblivion. Where Deane-Drummond was holed up, they were assailed by a barrage of debris, as chunks of blasted concrete smashed onto the roof of the farm buildings where the civilians had taken shelter. Fortunately, the roof held up, although those inside were scared out of their skin. Deane-Drummond confessed later that ‘he had forgotten all about them’ when he had decided that bridge should be blown.

With a torrent of water cascading down the ravine in a very satisfying manner, Pritchard examined the devastation he and his small band of raiders had wrought. The supporting column had completely collapsed. As a result, ‘the waterway had broken in two where it had been supported. The two halves were sloping up to the abutment and the central pier, with the broken ends in the bed of the torrent.’ In short, despite the limited explosives they’d had to hand, it was mission well and truly accomplished.

Gathering his men, Pritchard split them into three parties. With the objective taken care of, now was the time to get as far away as possible, and before the Italian army flooded the area with troops. This was now the escape and evasion phase of the mission. Reluctantly, Pritchard was forced to leave one man behind. Lance Corporal Harry Boulter had broken his ankle upon landing and was unable to move. Leaving Boulter with his trusty Tommy gun plus a supply of tinned food, the three groups set out towards Italy’s distant western coastline, and the rendezvous with that British submarine which should be poised to pluck them all to safety.

In the neighbouring valley, Daly, Parker and their patrol reasoned there was little point in making for the target any more. As they fully appreciated, even now their brother raiders would be heading for the hills, with escape firmly in mind. Similarly, for them the driving imperative now was to make their getaway – which meant heading for that distant rendezvous. At the mouth of the River Sele – the same feature that their pilot had used as his handrail to guide him into the target – a submarine, HMS Triumph, was due to pick them up in six days’ time.

Captain Daly ordered his men to dispose of ‘all unnecessary equipment.’ Parker, plus Lance Corporal Tomlin, and Sappers Davidson and Prior, began to dump all excess weight. They would need to travel light and fast, as they had a great distance to cover over high, rough and often snow-bound terrain. Once they had their kit pared down to the bare minimum, Daly indicated the course they would follow, before they set off towards the coast.

They pressed on all through that first night, conscious they had to make good progress if they were to make the pick-up in time. But conditions from the outset proved arduous. The steep hillsides, thick with mud, and snow in the higher reaches, made the going extremely tough. Deep ravines and gullies had to be circumvented, and freezing mountain streams forded, each involving an icy soaking.

After some time they came across tracks in the snow. Daly, convinced that it was another party of X Troop, decided to change course and follow, hoping to link up with them. ‘After negotiating more deep mud and snow . . . [we] succeeded in finding a more solid path,’ Parker noted, one that looked as if it might have been forged by their fellow raiders. But still the way ahead appeared utterly deserted and woebegone. By dawn, they had covered some considerable distance, but hadn’t come across another living soul. If the track they were following had been made by their comrades, there was no sign of them anywhere.

Tired and freezing cold, they needed to find somewhere to rest up for the day. Discovering an abandoned hut on the hillside, they entered, threw down their kitbags and weapons, and broke out their sleeping bags. They settled down to well-earned rest, as they tried to recuperate and recharge their batteries, before continuing on their way come dusk.

The following night they made similar progress, despite the harshness of the weather and mountainous terrain, but still there wasn’t the barest sign of any of their fellow raiders. Yet they were acutely aware that they weren’t alone on those mountain heights. At one point they ‘heard sounds of pursuit and of dogs’ echoing through the freezing night air. Having shaken off the hunters in the darkness, they resolved to ‘lay up in a ravine’ and to move on only come nightfall.

On the third night the weather truly turned. They stumbled into a terrifying blizzard. At first they trudged slowly ahead, hoping to press onwards and break through the worst. But the weather was so bad – the conditions a swirling, blinding whiteout – that they found they’d lost all direction and were ‘travelling in a circle’. Finally the five fugitives came across ‘a very isolated farmhouse’. In desperation, they approached ‘in the hope of getting some food off the owners’, plus maybe finding a little shelter. But the occupants appeared so terrified at spying these strangers who had emerged from the storm that they locked and barred their doors. Daly, Parker and the others had no option but to press on into the howling darkness.

When the morning of 15 February dawned, Daly realised how dire was their predicament. The majority of the food carried by the men of X Troop was ‘pemmican’ – a type of ration made from ground-up tallow (beef or mutton fat), dried meat and berries. In theory of very high calorific value, in practice it had proved repulsive, and those who had tried to eat it had ended up vomiting. They’d fallen back on the few reserves they had – mostly chocolate, biscuits and raisins. But there was nowhere near enough of that, and especially in conditions such as these.

Daly reckoned they were still some thirty kilometres short of their rendezvous with HMS Triumph, which was set for the following night. They were never going to make it if they stuck to their rule of moving only during the hours of darkness. So it was that the decision was made to travel during daylight hours, in a last-ditch effort to make their 2200 hours deadline the following evening. Pressing ahead through that morning, the five men stumbled onwards, until exhaustion and fatigue seemed to have them beaten. Hungry, cold and terribly fatigued, ‘it was clear they could not go much further.’

Spotting a café on the edge of the small town of Palomonte, Captain Daly had an idea. If they could masquerade as German troops, perhaps they could bluff their way inside, order a taxi for Naples, and then commandeer the vehicle to speed them to their real destination – that coastal rendezvous with the submarine. Deciding upon a cover story, the five SAS fugitives approached the door to the café, knowing that they were taking their fate in their hands.

Adopting a confidence none of them were feeling, they entered. Finding a free table, they sat down. All eyes were fixed on these bedraggled soldiers in their strange looking uniforms. Leaving Captain Daly to do the talking, the others took out their cigarettes for a much-needed smoke. Daly began explaining to those inside that they were a Luftwaffe aircrew, and that their plane had crashed in the mountains. Having outlined their need for a taxi, for they were urgently awaited in Naples, he ‘ordered coffee, and a few cigarettes were lit’. All they had to do now was man it out and await their ride.

As the British soldiers puffed away, someone spotted that the matches they had used were of a British variety. Unbeknown to them, the authorities were alerted, and it wasn’t long before a group of Italian soldiers had the café surrounded. An officer entered and for a while Captain Daly ‘persisted with the bluff that they were Luftwaffe airmen’. But he was fooling no one, least of all the Italian officer, who could clearly see by their uniforms that they were British. Finally, ‘the local mayor arrived’ and ‘asked for papers’. With none being forthcoming, it was at this point that Parker and the rest knew the game was up. Being in no position to make a fight of it, the five men surrendered.

They had come so close, yet had fallen at the last hurdle.

In his escape report, written in November 1943, Parker would note simply: ‘at 1100 hours we were captured by a mixture of soldiers, carabinieri and civilians.’ The moment was one of intense drama, which those few terse words failed to reflect. Being so close to the coast and to rescue, their capture had had a devastating effect on the morale of the men. But while they were not to know it, their arduous trek had all been in vain, and equally so for all of the Operation Colossus parties. It was Daly and Parker’s patrol that had got the furthest, and they were the last to be caught. But even had they made the rendezvous, no submarine would have emerged to pluck them off the Italian coast and spirit them to safety.

Long before that moment, HMS Triumph been turned around and ordered back to her base, effectively abandoning the men of X Troop to their fate. The reasons behind this decision were complex, but it boiled down to two unfortunate twists of fate. In the first, one of the two Whitleys tasked with the diversionary raid over Foggia had developed engine trouble. Codenamed ‘S for Sugar’ and piloted by Pilot Officer Jack Wotherspoon, the aircraft was unable to make it back to Malta. Realising this, Wotherspoon had sent out a ‘Mayday’ call, advising that he would try to ditch the stricken aircraft near the Sele Estuary. By a cruel twist of fate, that happened to be the exact same spot as where X Troop were supposed to rendezvous with the Triumph.

Wotherspoon’s choice was one of pure coincidence. He had absolutely no knowledge of X Troop’s pick-up point. That information was known only to the submarine captain, X Troop’s officers, and senior command. What had made matters worse was that the Mayday transmission had been made using the Syko code, a cypher that the Admiralty knew the Italians could break. In a second unfortunate twist of fate, a British reconnaissance flight had been made over the area of the Tragino Aqueduct, and photos had been taken. But as they were shot from directly above, and as the aqueduct had collapsed vertically downwards, they seemed to show that the target remained undamaged. That, at least, was the conclusion drawn by those who had studied the photos back at Malta. So it was that the decision was reached that Colossus had failed, and that very likely all the raiders had been killed or captured before they had reached their target.

As various messages had winged back and forth from Malta to London, an unholy row had broken out. On the morning of 11 February, so just hours after the aqueduct had been blown, a ‘Hush Most Secret’ signal had been dispatched from the Vice Admiral, Malta, Sir Wilbraham Ford, to the Admiralty, London, advising of S for Sugar’s Syko Mayday call, and that the submarine pick-up point might have been blown. ‘Compromise of this signal is possible,’ the Vice Admiral warned. ‘Am sailing HMS TRIUMPH as previously arranged and have instructed him to proceed with utmost care. I am asking AOC [Air Officer Commanding] Mediterranean to reconnoitre bay concerned near date of withdrawal to see if there is enemy patrol activity.’

While Sir Wilbraham Ford hadn’t called off X Troop’s pick-up, he was counselling caution. In London, the First Sea Lord, Sir Dudley Pound, baulked. At a War Cabinet Chiefs of Staff Committee meeting on the morning of 13 February, he argued, ‘the enemy would now probably be aware of the rendezvous . . .’ and he ‘considered it wrong to risk the probable loss of a valuable submarine and its crew against the possibility of bringing off a few survivors.’ At the same meeting Sir Charles Portal, Chief of the Air Staff, reported that reconnaissance photographs appeared to show the aqueduct still intact and ‘it was probable that most, if not all, of the personnel had been killed or rounded up.’ (Of course, the photographs had been misinterpreted.) The committee then ‘agreed with the Admiralty proposal to cancel the submarine and instructed the Secretary to inform the Prime Minister of this decision’.

That afternoon, a ‘Hush Most Secret’ signal was sent from the Admiralty to Ford, in Malta, ordering him to recall the submarine. The message simply said, ‘Investigations show that it is most probable that Syko message made by the aircraft has compromised the withdrawal orders. HMS TRIUMPH is to be recalled forthwith and the withdrawal operation cancelled.’

Unsurprisingly, that order did not sit well with Sir Roger Keyes, head of Combined Operations, who had personally seen off the men of X Troop on the evening of their departure. He felt a deep sense of responsibility to each of them. He drafted a message to the Prime Minister imploring him to intervene: ‘In view of the fact that there is 100 fathoms of water within seven miles of the rescue position . . . I consider our failure to make any effort to carry out the salvage arrangements, promised to the parachutists, amounts to a clear breach of faith. I do beg of you to instruct the decision whether the rescue is to be attempted or not be left to the Vice Admiral Malta who . . . is the authority on the spot.’

But despite Keyes’ best efforts, and his personal appeal to Churchill, HMS Triumph had already been recalled and X Troop had been left to fend for themselves. And unaware of the arguments that were raging at the very highest levels of British command, Daly, Parker and their comrades were now in the custody of the Italians.

Handcuffed, they were rushed by car to a civilian jail in Naples, a good forty-five miles to the north-west of where they had been captured. Once there, one by one the captives were separated, Parker being placed in solitary confinement for three long days. From time to time, he was brought before Italian officers and interrogated about the mission that he and his fellow raiders had undertaken. After giving his name, rank and army number, Parker answered all subsequent questions with the simple words: ‘I can’t say.’ Though he was repeatedly threatened with being shot, no such haranguing would persuade him to give his interrogators a jot more.

Alfred Parker had been born and raised in Sheffield, South Yorkshire, known as the ‘Steel City’ due to the predominance of the steel industry in shaping the city’s fortunes. Leaving school at the age of fourteen, he’d managed to get a job at ‘a small motor repair garage’. Over the next four years he’d become a highly skilled motor mechanic, nurturing a burning interest in motorcycles and racing. At the age of eighteen he’d started his own motorcycle-repair business, using some of the money he made to create innovative designs for ‘incorporating under-slung petrol tanks in pannier fashion’ on racing bikes. He’d gone on to take up a job at Hatfields, a motorcycle agents in Sheffield. His natural aptitude for engineering and mechanics were to play a huge part in the months following Parker’s capture in Italy.

When war broke out in September 1939, Parker was eager to enlist in the armed forces. But on arrival at a Sheffield recruiting centre, he was greeted with a sign declaring that ‘only those over the age of 21 would be accepted.’ Being just nineteen, Parker was two years too young – in theory. In practice, much leeway was being shown. Parker was given the wink that the recruiters weren’t asking to see birth certificates. So he straightened his shoulders, gave his date of birth as 21 March 1918 and was duly signed up. That false date-of-birth would be on all Parker’s army records for the rest of his life.

With his gift for mechanics, Parker was posted to 238 Field Company, Royal Engineers, following basic training. The following summer he’d found himself in France and Belgium with the British Expeditionary Force. His skills with the tools of his trade saw him, and his good friend George Mays – the unit’s two mechanics – exempted from the more mundane duties the other soldiers had to endure. But like thousands of other British soldiers, he found himself back in England in June 1940, following the fall of France, part of a vanquished army and a nation that appeared to be staring defeat in the face.

But that summer, at Winston Churchill’s behest, the fightback had begun. Churchill called for the formation of ‘troops of the hunter class’ to foment ‘a reign of terror down the enemy coast’, asking for volunteers to join ‘Special Service’ units – groups of commandos tasked to take the fight back to the Nazi enemy wherever he may be. Churchill sought to ‘raise a force of 10,000 parachutists’, having seen how efficiently the Germans had used their Fallschirmjäger (airborne) units in France and Belgium. Sensing this was the chance to join a new outfit that promised adventure, and the chance to strike back hard, Parker had volunteered. After a highly demanding selection process, he was duly accepted. This was some achievement for the youthful Parker, especially since of the thousands who had stepped forward to answer Churchill’s call, less than five per cent had made it through to the commandos and associated outfits.

After further intense training, Parker had joined No. 2 Commando. In November 1940 this unit was redesignated the ‘11th Special Air Service Battalion’, and it had began parachute training at Ringway, Manchester. The word ‘Air’ had been inserted into the ‘Special Service’ designation, to reflect the fact that they would be dropped into action by parachute. The ‘11th’ was supposed to suggest to the enemy that there were at least ten more units of the same ilk, in a deliciously simple deception.

When 11 SAS Brigade had been tasked with Operation Colossus – the very first airborne operation by British forces – all 450 men making up the unit had volunteered, even though they’d been warned that capture could mean being shot as spies. This had meant that 11 SAS’s Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Jackson, had been able to select thirty-six of his best men to form X Troop, Parker, of course, being one.

By mid-February 1941 all of that seemed in the long-distant past. Sitting in his cell in Italy, Parker contemplated a fate that appeared unrelentingly dark.

On 22 February, a week after their capture, the Operation Colossus captives were taken to the military prison in Naples. On arrival Parker realised the worst: ‘The prison was bounded by a 25 foot high stone wall with patrol posts,’ making escape all-but impossible. A thorough search was made of his person, numerous hidden escape and evasion devices being discovered, including ‘maps, money and saws’ – that last being a mini-hacksaw-like blade secreted in his uniform. To Parker, it seemed as if the ‘searchers . . . know where to look’, which he found highly disturbing. He consoled himself with the knowledge that ‘the compass collar stud and needle were not discovered’ – the tiny escape compass disguised as a button on his uniform.

Needless to say, that was a crucial piece of escape equipment.

*

All that summer the Operation Colossus prisoners languished in that Naples prison. Finally, on 2 October 1941, they were transferred to a bona fide POW camp – Prigione di Guerra 78 (PG78) at Sulmona, seventy-five miles to the east of Rome. They’d faced repeated threats that they were to be shot as spies. A tug-of-war seemed to have taken place between Italy’s various high commands, as to whether Rome should recognise the parachutists as bona fide combatants, who should therefore be afforded all the protections due under the laws of war, or whether they should be deemed as ‘captured spies’, at which point trial and likely execution would follow.

The atmosphere was highly charged, following the success of their daring airborne operation. In addition to the damage they had caused to that aqueduct, those thirty-six paratroopers had struck real fear and alarm into the heart of the Italian nation and its military machine. If three-dozen such raiders might drop from the sky and strike seemingly at will, where in all of Italy was safe from such attacks? And where would Churchill’s airborne fiends – those that he had charged to be his ‘butcher and bolt’ raiders – strike next? And how was Italy to defend herself against such a new and alarming form of warfare?

Such fears were fanned by reports in the press, as Operation Colossus had hit the news worldwide. The audacious feat had captured the imaginations of Britain and her would-be allies, even as the war itself seemed to be dogged by ill-fortune. In this Churchill had been shown to be a true visionary. He had understood, innately, that the British people needed such stories of derring-do to raise their spirits and give them the belief that the nation had the will and the wherewithal to fight; to dig deep for victory. And as with most things he did during the early months of the war, in everything he had one eye to the United States and how the news might play with President Roosevelt, and whether it might help draw the Americans into the war.

While the military high command might have written off Colossus as being a failure, there was little of that reflected in the news coverage. Just days after the parachutists had dropped in, the story broke. The venerable Western Daily News, founded in 1860, and covering the English West Country, ran with the headline: ‘BRITAIN ADOPTS PARATROOPS. Dropped in Italy. FASCISTS SHAKEN BY DARING BLOW.’ Reflecting the fear that had gripped Italy in the direct aftermath of the raid, the report continued, ‘ITALY TRIES TO ALLAY ALARM. This latest daring blow at Italy obviously shook the Fascist Government, writes “The Western Morning News” Air Correspondent.’

Taking up the hue and cry, the Evening Despatch heralded how ‘Bull-dog breed’ comes out in our paratroops, as ‘NAZIS ADMIT BRITISH DARING AND RESOLUTION’. Quoting from a German newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter, the Evening Despatch reported ‘admiration, not untinged with envy . . . for the British paratroops’ attack on Italy . . . “The British,” the German paper said, “were trying to imitate German parachutists . . . daring and resolute men have never been lacking in Britain.”’

At the same time, Colossus had made headlines further afield. The American newspapers produced some of the most revealing coverage, trumpeting how ‘BRITISH ’CHUTISTS SCARE DUCE PEOPLE’. That report, in the Waco Times Herald, then a Texas regional newspaper, was published just three days after the explosion had ripped apart the Tragino Aqueduct. It revealed how ‘British parachute troops armed with machine-guns, hand-grenades and dynamite,’ sought to ‘blow up communications and vital water supply facilities in lower Italy’. Playing on Italian fears, London fed the newspapers hints that ‘more parachute troops are at large in Italy,’ as reported in the Detroit Evening Times on 15 February 1941.

Eventually, the very notoriety of the Colossus raiders seemed to have played in their favour, as the news reports concluded that ‘the captured men are being treated as prisoners-of-war, not subject to execution as spies’. A full week after the raider’s capture, the Daily Record and Mail, a Scottish newspaper, caught the triumphant mood of the nation, under the headline ‘PRISON FOR BRITISH PARATROOPERS’. Reporting how the captives were to be treated as bona fide POWs, it heralded how ‘the work of this handful of courageous British soldiers will . . . be just as valuable as that of a full scale clash of arms between two opposing armies. The full extent of the damage inflicted . . . is not yet known, but the moral effect on the highly excitable temperament of the Italians will be considerable . . .’

*

For Alfred Parker, languishing in an Italian POW camp, the furore the raid had caused and the celebration of its daring at home, had largely passed him by, as would the gradual turning of the Allies’ fortunes in this war. It wasn’t until the first days of September 1943 – two-and-a-half long years after his capture – that Parker and his fellow POWs would witness for themselves the might of the Allied war machine that was now being turned upon Nazi-occupied and Fascist Europe.

It had just turned September 1943 when the rumbling of distant aircraft engines filled the air above their camp. Parker, busy preparing a concoction of melted cheese and breadcrumbs on a small tin stove, courtesy of the Red Cross food parcels, was intrigued enough to break off from his preparations. He’d been rustling up the feast together with his good friend, Lance Corporal George Dent, of the Royal Signals. Turning aside from the mouthwatering aroma they had created, they scanned the skies. Other prisoners claimed it was a swarm of bees, but Parker, an airborne trooper, wasn’t so sure. Moments later someone spied ‘the planes!’

Jostling to get a better view, Parker and Dent looked up in wonder. These were certainly no bees. And not just a few; the sky was full of mighty warplanes. The massive, gleaming forms of American B17 Flying Fortresses and Liberators – heavy four-engine bombers – seemed to fill the skies. To Parker, it seemed there were hundreds of them all in tight formation, and seemingly headed directly for Sulmona Prisoner-of-War camp – the very place where he and Dent had been incarcerated for the best part of two years.

As Parker watched, the warplanes continued to thunder ever onwards, drawing closer to the camp, and not for one moment breaking formation, even when an Italian fighter ‘swept down from the right firing its guns’. A few sustained blasts from the heavily armed bombers sent it on its way. Suddenly, the air seemed to darken as it was filled with falling bombs. Suffused with relief, Parker and Dent realised the target wasn’t their camp. It was the nearby town of Sulmona itself. But even from the relatively safe distance of the POW camp, they winced and ducked, as the pounding percussions of massive explosions ripped through the air. The guards in the central watchtower, scared out of their wits, scrambled down the ladder as they sought to get into cover. Unsure of what to do, one hesitated for a moment, poised on the ladder, before ‘he finally deserted his post completely to the wild cheers of the prisoners’, as Parker would describe the moment.

From what Parker could make out, the target was Sulmona’s railway yard, but equally, it was clear that such an intense bombardment was bound to cause civilian casualties. After no more than three utterly intense minutes, and with all their ordnance dispatched, the vast airborne armada turned around and headed back towards its home base, leaving a scene of destruction in its wake. A thick pall of smoke and fire plumed above the town. Finally, Parker turned back to his makeshift feast, and let out a long sigh. While he and Dent had been transfixed by the aerial show, so their cheesy breadcrumbs had been burned to a crisp.

Life in the camp over the past two years had been far from easy. Things had not been so bad in the summer months, when the weather was fine and the Red Cross could get their food and care parcels through. The camp commandant had even allowed football and baseball pitches to be built, to give the men something to do with all the time they had to kill. Yet in the winter things had been terrible. Blaming a ‘lack of transport’ for the sudden absence of Red Cross parcels, food became scarce, the camp guards and commanders appearing indifferent to the hunger of those in their charge. Things had got so desperate that Parker was driven wild by hunger, confessing that ‘once I ate a cat’.

While the POWs had survived in any way they could, the guards had seemed determined to do ‘everything possible to foster quarrels amongst the prisoners’, which fuelled suspicions that ‘there were informers’. That had dampened down any plans of trying to escape. Parker also noticed that whenever the war went especially in favour of the Axis powers, ‘the prisoners suffered’ the most, but that in recent months their treatment had seemed to improve. On one level, he had sensed that ‘the Italians never really expected to win’ the war. That massive air-bombardment by American warplanes had simply underlined their fears.

A few days later, another mass air-raid took place over Sulmona, further tearing apart the town’s rail yard. There was a palpable sense that change was in the air. The word on every prisoner’s lips was that the Italians had had it. The end was surely near for them. Then, on 8 September 1943, it was finally announced that the Italians had surrendered unconditionally to the Allies. The following day, at noon, Parker and the rest of the prisoners were ordered to assemble on the camp’s football pitch, to be addressed by the Senior British Officer (SBO) in the camp, and to be briefed on what it might all mean for them.

The SBO, a South African, proceeded to issue a very odd directive. Rather than telling the assembled POWs to break out and make for British lines, for their Italian captors were certainly not about to stop them, he had a very different set of instructions in mind. Parker, and those around him, listened in disbelief, as the SBO ordered them, in no uncertain terms, to remain exactly where they were. Under no circumstances were any of them to break out. ‘He [the SBO] followed this up with a warning that in the event of anyone escaping and getting back to British lines, they would be charged with disobeying orders and court-martialled,’ Parker observed. He could not believe his ears, labelling the man ‘a traitor’.

This would become known as the notorious ‘Stay Put Order’. Though Parker was not to know it, similar sets of instructions were being issued by SBOs in camps across Italy. Now that the Italians had surrendered, POWs were no longer classed as prisoners-of-war, and were instead viewed as serving soldiers, the Sulmona SBO explained. As he was their commanding officer, his orders were to be obeyed to the letter. Parker might well have heard the SBO’s words and his warnings, but he was convinced that the man was totally wrong, and his sentiments totally misguided.

What Parker and his fellows couldn’t know was that the SBO was acting on the orders of MI9 – Military Intelligence Section 9, Britain’s Escape & Evasion specialists. Fearing chaos, should upwards of 80,000 British POWs suddenly find themselves roaming the Italian countryside, the Stay Put Order had been issued, wherein all POWs were to stay exactly where they were, and wait for the Allied ground forces to liberate their camps. That instruction – MI9 Order P/W 87190 – had been dispatched via coded radio signals, which were received on the clandestine wireless sets operated in most POW camps. Transmitted throughout early June and July 1943, the order stated: ‘officers commanding prison camps will ensure that prisoners-of-war remain within the camp. Authority is granted to all officers . . . to take necessary disciplinary action to prevent individual prisoners-of-war attempting to rejoin their own units.’

The Stay Put Order had been overseen by MI9 chief, Brigadier Norman Crockatt, a highly decorated veteran of the First World War. Predicting that Italy would be liberated by the Allies in a matter of days, MI9 ensured that ‘almost every camp’s SBO received the message,’ as Crockatt declared himself ‘happy at what was being done’. Not all of MI9’s officers agreed with the order. Some had argued vehemently against it. Worse still, it had been issued without the approval of the War Office, or the knowledge of Churchill himself.

Churchill had made it a priority for the immediate release of all POWs, once the Armistice was signed. Writing to US President Roosevelt, he’d stressed the ‘highest importance’ of the issue, something ‘about which there will be passionate feeling in this country . . . I regard it as a matter of honour and humanity to get our own flesh and blood back as soon as possible and spare them the measureless horrors of incarceration in Germany.’ Indeed, the 3rd Article of the Armistice stated that all POWs were to be ‘immediately turned over to the Allied commander-in-chief and none of these may . . . be evacuated to Germany’.

Later, when it was realised what a catastrophic blunder the Stay Put Order constituted, MI9 tried to divert the blame for its origin onto Field Marshal Montgomery, at that time the commander of British forces in Italy, claiming that ‘Monty . . . probably gave his directive in late May or early June.’ In truth, the Stay Put Order would have the devastating effect of leaving some 30,000 Allied troops at the mercy of the forces of Nazi Germany, whose troops quickly took over the camps, shipping the prisoners north to captivity in Germany and Poland.

For Parker, and his good pal, George Dent, the order seemed utterly insane; treasonous almost. A good deal of vitriol and spite was directed at the Sulmona camp’s SBO. More to the point, both men, along with scores of others in the camp, realised this was one order that only deserved one response – to be disobeyed. If they saw a chance to breakout then that was exactly what they would do, Parker and Dent being at the forefront of the would-be escapees. ‘If an opportunity to escape arose, then we would not hesitate to grasp it,’ Parker later wrote of this moment.

That opportunity was to come more quickly than either man had expected.

Just hours after the SBO’s announcement, security at the Sulmona camp began to fall apart. While the Italians were still holding the camp perimeter, they were doing so in a slapdash manner, as they pondered just what on earth they were to do. The now-former POWs were granted ‘permission for the men from one compound at a time to have a walk outside the high wall and inside the barbed wire defence system’. Sensing an opportunity, Parker and Dent took up the offer, but were surprised to see that so few others had any interest in ‘seeing what lay beyond the walls’. Doubtless the threat of court martial made by the SBO had dampened any ideas they might have of getting away.

Upon reaching the camp in October of 1941, Parker had concluded that escape was impossible. Sulmona Camp stood at the foot of the imposing Apennine mountains, with a high stone wall engirdling it, and a series of barbed-wire fences lying beyond that. Even had he managed to get outside, Parker had reasoned, where would he have sought sanctuary? But with Allied forces now advancing up the Italian peninsula, surely that changed everything.

Together with Dent, Parker proceeded to head towards the gates, as if taking a much-needed stroll to stretch their legs. Once outside the solid wall, their intention was to walk the entire length of the twenty-foot-high barbed-wire perimeter fencing, to see if they could spot ‘any weak places in the defence system’. Was there any way that he and Dent could spot a weakness and effect a getaway? A gap somewhere that could be exploited?

The main entrance to the camp remained heavily guarded, with more sentries dotted along the line of the fence. As they pushed ahead, they came to a point where the ground sloped upwards. Once over this rise and strolling around the next corner, they caught sight of ‘a wide farm-type gate set diagonally across the corner’. That in turn led to ‘a semblance of a roadway . . . completely overgrown and obviously never used’. The gate was slightly ajar and it was guarded by a lone sentry, one who struck Parker and Dent as looking exceedingly bored.

Parker took a breath and approached the guard. Using the ‘broken Italian’ he’d picked up during his long years of captivity, he started chatting to the sentry, with Dent at his side. The Italian seemed ‘only too pleased to break the monotony by talking with us’. Thinking on his feet, Parker spied a bright flower beyond the open gate and pointed it out. Wasn’t it glorious, he suggested. Such
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