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A Biography of Jack Higgins


Prologue




AT PRECISELY ONE o’clock on the morning of Saturday, 6, November 1943, Heinrich Himmler, Reichsführer of the SS and Chief of State Police, received a simple message: ‘The Eagle has landed.’ It meant that a small force of German paratroops were at that moment safely in England and poised to snatch the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, from the Norfolk country house near the sea, where he was spending a quiet weekend. This book is an attempt to recreate the events surrounding that astonishing exploit. At least fifty per cent of it is documented historical fact. The reader must decide for himself how much of the rest is a matter of speculation, or fiction …



One






SOMEONE WAS DIGGING a grave in one corner of the cemetery as I went in through the lychgate. I remember that quite clearly because it seemed to set the scene for nearly everything that followed.

Five or six rooks lifted out of the beech trees at the west end of the church like bundles of black rags, calling angrily to each other as I threaded my way between the tombstones and approached the grave, turning up the collar of my trenchcoat against the driving rain.

Whoever was down there was talking to himself in a low voice. It was impossible to catch what he was saying. I moved to one side of the pile of fresh earth, dodging another spadeful, and peered in. ‘Nasty morning for it.’

He looked up, resting on his spade, an old, old man in a cloth cap and shabby, mud-stained suit, a grain sack draped across his shoulders. His cheeks were sunken and hollow, covered with a grey stubble, and his eyes full of moisture and quite vacant.

I tried again. ‘The rain,’ I said.

Some kind of understanding dawned. He glanced up at the sombre sky and scratched his chin. ‘Worse before it gets better, I’d say.’

‘It must make it difficult for you,’ I said. There was at least six inches of water swilling about in the bottom.

He poked at the far side of the grave with his spade and it split wide open, like something rotten bursting, earth showering down. ‘Could be worse. They put so many in this little boneyard over the years, people aren’t planted in earth any more. They’re buried in human remains.’

He laughed, exposing toothless gums, then bent down, scrabbled in the earth at his feet and held up a finger-bone. ‘See what I mean?’

The appeal, even for the professional writer, of life in all its infinite variety, definitely has its limits on occasion and I decided it was time to move on. ‘I have got it right? This is a Catholic church?’

‘All Romans here,’ he said. ‘Always have been.’

‘Then maybe you can help me. I’m looking for a grave or perhaps even a monument inside the church. Gascoigne—Charles Gascoigne. A sea captain.’

‘Never heard of him,’ he said. ‘And I’ve been sexton here forty-one years. When was he buried?’

‘Around sixteen-eighty-five.’

His expression didn’t alter. He said calmly, ‘Ah, well then, before my time, you see. Father Vereker—now he might know something.’

‘Will he be inside?’

‘There or the presbytery. Other side of the trees behind the wall.’

At that moment, for some reason or other, the rookery in the beech trees above our heads erupted into life, dozens of rooks wheeling in the rain, filling the air with their clamour. The old man glanced up and hurled the finger-bone into the branches. And then he said a very strange thing.

‘Noisy bastards!’ he called. ‘Get back to Leningrad.’

I’d been about to turn away, but paused, intrigued. ‘Leningrad?’ I said. ‘What makes you say that?’

“That’s where they come from. Starlings, too. They’ve been ringed in Leningrad and they turn up here in October. Too cold for them over there in the winter.’

‘Is that so?’ I said.

He had become quite animated now, took half a cigarette from behind his ear and stuck it in his mouth. ‘Cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey over there in the winter. A lot of Germans died at Leningrad during the war. Not shot or anything. Just froze to death.’

By now I was quite fascinated. I said, ‘Who told you all that?’

‘About the birds?’ he said, and suddenly he changed completely, his face suffused by a kind of sly cunning. ‘Why, Werner told me. He knew all about birds.’

‘And who was Werner?’

‘Werner?’ He blinked several times, the vacant look appearing on his face again, though whether genuine or simulated it was impossible to tell. ‘He was a good lad, Werner. A good lad. They shouldn’t have done that to him.’

He leaned over his spade and started to dig again, dismissing me completely. I stayed there for a moment longer, but it was obvious that he had nothing more to say, so, reluctantly, because it had certainly sounded as if it might be a good story, I turned and worked my way through the tombstones to the main entrance.

I paused inside the porch. There was a notice-board on the wall in some sort of dark wood, the lettering in faded gold paint. Church of St. Mary and All the Saints, Studley Constable across the top and, underneath, the times for Mass and Confession. At the bottom it said Father Philip Vereker, S.J.

The door was oak and very old, held together by iron bands, studded with bolts. The handle was a bronze lion’s head with a large ring in its mouth and the ring had to be turned to one side before the door opened, which it did finally with a slight, eerie creaking.

I had expected darkness and gloom inside, but instead, found what was in effect a medieval cathedral in miniature, flooded with light and astonishingly spacious. The nave arcades were superb, great Norman pillars soaring up to an incredible wooden roof, richly carved with an assortment of figures, human and animal, which were really in quite remarkable condition. A row of round, clerestory windows on either side at roof level were responsible for a great deal of the light which had so surprised me.

There was a beautiful stone font and on the wall beside it, a painted board listed all the priests who had served over the years, starting with a Rafe de Courcey in 1132 and ending with Vereker again, who had taken over in 1943.

Beyond was a small, dark chapel, candles flickering in front of an image of the Virgin Mary that seemed to float there in the half-light. I walked past it and down the centre aisle between the pews. It was very quiet, only the ruby light of the sanctuary lamp, a fifteenth-century Christ high on his cross down by the altar, rain drumming against the high windows.

There was a scrape of a foot on stone behind me and a dry, firm voice said, ‘Can I help you?’

I turned and found a priest standing in the entrance of the Lady Chapel, a tall, gaunt man in a faded black cassock. He had iron-grey hair cropped close to the skull and the eyes were set deep in their sockets as if he had been recently ill, an impression heightened by the tightness of the skin across the cheekbones. It was a strange face. Soldier or scholar, this man could have been either, but that didn’t surprise me, remembering from the notice board that he was a Jesuit. But it was also a face that lived with pain as a constant companion if I was any judge and, as he came forward, I saw that he leaned heavily on a blackthorn stick and dragged his left foot.

‘Father Vereker?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I was talking to the old man out there, the sexton.’

‘Ah, yes, Laker Armsby.’

‘If that’s his name. He thought you might be able to help me.’ I held out my hand. ‘My name’s Higgins, by the way. Jack Higgins. I’m a writer.’

He hesitated slightly before shaking hands, but only because he had to switch the blackthorn from his right hand to his left. Even so, there was a definite reserve, or so it seemed to me. ‘And how can I help you, Mr Higgins?’

‘I’m doing a series of articles for an American magazine,’ I said. ‘Historical stuff. I was over at St Margaret’s at Cley, yesterday.’

‘A beautiful church.’ He sat down in the nearest pew. ‘Forgive me, I tire rather easily these days.’

‘There’s a table tomb in the churchyard there,’ I went on. ‘Perhaps you know it?’ “To James Greeve…”’

He cut in on me instantly. ‘… who was assistant to Sir Cloudesley Shovel in burning ye ships in Ye Port of Tripoly in “Barbary, January fourteenth, sixteen seventy-six.”’ He showed that he could smile. ‘But that’s a famous inscription in these parts.’

‘According to my researches, when Greeve was Captain of the Orange Tree he had a mate called Charles Gascoigne who later became a captain in the navy. He died of an old wound in sixteen-eighty-three and it seems Greeve had him brought up to Cley to be buried.’

‘I see,’ he said politely, but without any particular interest. In fact, there was almost a hint of impatience in his voice.

‘There’s no trace of him in Cley churchyard,’ I said, ‘or in the parish records and I’ve tried the churches at Wiveton, Glandford and Blakeney with the same result.’

‘And you think he might be here?’

‘I was going through my notes again and remembered that he’d been raised a Catholic as a boy and it occurred to me that he might have been buried in the faith. I’m staying at the Blakeney Hotel and I was talking to one of the barmen there who told me there was a Catholic church here at Studley Constable. It’s certainly an out-of-the-way little place. Took me a good hour to find it.’

‘All to no purpose, I’m afraid.’ He pushed himself up. ‘I’ve been here at St Mary’s for twenty-eight years now and I can assure you I’ve never come across any mention of this Charles Gascoigne.’

It had been very much my last chance and I suppose I allowed my disappointment to show, but in any case, I persisted. ‘Can you be absolutely sure? What about church records for the period? There might be an entry in the burial register.’

‘The local history of this area happens to be a personal interest of mine,’ he said with a certain acidity. ‘There is not a document connected with this church with which I am not completely familiar and I can assure you that nowhere is there any mention of a Charles Gascoigne. And now, if you’ll excuse me. My lunch will be ready.’

As he moved forward, the blackthorn slipped and he stumbled and almost fell. I grabbed his elbow and managed to stand on his left foot. He didn’t even wince.

I said, ‘I’m sorry, that was damned clumsy of me.’

He smiled for the second time. ‘Nothing to hurt, as it happens.’ He rapped at the foot with the blackthorn. ‘A confounded nuisance, but, as they say, I’ve learned to live with it.’

It was the kind of remark which required no comment and he obviously wasn’t seeking one. We went down the aisle together, slowly because of his foot, and I said, ‘A remarkably beautiful church.’

‘Yes, we’re rather proud of it.’ He opened the door for me. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.’

‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘Do you mind if I have a look around the churchyard while I’m here?’

‘A hard man to convince, I see.’ But there was no malice in the way he said it. ‘Why not? We have some very interesting stones. I’d particularly recommend you to the section at the west end. Early eighteenth-century and obviously done by the same local mason who did similar work at Cley.’

This time he was the one who held out his hand. As I took it, he said, ‘You know, I thought your name was familiar. Didn’t you write a book on the Ulster troubles last year?’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘A nasty business.’

‘War always is, Mr Higgins.’ His face was bleak. ‘Man at his most cruel. Good-day to you.’

He closed the door and I moved into the porch. A strange encounter. I lit a cigarette and stepped into the rain. The sexton had moved on and for the moment I had the churchyard to myself, except for the rooks, of course. The rooks from Leningrad. I wondered about that again, then pushed the thought resolutely from my mind. There was work to be done. Not that I had any great hope after talking to Father Vereker, of finding Charles Gascoigne’s tomb, but the truth was there just wasn’t anywhere else to look.

I worked my way through methodically, starting at the west end, noticing in my progress the headstones he’d mentioned. They were certainly curious. Sculptured and etched with vivid and rather crude ornaments of bones, skulls, winged hourglasses and archangels. Interesting, but entirely the wrong period for Gascoigne.

It took me an hour and twenty minutes to cover the entire area and at the end of that time I knew I was beaten. For one thing, unlike most country churchyards these days, this one was kept in very decent order. Grass cut, bushes trimmed back, very little that was overgrown or partially hidden from view or that sort of thing.

So, no Charles Gascoigne. I was standing by the newly-dug grave when I finally admitted defeat. The old sexton had covered it with a tarpaulin against the rain and one end had fallen in. I crouched down to pull it back into position and as I started to rise, noticed a strange thing.

A yard or two away, close in to the wall of the church at the base of the tower, there was a flat tombstone set in a mound of green grass. It was early eighteenth-century, an example of the local mason’s work I’ve already mentioned. It had a superb skull and crossbones at its head and was dedicated to a wool merchant named Jeremiah Fuller, his wife and two children. Crouched down as I was, I became aware that there was another slab beneath it.

The Celt in me rises to the top easily and I was filled with a sudden irrational excitement as if conscious that I stood on the threshold of something. I knelt over the tombstone and tried to get my fingers to it, which proved to be rather difficult. But then, quite suddenly, it started to move.

‘Come on, Gascoigne,’ I said softly. ‘Let’s be having you.’

The slab slid to one side, tilting on the slope of the mound and all was revealed. I suppose it was one of the most astonishing moments of my life. It was a simple stone, with a German cross at the head—what most people would describe as an iron cross. The inscription beneath it was in German. It read Hier ruhen Oberstleutnant Kurt Steiner und 13 Deutsche Fallschirmjäger gefallen am 6 November 1943.

My German is indifferent at the best of times, mainly from lack of use, but it was good enough for this. Here lies Lieutenant-Colonel Kurt Steiner and 13 German paratroopers, killed in action on the 6th November, 1943.

I crouched there in the rain, checking my translation carefully but no, I was right, and that didn’t make any kind of sense. To start with, I happened to know, as I’d once written an article on the subject, that when the German Military Cemetery was opened at Cannock Chase in Staffordshire in 1967, the remains of the four thousand, nine hundred and twenty-five German servicemen who died in Britain during the First and Second World Wars were transferred there.

Killed in Action, the inscription said. No, it was quite absurd. An elaborate hoax on somebody’s part. It had to be.

Any further thoughts on the subject were prevented by a sudden outraged cry. ‘What in the hell do you think you’re doing?’

Father Vereker was hobbling towards me through the tombstones, holding a large black umbrella over his head.

I called cheerfully, ‘I think you’ll find this interesting, Father. I’ve made a rather astonishing find.’

As he drew closer, I realized that something was wrong. Something was very wrong indeed, for his face was white with passion and he was shaking with rage. ‘How dare you move that stone? Sacrilege—that’s the only word for it.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry about that, but look what I’ve found underneath.’

‘I don’t give a damn what you’ve found underneath. Put it back at once.’

I was beginning to get annoyed myself now. ‘Don’t be silly. Don’t you realize what it says here? If you don’t read German then allow me to tell you. “Here lies Lieutenant-Colonel Kurt Steiner and thirteen German paratroopers killed in action sixth November nineteen-forty-three.” Now don’t you find that absolutely bloody fascinating?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘You mean you’ve seen it before.’

‘No, of course not.’ There was something hunted about him now, an edge of desperation to his voice when he added, ‘Now will you kindly replace the original stone?’

I didn’t believe him, not for a moment. I said, ‘Who was he, this Steiner? What was it all about?’

‘I’ve already told you, I haven’t the slightest idea,’ he said, looking more hunted still.

And then I remembered something. ‘You were here in nineteen-forty-three, weren’t you? That’s when you took over the parish. It says so on the board inside the church.’

He exploded, came apart at the seams. ‘For the last time, will you replace that stone as you found it?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that.’

Strangely enough, he seemed to regain some kind of control of himself at that point. Very well,’ he said calmly. ‘Then you will oblige me by leaving at once.’

There seemed little point in arguing, considering the state of mind he was in, so I said briefly, ‘All right, Father, if that’s the way you want it.’

I had reached the path when he called, ‘And don’t come back. If you do I shall call the local police without the slightest hesitation.’

I went out through the lychgate, got into the Peugeot and drove away. His threats didn’t worry me. I was too excited for that, too intrigued. Everything about Studley Constable was intriguing. It was one of those places that seem to turn up in North Norfolk and nowhere else. The kind of village that you find by accident one day and can never find again, so that you begin to question whether it ever existed in the first place.

Not that there was very much of it. The church, the old presbytery in its walled garden, fifteen or sixteen cottages of one kind or another scattered along the stream, the old mill with its massive water wheel, the village inn on the opposite side of the green, the Studley Arms.

I pulled into the side of the road beside the stream, lit a cigarette and gave the whole thing a little quiet thought. Father Vereker was lying. He’d seen that stone before, he knew its significance, of that I was convinced. It was rather ironic when one thought about it. I’d come to Studley Constable by chance in search of Charles Gascoigne. Instead I’d discovered something vastly more intriguing, a genuine mystery. But what was I going to do about it, that was the thing?

The solution presented itself to me almost instantly in the person of Laker Armsby, the sexton, who appeared from a narrow alley between two cottages. He was still splashed with mud, still had that old grain sack over his shoulders. He crossed the road and entered the Studley Arms and I got out of the Peugeot instantly and went after him.

According to the plate over the entrance, the licencee was one George Henry Wilde. I opened the door and found myself in a stone-flagged corridor with panelled walls. A door to the left stood ajar and there was a murmur of voices, a burst of laughter.

Inside, there was no bar, just a large, comfortable room with an open fire on a stone hearth, several high-backed benches, a couple of wooden tables. There were six or seven customers and none of them young. I’d have said that sixty was about the average age—a pattern that’s distressingly common in such rural areas these days.

They were countrymen to the backbone, faces weathered by exposure, tweed caps, gumboots. Three played dominoes watched by two more, an old man sat by the fire playing a mouth-organ softly to himself. They all looked up to consider me with the kind of grave interest close-knit groups always have in strangers.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said.

Two or three nodded in a cheerful enough way, though one massively-built character with a black beard flecked with grey didn’t look too friendly. Laker Armsby was sitting at a table on his own, rolling a cigarette between his fingers laboriously, a glass of ale in front of him. He put the cigarette in his mouth and I moved to his side and offered him a light. ‘Hello, there.’

He glanced up blankly and then his face cleared. ‘Oh, it’s you again. Did you find Father Vereker then?’

I nodded. ‘Will you have another drink?’

‘I wouldn’t say no.’ He emptied his glass in a couple of swallows. ‘A pint of brown ale would go down very nicely. Georgy!’

I turned and found a short, stocky man in shirt-sleeves standing behind me, presumably the landlord, George Wilde. He seemed about the same age range as the others and was a reasonable enough looking man except for one unusual feature. At some time in his life he’d been shot in the face at close quarters. I’d seen enough gunshot wounds in my time to be certain of that. In his case the bullet had scoured a furrow in his left cheek, obviously taking bone with it as well. His luck was good.

He smiled pleasantly. ‘And you, sir?’

I told him I’d have a large vodka and tonic which brought amused looks from the farmers or whatever they were, but that didn’t particularly worry me as it happens to be the only alcohol I can drink with any kind of pleasure. Laker Armsby’s hand-rolled cigarette hadn’t lasted too long so I gave him one of mine which he accepted with alacrity. The drinks came and I pushed his ale across to him.

‘How long did you say you’d been sexton up at St Mary’s?’

‘Forty-one years.’

He drained his pint glass. I said, ‘Here, have another and tell me about Steiner.’

The mouth-organ stopped playing abruptly, all conversation died. Old Laker Armsby stared at me across the top of his glass, that look of sly cunning on his face again. ‘Steiner?’ he said. ‘Why, Steiner was …’

George Wilde cut in, reached for the empty glass and ran a cloth over the table. ‘Right, sir, time please.’

I looked at my watch. It was two-thirty. I said, ‘You’ve got it wrong. Another half-hour till closing time.’

He picked up my glass of vodka and handed it to me. ‘This is a free house, sir, and in a quiet little village like this we generally do as we please without anybody getting too upset about it. If I say I’m closing at two-thirty then two-thirty it is.’ He smiled amiably. ‘I’d drink up if I were you, sir.’

There was tension in the air that you could cut with a knife. They were all sitting looking at me, hard, flat faces, eyes like stones and the giant with the black beard moved across to the end of the table and leaned on it, glaring at me.

‘You heard him,’ he said in a low, dangerous voice. ‘Now drink up like a good boy and go home, wherever that is.’

I didn’t argue because the atmosphere was getting worse by the minute. I drank my vodka and tonic, taking a certain amount of time over it, though whether to prove something to them or myself I’m not certain, then I left.

Strange, but I wasn’t angry, just fascinated by the whole incredible affair and by now, of course, I was too far in to draw back. I had to have some answers and it occurred to me that there was a rather obvious way of getting them.

I got into the Peugeot, turned over the bridge and drove up out of the village, passing the church and the presbytery, taking the road to Blakeney. A few hundred yards past the church, I turned the Peugeot into a cart track, left it there and walked back, taking a small Pentax camera with me from the glove compartment of the car.

I wasn’t afraid. After all, on one famous occasion I’d been escorted from the Europa Hotel in Belfast to the airport by men with guns in their pockets who’d suggested I get the next plane out for the good of my health and not return. But I had and on several occasions; had even got a book out of it.

When I went back into the churchyard I found the stone to Steiner and his men exactly as I’d left it. I checked the inscription once again just to make sure I wasn’t making a fool of myself, took several photos of it from different angles, then hurried to the church and went inside.

There was a curtain across the base of the tower and I went behind it. Choirboys’ scarlet cottas and white surplices hung neatly on a rail, there was an old iron-bound trunk, several bell ropes trailed down through the gloom above and a board on the wall informed the world that on 22 July 1936, a peal of five thousand and fifty-eight changes of Bob Minor was rung at the church. I was interested to note that Laker Armsby was listed as one of the six bell-ringers involved.

Even more interesting was a line of holes cutting across the board which had at some time been filled in with plaster and stained. They continued into the masonry, for all the world like a machine-gun burst, but that was really too outrageous.

What I was after was the burial register and there was no sign of any kind of books or documents there. I went out through the curtain and almost instantly noticed the small door in the wall behind the font. It opened easily enough when I tried the handle and I stepped inside and found myself in what was very obviously the sacristy, a small, oak-panelled room. There was a rack containing a couple of cassocks, several surplices and copes, an oak cupboard and a large, old-fashioned desk.

I tried the cupboard first and struck oil at once. Every kind of ledger possible was in there, stacked neatly on one of the shelves. There were three burial registers and 1943 was in the second one. I leafed through the pages quickly, conscious at once of a feeling of enormous disappointment.

There were two deaths entered during November 1943 and they were both women. I hurriedly worked my way back to the beginning of the year, which didn’t take very long, then closed the register and replaced it in the cupboard. So one very obvious avenue was closed to me. If Steiner, whoever he was, had been buried here, then he should have gone into the register. That was an incontrovertible point of English law. So what in the hell did it all mean?

I opened the sacristy door and stepped out, closing it behind me. There were two of them there from the pub. George Wilde and the man with the black beard whom I was disturbed to notice carried a double-barrelled shotgun.

Wilde said gently, ‘I did advise you to move on, sir, you must admit that. Now why weren’t you sensible?’

The man with the black beard said, ‘What in the hell are we waiting for? Let’s get this over with.’

He moved with astonishing speed for a man of such size and grabbed hold of the lapels of my trenchcoat. In the same moment the sacristy door opened behind me and Vereker stepped out. God knows where he’d come from, but I was distinctly pleased to see him.

‘What on earth’s going on here?’ he demanded.

Blackbeard said, ‘You just leave this to us, Father, we’ll handle it.’

‘You’ll handle nothing, Arthur Seymour,’ Vereker said. ‘Now step back.’

Seymour stared at him flatly, still hanging on to me. I could have cut him down to size in several different ways, but there didn’t seem a great deal of point.

Vereker said again, ‘Seymour!’ and there was really iron in his voice this time.

Seymour slowly released his grip and Vereker said, ‘Don’t come back again, Mr Higgins. It should be obvious to you by now that it wouldn’t be in your best interests.’

‘A good point.’

I didn’t exactly expect a hue and cry, not after Vereker’s intervention, but it hardly seemed politic to hang around, so I hurried back to the car at a jog trot. Further consideration of the whole mysterious affair could come later.

I turned into the cart track and found Laker Armsby sitting on the bonnet of the Peugeot rolling a cigarette. He stood up as I approached. ‘Ah, there you are,’ he said. ‘You got away then?’

There was that same look of low cunning on his face again. I took out my cigarettes and offered him one. ‘Do you want to know something?’ I said. ‘I don’t think you’re anything like as simple as you look.’

He grinned slyly and puffed out smoke in a cloud into the rain. ‘How much?’

I knew what he meant instantly, but for the moment, played him along. ‘What do you mean, how much?’

‘Is it worth to you. To know about Steiner.’

He leaned back against the car looking at me, waiting, so I took out my wallet, extracted a five-pound note and held it up between my fingers. His eyes gleamed and he reached. I pulled back my hand.

‘Oh, no. Let’s have some answers first.’

‘All right, mister. What do you want to know?’

‘This Kurt Steiner—who was he?’

He grinned, the eyes furtive again, that sly, cunning smile on his lips. ‘That’s easy,’ he said. ‘He was the German lad who came here with his men to shoot Mr Churchill.’

I was so astonished that I simply stood there staring at him. He snatched the fiver from my hand, turned and cleared off at a shambling trot.




Some things in life are so enormous in their impact that they are almost impossible to take in, like a strange voice on the other end of a telephone telling you that someone you greatly loved has just died. Words become meaningless, the mind cuts itself off from reality for a little while, a necessary breathing space until one is ready to cope.

Which is roughly the state I found myself in after Laker Armsby’s astonishing assertion. It wasn’t just that it was so incredible. If there’s one lesson I’ve learned in life it’s that if you say a thing is impossible, it will probably happen next week. The truth is that the implications, if what Armsby had said was true, were so enormous that for the moment, my mind was incapable of handling the idea.

It was there. I was aware of its existence, but didn’t consciously think about it. I went back to the Blakeney Hotel, packed my bags, paid my bill and started home, the first stop in a journey which, although I didn’t realize it then, was to consume a year of my life. A year of hundreds of files, dozens of interviews, travelling halfway round the world. San Francisco, Singapore, the Argentine, Hamburg, Berlin, Warsaw and even—most ironic of all—the Falls Road in Belfast. Anywhere there seemed to be a clue, however slight, that would lead me to the truth and particularly, because he is somehow central to the whole affair, some knowledge, some understanding of the enigma that was Kurt Steiner.







Two






IN A SENSE A man called Otto Skorzeny started it all on Sunday 12 September 1943 by bringing off one of the most brilliantly audacious commando coups of the Second World War—thus proving once again to Adolf Hitler’s entire satisfaction that he, as usual, had been right and the High Command of the Armed Forces wrong.

Hitler himself had suddenly wanted to know why the German Army did not have commando units like the English ones which had operated so successfully since the beginning of the war. To satisfy him, the High Command decided to form such a unit. Skorzeny, a young SS lieutenant, was kicking his heels in Berlin at the time after being invalided out of his regiment. He was promoted captain and made Chief of German Special Forces, none of which meant very much, which was exactly what the High Command intended.

Unfortunately for them, Skorzeny proved to be a brilliant soldier, uniquely gifted for the task in hand. And events were soon to give him a chance to prove it.

On 3 September 1943 Italy surrendered, Mussolini was deposed and Marshal Badoglio had him arrested and spirited away. Hitler insisted that his former ally be found and set free. It seemed an impossible task and even the great Erwin Rommel himself commented that he could see no good in the idea and hoped that it wouldn’t be put on to his plate.

It wasn’t, for Hitler gave it to Skorzeny personally who threw himself into the task with energy and determination and soon discovered that Mussolini was being held in the Sports Hotel on top of the ten-thousand-foot Gran Sasso in the Abruzzi, guarded by two hundred and fifty men.

Skorzeny landed by glider with fifty paratroopers, stormed the hotel and freed Mussolini. He was flown out in a tiny Stork spotter plane to Rome, then transshipped by Dormer to the Wolf’s Lair, Hitler’s headquarters for the Eastern Front, which was situated at Rastenburg in a gloomy, damp and heavily-wooded part of East Prussia.

The feat earned Skorzeny a hatful of medals, including the Knight’s Cross, and started him on a career that was to embrace countless similar daring exploits and make him a legend in his own time. The High Command, as suspicious of such irregular methods as senior officers the world over, remained unimpressed.

Not so the Führer. He was in his seventh heaven, transported with delight, danced as he had not danced since the fall of Paris and this mood was still with him on the evening of the Wednesday following Mussolini’s arrival at Rastenburg, when he held a meeting in the conference hut to discuss events in Italy and the Duce’s future role.

The map room was surprisingly pleasant, with pine walls and ceiling. There was a circular table at one end surrounded by eleven rush chairs, flowers in a vase in the centre. At the other end of the room was the long map table. The small group of men who stood beside it discussing the situation on the Italian front included Mussolini himself, Josef Goebbels, Reich Minister of Propaganda and Minister for Total War, Heinrich Himmler, Reichsführer of the SS, Chief of the State Police and of the State Secret Police, amongst other things, and Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, Chief of Military Intelligence, the Abwehr.

When Hitler entered the room they all stiffened to attention. He was in a jovial mood, eyes glittering, a slight fixed smile on his mouth, full of charm as only he could be on occasion. He descended on Mussolini and shook his hand warmly, holding it in both of his. ‘You look better tonight, Duce. Decidedly better.’

To everyone else present the Italian dictator looked terrible. Tired and listless, little of his old fire left in him.

He managed a weak smile and the Führer clapped his hands. ‘Well, gentlemen, and what should our next move be in Italy? What does the future hold? What is your opinion, Herr Reichsführer?’

Himmler removed his silver pince-nez and polished their lenses meticulously as he replied. ‘Total victory, my Führer. What else? The presence of the Duce here with us now is ample proof of the brilliance with which you saved the situation after that traitor Badoglio signed an armistice.’

Hitler nodded, his face serious, and turned to Goebbels. ‘And you, Josef?’

Goebbels’ dark, mad eyes blazed with enthusiasm. ‘I agree, my Führer. The liberation of the Duce has caused a great sensation at home and abroad. Friend and foe alike are full of admiration. We are able to celebrate a first-class moral victory, thanks to your inspired guidance.’

‘And no thanks to my generals.’ Hitler turned to Canaris, who was standing looking down at the map, a slight, ironic smile on his face. ‘And you, Herr Admiral? You also think this a first-class moral victory?’

There are times when it pays to speak the truth, others when it does not. With Hitler it was always difficult to judge the occasion.

‘My Führer, the Italian Battle Fleet now lies at anchor under the guns of the fortress of Malta. We have had to abandon Corsica and Sardinia and news is coming through that our old allies are already making arrangements to fight on the other side.’

Hitler had turned deathly pale, his eyes glittered, there was the faint damp of perspiration on his brow, but Canaris continued, ‘As for the new Italian Socialist Republic as proclaimed by the Duce.’ Here, he shrugged. ‘Not a single neutral country so far, not even Spain, has agreed to set up diplomatic relations. I regret to say, my Führer, that in my opinion, they won’t.’

‘Your opinion?’ Hitler exploded with fury. ‘Your opinion? You’re as bad as my generals and when I listen to them what happens? Failure everywhere.’ He moved to Mussolini, who seemed rather alarmed, and placed an arm around his shoulders. ‘Is the Duce here because of the High Command? No, he’s here because I insisted that they set up a commando unit, because my intuition told me it was the right thing to do.’

Goebbels looked anxious, Himmler as calm and enigmatic as usual, but Canaris stood his ground. ‘I implied no criticism of you personally, my Führer.’

Hitler had moved to the window and stood looking out, hands tightly clenched behind him. ‘I have an instinct for these things and I knew how successful this kind of operation could be. A handful of brave men, daring all.’ He swung round to face them. ‘Without me there would have been no Gran Sasso because without me there would have been no Skorzeny.’ He said that as if delivering Biblical writ. ‘I don’t wish to be too hard on you, Herr Admiral, but after all, what have you and your people at the Abwehr accomplished lately? It seems to me that all you can do is produce traitors like Dohnanyi.’

Hans von Dohnanyi, who had worked for the Abwehr, had been arrested for treason against the state in April.

Canaris was paler than ever now, on dangerous ground indeed. He said, ‘My Führer, there was no intention on my part…’

Hitler ignored him and turned to Himmler. ‘And you, Herr Reichsführer—what do you think?’

‘I accept your concept totally, my Führer,’ Himmler told him. ‘Totally; but then, I’m also slightly prejudiced. Skorzeny, after all, is an SS officer. On the other hand, I would have thought the Gran Sasso affair to be exactly the kind of business the Brandenburgers were supposed to take care of.’

He was referring to the Brandenburg Division, a unique unit formed early in the war to perform special missions. Its activities were supposedly in the hands of Department Two of the Abwehr, which specialized in sabotage. In spite of Canaris’s efforts, this elite force had, for the most part, been frittered away in hit-and-run operations behind the Russian lines which had achieved little.

‘Exactly,’ Hitler said. ‘What have your precious Brandenburgers done? Nothing worth a moment’s discussion.’ He was working himself into a fury again now, and as always at such times, seemed able to draw on his prodigious memory to a remarkable degree.

‘When it was originally formed, this Brandenburg unit, it was called the Company for Special Missions, and I remember hearing that von Hippel, its first commander, told them they’d be able to fetch the Devil from hell by the time he’d finished with them. I find that ironic, Herr Admiral, because as far as I can remember, they didn’t bring me the Duce. I had to arrange for that myself.’

His voice had risen to a crescendo, the eyes sparked fire, the face was wet with perspiration. ‘Nothing!’ he shrieked. ‘You have brought me nothing and yet with men like that, with such facilities, you should have been capable of bringing me Churchill out of England.’

There was a moment of complete silence as Hitler glanced from face to face. ‘Is that not so?’

Mussolini looked hunted, Goebbels nodded eagerly. It was Himmler who added fuel to the flames by saying quietly, ‘Why not, my Führer? After all, anything is possible, no matter how miraculous, as you have shown by bringing the Duce out of Gran Sasso.’

‘Quite right.’ Hitler was calm again now. ‘A wonderful opportunity to show us what the Abwehr is capable of, Herr Admiral.’

Canaris was stunned. ‘My Führer, do I understand you to mean … ?’

‘After all, an English commando unit attacked Rommel’s headquarters in Africa,’ Hitler said, ‘and similar groups have raided the French coast on many occasions. Am I to believe that German boys are capable of less?’ He patted Canaris on the shoulder and said affably, ‘See to it, Herr Admiral. Get things moving. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.’ He turned to Himmler. ‘You agree, Herr Reichsführer?’

‘Certainly,’ Himmler said without hesitation. ‘A feasibility study at the very least—surely the Abwehr can manage that?’

He smiled slightly at Canaris who stood there, thunderstruck. He moistened dry lips and said in a hoarse voice. ‘As you command, my Führer.’

Hitler put an arm around his shoulder. ‘Good. I knew I could rely on you as always.’ He stretched out his arm as if to pull them all forward and leaned over the map. ‘And now, gentlemen—the Italian situation.’




Canaris and Himmler were returning to Berlin by Dornier that night. They left Rastenburg at the same time in separate cars for the nine-mile drive to the airfield. Canaris was fifteen minutes late and when he finally mounted the steps into the Dornier he was not in the best of moods. Himmler was already strapped into his seat and, after a moment’s hesitation, Canaris joined him.

‘Trouble?’ Himmler asked as the plane bumped forward across the runway and turned into the wind.

‘Burst tyre.’ Canaris leaned back. ‘Thanks very much, by the way. You were a great help back there.’

‘Always happy to be of service,’ Himmler told him.

They were airborne now, the engine note deepening as they climbed. ‘My God, but he was really on form tonight,’ Canaris said. ‘Get Churchill. Have you ever heard anything so crazy?’

‘Since Skorzeny got Mussolini out of Gran Sasso, the world will never be quite the same again. The Führer now believes miracles can actually take place and this will make life increasingly difficult for you and me, Herr Admiral.’

‘Mussolini was one thing,’ Canaris said. ‘Without in any way detracting from Skorzeny’s magnificent achievement, Winston Churchill would be something else again.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Himmler said. ‘I’ve seen the enemy newsreels as you have. London one day—Manchester or Leeds the next. He walks the streets with that stupid cigar in his mouth talking to the people. I would say that of all the major world leaders, he is probably the least protected.’

‘If you believe that, you’ll believe anything,’ Canaris said drily. ‘Whatever else they are, the English aren’t fools. MI five and six employ lots of very well-spoken young men who’ve been to Oxford or Cambridge and who’d put a bullet through your belly as soon as look at you. Anyway, take the old man himself. Probably carries a pistol in his coat pocket and I bet he’s still a crack shot.’

An orderly brought them some coffee. Himmler said, ‘So you don’t intend to proceed in this affair?’

‘You know what will happen as well as I do,’ Canaris said. ‘Today’s Wednesday. He’ll have forgotten the whole crazy idea by Friday.’

Himmler nodded slowly, sipping his coffee. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right.’

Canaris stood up. ‘Anyway, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll get a little sleep.’

He moved to another seat, covered himself with a blanket provided and made himself as comfortable as possible for the three-hour trip that lay ahead.

From the other side of the aisle Himmler watched him, eyes cold, fixed, staring. There was no expression on his face—none at all. He might have been a corpse lying there had it not been for the muscle that twitched constantly in his right cheek.




When Canaris reached the Abwehr offices at 74–76 Tirpitz Ufer in Berlin it was almost dawn. The driver who had picked him up at Tempelhof had brought the Admiral’s two favourite dachshunds with him and when Canaris got out of the car, they scampered at his heels as he walked briskly past the sentries.

He went straight up to his office. Unbuttoning his naval greatcoat as he went, he handed it to the orderly who opened the door for him. ‘Coffee,’ the Admiral told him. ‘Lots of coffee.’ The orderly started to close the door and Canaris called him back. ‘Do you know if Colonel Radl is in?’

‘I believe he slept in his office last night, Herr Admiral.’

‘Good, tell him I’d like to see him.’

The door closed. He was alone and suddenly tired and he slumped down in the chair behind the desk. Canaris’s personal style was modest. The office was old-fashioned and relatively bare, with a worn carpet. There was a portrait of Franco on the wall with a dedication. On the desk was a marble paperweight with three bronze monkeys seeing, hearing and speaking no evil.

‘That’s me,’ he said softly, tapping them on the head.

He took a deep breath to get a grip on himself: it was the very knife-edge of danger he walked in that insane world. There were things he suspected that even he should not have known. An attempt by two senior officers earlier that year to blow up Hitler’s plane in flight from Smolensk to Rastenburg, for instance, and the constant threat of what might happen if von Dohnanyi and his friends cracked and talked.

The orderly appeared with a tray containing coffee pot, two cups and a small pot of real cream, something of a rarity in Berlin at that time. ‘Leave it,’ Canaris said. ‘I’ll see to it myself.’

The orderly withdrew and as Canaris poured the coffee, there was a knock at the door. The man who entered might have stepped straight off a parade ground, so immaculate was his uniform. A lieutenant-colonel of mountain troops with the ribbon for the Winter War, a silver wound badge and a Knight’s Cross at his throat. Even the patch which covered his right eye had a regulation look about it, as did the black leather glove on his left hand.

‘Ah, there you are, Max,’ Canaris said. ‘Join me for coffee and restore me to sanity. Each time I return from Rastenburg I feel increasingly that I need a keeper, or at least that someone does.’

Max Radl was thirty and looked ten or fifteen years older, depending on the day and weather. He had lost his right eye and left hand during the Winter War in 1941 and had worked for Canaris ever since being invalided home. He was at that time Head of Section Three, which was an office of Department Z, the Central Department of the Abwehr and directly under the Admiral’s personal control. Section Three was a unit which was supposed to look after particularly difficult assignments and as such, Radl was authorized to poke his nose into any other Abwehr section that he wanted, an activity which made him considerably less than popular amongst his colleagues.

‘As bad as that?’

‘Worse,’ Canaris told him. ‘Mussolini was like a walking automaton, Goebbels hopped as usual from one foot to the other like some ten-year-old schoolboy bursting for a pee.’

Radl winced, for it always made him feel decidedly uneasy when the Admiral spoke in that way of such powerful people. Although the offices were checked daily for microphones, one could never really be sure.

Canaris carried on, ‘Himmler was his usual pleasant corpse-like self and as for the Führer…’

Radl cut in hastily. ‘More coffee, Herr Admiral?’

Canaris sat down again. ‘All he could talk about was Gran Sasso and what a bloody miracle the whole thing was and why didn’t the Abwehr do something as spectacular.’

He jumped up, walked to the window and peered out through the curtains into the grey morning. ‘You know what he suggests we do, Max? Get Churchill for him.’

Radl started violently. ‘Good God, he can’t be serious.’

‘Who knows? One day, yes, another day, no. He didn’t actually specify whether he wanted him alive or dead. This business with Mussolini has gone to his head. Now he seems to think anything is possible. Bring the Devil from Hell if necessary, was a phrase he quoted with some feeling.’

‘And the others—how did they take it?’ Radl asked.

‘Goebbels was his usual amiable self, the Duce looked hunted. Himmler was the difficult one. Backed the Führer all the way. Said that the least we could do was look into it. A feasibility study, that was the phrase he used.’

‘I see, sir.’ Radl hesitated. ‘You do think the Führer is serious?’

‘Of course not.’ Canaris went over to the army cot in the corner, turned back the blankets, sat down and started to unlace his shoes. ‘He’ll have forgotten it already. I know what he’s like when he’s in that kind of mood. Comes out with all sorts of rubbish.’ He got into the cot and covered himself with the blanket. ‘No, I’d say Himmler’s the only worry. He’s after my blood. He’ll remind him about the whole miserable affair at some future date when it suits him, if only to make it look as if I don’t do as I’m told.’

‘So what do you want me to do?’

‘Exactly what Himmler suggested. A feasibility study. A nice, long report that will look as if we’ve really been trying. For example, Churchill’s in Canada at the moment, isn’t he? Probably coming back by boat. You can always make it look as if you’ve seriously considered the possibility of having a U-boat in the right place at the right time. After all, as our Führer assured me personally not six hours ago, miracles do happen, but only under the right divine inspiration. Tell Krogel to wake me in one hour and a half.’

He pulled the blanket over his head and Radl turned off the light and went out. He wasn’t at all happy as he made his way back to his office and not because of the ridiculous task he’d been given. That sort of thing was commonplace. In fact, he often referred to Section Three as the Department of Absurdities.

No, it was the way Canaris talked which worried him and as he was one of those individuals who liked to be scrupulously honest with himself, Radl was man enough to admit that he wasn’t just worried about the Admiral. He was very much thinking of himself and his family.

Technically the Gestapo had no jurisdiction over men in uniform. On the other hand he had seen too many acquaintances simply disappear off the face of the earth to believe that. The infamous Night and Fog Decree in which various unfortunates were made to vanish into the mists of night in the most literal sense, was supposed to only apply to inhabitants of conquered territories, but as Radl was well aware, there were more than fifty thousand non-Jewish German citizens in concentration camps at that particular point in time. Since 1933, nearly two hundred thousand had died.

When he went into the office, Sergeant Hofer, his assistant, was going through the night mail which had just come in. He was a quiet, dark-haired man of forty-eight, an innkeeper from the Harz Mountains, a superb skier who had lied about his age to join up and had served with Radl in Russia.

Radl sat down behind his desk and gazed morosely at a picture of his wife and three daughters, safe in Bavaria in the mountains. Hofer, who knew the signs, gave him a cigarette and poured him a small brandy from a bottle of Courvoisier kept in the bottom drawer of the desk.

‘As bad as that, Herr Oberst?’

‘As bad as that, Karl,’ Radl answered, then he swallowed his brandy and told him the worst.




And there it might have rested had it not been for an extraordinary coincidence. On the morning of the 22nd, exactly one week after his interview with Canaris, Radl was seated at his desk, fighting his way through a mass of paperwork which had accumulated during a three-day visit to Paris.

He was not in a happy mood and when the door opened and Hofer entered, he glanced up with a frown and said impatiently, ‘For God’s sake, Karl, I asked to be left in peace. What is it now?’

‘I’m sorry, Herr Oberst. It’s just that a report has come to my notice which I thought might interest you.’

‘Where did it come from?’

‘Abwehr One.’

Which was the department which handled espionage abroad and Radl was aware of a faint, if reluctant, stirring of interest. Hofer stood there waiting, hugging the manilla folder to his chest and Radl put down his pen with a sigh. ‘All right, tell me about it.’

Hofer placed the file in front of him and opened it. ‘This is the latest report from an agent in England. Code name Starling.’

Radl glanced at the front sheet as he reached for a cigarette from the box on the table. ‘Mrs Joanna Grey.’

‘She’s situated in the northern part of Norfolk close to the coast, Herr Oberst. A village called Studley Constable.’

‘But of course,’ Radl said, suddenly rather more enthusiastic. ‘Isn’t she the woman who got the details of the Oboe installation?’ He turned over the first two or three pages briefly and frowned. ‘There’s a hell of a lot of it. How does she manage that?’

‘She has an excellent contact at the Spanish Embassy who puts her stuff through in the diplomatic bag. It’s as good as the post. We usually take delivery within three days.’

‘Remarkable,’ Radl said. ‘How often does she report?’

‘Once a month. She also has a radio link, but this is seldom used, although she follows normal procedure and keeps her channel open three times a week for one hour in case she’s needed. Her link man at this end is Captain Meyer.’

‘All right, Karl,’ Radl said. ‘Get me some coffee and I’ll read it.’

‘I’ve marked the interesting paragraph in red, Herr Oberst. You’ll find it on page three. I also put in a large-scale, British ordnance survey map of the area,’ Hofer told him and went out.

The report was very well put together, lucid and full of information of worth. A general description of conditions in the area, the location of two new American B17 squadrons south of the Wash, a B24 squadron near Sheringham. It was all good, useful stuff without being terribly exciting. And then he came to page three and that brief paragraph, underlined in red, and his stomach contracted in a spasm of nervous excitement.

It was simple enough. The British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, was to inspect a station of RAF Bomber Command near the Wash on the morning of Saturday 6 November. Later on the same day, he was scheduled to visit a factory near King’s Lynn and make a brief speech to the workers.

Then came the interesting part. Instead of returning to London he intended to spend the weekend at the home of Sir Henry Willoughby, Studley Grange, which was just five miles outside the village of Studley Constable. It was a purely private visit, the details supposedly secret. Certainly no one in the village was aware of the plan, but Sir Henry, a retired naval commander, had apparently been unable to resist confiding in Joanna Grey, who was, it seemed, a personal friend.

Radl sat staring at the report for a few moments, thinking about it, then he took out the ordnance survey map Hofer had provided and unfolded it. The door opened and Hofer appeared with the coffee. He placed the tray on the table, filled a cup and stood waiting, face impassive.

Radl looked up. ‘All right, damn you. Show me where the place is. I expect you know.’

‘Certainly, Herr Oberst.’ Hofer placed a finger on the Wash and ran it south along the coast. ‘Studley Constable, and here are Blakeney and Cley on the coast, the whole forming a triangle. I have looked at Mrs Grey’s report on the area from before the war. An isolated place—very rural. A lonely coastline of vast beaches and salt marshes.’

Radl sat there staring at the map for a while and then came to a decision. ‘Get me Hans Meyer. I’d like to have a word with him, only don’t even hint what it’s about.’

‘Certainly, Herr Oberst.’

Hofer moved to the door. ‘And Karl,’ Radl added, ‘every report she’s ever sent. Everything we have on the entire area.’

The door closed and suddenly it seemed very quiet in the room. He reached for one of his cigarettes. As usual they were Russian, half-tobacco, half-cardboard tube. An affectation with some people who had served in the East. Radl smoked them because he liked them. They were far too strong and made him cough. That was a matter of indifference to him: the doctors had already warned of a considerably shortened lifespan due to his massive injuries.

He went and stood at the window feeling curiously deflated. It was all such a farce really. The Führer, Himmler, Canaris—like shadows behind the white sheet in a Chinese play. Nothing substantial. Nothing real and this silly business—this Churchill thing. While good men were dying on the Eastern Front in the thousands he was playing damned stupid games like this which couldn’t possibly come to anything.

He was full of self-disgust, angry with himself for no known reason and then a knock at the door pulled him up short. The man who entered was of medium height and wore a Donegal tweed suit. His grey hair was untidy and the horn-rimmed spectacles made him seem curiously vague.

‘Ah, there you are, Meyer. Good of you to come.’

Hans Meyer was at that time fifty years of age. During the First World War he had been a U-boat commander, one of the youngest in the German Navy. From 1922 onwards he had been wholly employed in intelligence work and was considerably sharper than he looked.

‘Herr Oberst,’ he said formally.

‘Sit down, man, sit down.’ Radl indicated a chair. ‘I’ve been reading the latest report from one of your agents—Starling. Quite fascinating.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Meyer took off his spectacles and polished them with a grubby handkerchief. ‘Joanna Grey. A remarkable woman.’

‘Tell me about her.’

Meyer paused, a slight frown on his face. ‘What would you like to know, Herr Oberst?’

‘Everything!’ Radl said.

Meyer hesitated for a moment, obviously on the point of asking why and then thought better of it. He replaced his spectacles and started to talk.




Joanna Grey had been born Joanna Van Oosten in March, 1875, at a small town called Vierskop in the Orange Free State. Her father was a farmer and pastor of the Dutch Reform Church and, at the age of ten, had taken part in the Great Trek, the migration of some ten thousand Boer farmers between 1836 and 1838 from Cape Colony to new lands north of the Orange River to escape British domination.

She had married, at twenty, a farmer named Dirk Jansen. She had one child, a daughter born in 1898, a year before the outbreak of hostilities with the British of the following year that became known as the Boer War.

Her father raised a mounted commando and was killed near Bloemfontein in May, 1900. From that month the war was virtually over, but the two years which followed proved to be the most tragic of the whole conflict for, like others of his countrymen, Dirk Jansen fought on, a bitter guerrilla war in small groups, relying upon outlying farms for shelter and support.

The British cavalry patrol who called at the Jansen homestead on 11 June 1901, were in search of Dirk Jansen, ironically, and unknown to his wife, already dead of wounds in a mountain camp two months earlier. There was only Joanna, her mother and the child at home. She had refused to answer the corporal’s questions and had been taken into the barn for an interrogation that had involved being raped twice.

Her complaint to the local area commander was turned down and, in any case, the British were at that time attempting to combat the guerrillas by burning farms, clearing whole areas and placing the population in what soon became known as concentration camps.

The camps were badly run—more a question of poor administration than of any deliberate ill-will. Disease broke out and in fourteen months over twenty thousand people died, amongst them Joanna Jansen’s mother and daughter. Greatest irony of all, she would have died herself had it not been for the careful nursing she had received from an English doctor named Charles Grey who had been brought into her camp in an attempt to improve things after a public outcry in England over the disclosure of conditions.

Her hatred of the British was now pathological in its intensity, burned into her forever. Yet she married Grey when he proposed to her. On the other hand, she was twenty-eight years of age and broken by life. She had lost husband and child, every relative she had in the world, had not a penny to her name.

That Grey loved her there can be no doubt. He was fifteen years older and made few demands, was courteous and kind. Over the years she developed a certain affection for him, mixed with the kind of constant irritation and impatience one feels for an unruly child.

He accepted work with a London Bible Society as a medical missionary and for some years held a succession of appointments in Rhodesia and Kenya and finally amongst the Zulu. She could never understand his preoccupation with what to her were kaffirs, but accepted it, just as she accepted the drudgery of the teaching she was expected to do to help his work.

In March, 1925 he died of a stroke and on the conclusion of his affairs, she was left with little more than one hundred and fifty pounds to face life at the age of fifty. Fate had struck her another bitter blow, but she fought on, accepting a post as governess to an English civil servant’s family in Cape Town.

During this time she started to interest herself in Boer nationalism, attending meetings held regularly by one of the more extreme organizations engaged in the campaign to take South Africa out of the British Empire. At one of these meetings she met a German civil engineer named Hans Meyer. He was ten years her junior and yet a romance flowered briefly, the first, genuine physical attraction she had felt for anyone since her first marriage.

Meyer was in reality an agent of German Naval Intelligence, in Cape Town to obtain as much information as he could about naval installations in South Africa. By chance, Joanna Grey’s employer worked for the Admiralty and she was able, at no particular risk, to take from the safe at his house certain interesting documents which Meyer had copied before she returned them.

She was happy to do it because she felt a genuine passion for him, but there was more to it than that. For the first time in her life she was striking a blow against England. Some sort of return for everything she felt had been done to her.

Meyer had gone back to Germany and continued to write to her and then, in 1929, when for most people the world was cracking into a thousand pieces as Europe nose-dived into a depression, Joanna Grey had the first piece of genuine good fortune of her entire life.

She received a letter from a firm of solicitors in Norwich, informing her that her late husband’s aunt had died leaving her a cottage outside the village of Studley Constable in North Norfolk and an income of a little over four thousand pounds a year. There was only one snag. The old lady had had a sentimental regard for the house and it was a strict provision of the will that Joanna Grey would have to take up residence.

To live in England. The very idea made her flesh crawl, but what was the alternative? To continue her present life of genteel slavery, her only prospect a poverty-stricken old age? She obtained a book on Norfolk from the library and read it thoroughly, particularly the section covering the northern coastal area.

The names bewildered her. Stiffkey, Morston, Blakeney, Cley-next-the-Sea, salt marshes, shingle beaches. None of this made any kind of sense for her so she wrote to Hans Meyer with her problem and Meyer wrote back at once, urging her to go and promising to visit her as soon as he could.

It was the best thing she had ever done in her life. The cottage turned out to be a charming five-bedroomed Georgian house set in half an acre of walled garden. Norfolk at that time was still the most rural county in England, had changed comparatively little since the nineteenth century so that in a small village like Studley Constable she was regarded as a wealthy woman, a person of some importance. And another, stranger thing happened. She found the salt marshes and the shingle beaches fascinating, fell in love with the place, was happier than at any other time in her life.

Meyer came to England in the autumn of that year and visited her several times. They went for long walks together. She showed him everything. The endless beaches stretching into infinity, the salt marshes, the dunes of Blakeney Point. He never once referred to the period in Cape Town when she had helped him obtain the information he needed, she never once asked him about his present activities.

They continued to correspond and she visited him in Berlin in 1935. He showed her what National Socialism was doing for Germany. She was intoxicated by everything she saw, the enormous rallies, uniforms everywhere, handsome boys, laughing, happy women and children. She accepted completely that this was the new order. This was how it should be.

And then, one evening as they strolled back along Unter den Linden after an evening at the opera in which she had seen the Führer himself in his box, Meyer had calmly told her that he was now with the Abwehr, and asked her if she would consider working for them as an agent in England.

She had said yes instantly, without needing to think about it, her whole body pulsing with an excitement that she had never known in her life before. So, at sixty, she had become a spy, this upper-class English lady, for so she was considered, with the pleasant face, walking the countryside in sweater and tweed skirt with her black retriever at her heels. A pleasant, white-haired lady who had a wireless transmitter and receiver in a small cubbyhole behind the panelling in her study and a contact in the Spanish Embassy in London who passed anything of a bulky nature out to Madrid in the diplomatic bag from where it was handed on to German Intelligence.

Her results had been consistently good. Her duties as a member of the Women’s Voluntary Service took her into many military installations and she had been able to pass out details of most RAF heavy bomber stations in Norfolk and a great deal of additional relevant information. Her greatest coup had been at the beginning of 1943 when the RAF had introduced two new blind bombing devices which were hoped to greatly increase the success of the night bombing offensive against Germany.

The most important of these, Oboe, operated by linking up with two ground stations in England. One was in Dover and known as Mouse, the other was situated in Cromer on the North Norfolk coast and rejoiced in the name of Cat.

It was amazing how much information RAF personnel were willing to give to a kindly WVS lady handing out library books and cups of tea, and during half-a-dozen visits to the Oboe installation at Cromer, she was able to put one of her miniature cameras to good use. A single phone call to Señor Lorca, the clerk at the Spanish Embassy who was her contact, a trip by train to London for the day, a meeting in Green Park, was all it took.

Within twenty-four hours the information on Oboe was leaving England in the Spanish diplomatic bag. Within thirty-six, a delighted Hans Meyer was laying it on the desk of Canaris himself in his office at the Tirpitz Ufer.




When Hans Meyer had finished, Radl laid down the pen with which he had been making brief notes. ‘A fascinating lady,’ he said. ‘Quite remarkable. Tell me one thing—how much training has she done?’

‘An adequate amount, Herr Oberst,’ Meyer told him. ‘She holidayed in the Reich in 1936 and 1937. On each occasion she received instruction in certain obvious matters. Codes, use of radio, general camera work, basic sabotage techniques. Nothing too advanced admittedly, except for her morse code which is excellent. On the other hand, her function was never intended to be a particularly physical one.’

‘No, I can see that. What about use of weapons?’

‘Not much need for that. She was raised on the veld. Could shoot the eye out of a deer at a hundred yards by the time she was ten years old.’

Radl nodded, frowning into space and Meyer said tentatively, ‘Is there something special involved here, Herr Oberst? Perhaps I could be of assistance?’

‘Not now,’ Radl told him, ‘but I could well need you in the near future. I’ll let you know. For the moment, it will be sufficient to pass all files on Joanna Grey to this office and no radio communication until further orders.’

Meyer was aghast and quite unable to contain himself. ‘Please, Herr Oberst, if Joanna is in any kind of danger …’

‘Not in the slightest,’ Radl said. ‘I understand your concern, believe me, but there is really nothing more I can say at this time. A matter of the highest security, Meyer.’

Meyer recovered himself enough to apologize. ‘Of course, Herr Oberst. Forgive me, but as an old friend of the lady…’

He withdrew. A moment or so after he had gone, Hofer came in from the anteroom carrying several files and a couple of rolled-up maps under his arm. ‘The information you wanted, Herr Oberst, and I’ve also brought two British Admiralty charts which cover the coastal area—numbers one hundred and eight and one hundred and six.’

‘I’ve told Meyer to let you have everything he has on Joanna Grey and I’ve told him no more radio communication,’ Radl said. ‘You take over from now on.’

He reached for one of those eternal Russian cigarettes and Hofer produced a lighter made from a Russian 7.62 mm cartridge case. ‘Do we proceed, then, Herr Oberst?’

Radl blew a cloud of smoke and looked up at the ceiling. ‘Are you familiar with the works of Jung, Karl?’

‘The Herr Oberst knows I sold good beer and wine before the war.’

‘Jung speaks of what he calls synchronicity. Events sometimes having a coincidence in time and, because of this, the feeling that some much deeper motivation is involved.’

‘Herr Oberst?’ Hofer said politely.

‘Take this affair. The Führer, whom heaven protect naturally, has a brainstorm and comes up with the comical and absurd suggestion that we should emulate Skorzeny’s exploit at Gran Sasso by getting Churchill, although whether alive or dead has not been specified. And then synchronicity rears its ugly head in a routine Abwehr report. A brief mention that Churchill will be spending a weekend no more than seven or eight miles from the coast at a remote country house in as quiet a part of the country as one could wish. You take my meaning? At any other time that report of Mrs Grey’s would have meant nothing.’

‘So we do proceed then, Herr Oberst?’

‘It would appear that fate has taken a hand, Karl,’ Radl said. ‘How long did you say Mrs Grey’s reports take to come in through the Spanish diplomatic bag?’

‘Three days, Herr Oberst, if someone is waiting in Madrid to collect. No more than a week, even if circumstances are difficult.’

‘And when is her next radio contact time?’

‘This evening, Herr Oberst.’

‘Good—send her this message.’ Radl looked up at the ceiling again, thinking hard, trying to compress his thoughts. ‘Very interested in your visitor of sixth November. Like to drop some friends in to meet him in the hope that they might persuade him to come back with them. Your early comments looked for by usual route with all relevant information.’

‘Is that all, Herr Oberst?’

‘I think so.’




That was Wednesday and it was raining in Berlin, but the following morning when Father Philip Vereker limped out through the lychgate of St Mary’s and All the Saints, Studley Constable, and walked down through the village, the sun was shining and it was that most beautiful of all things, a perfect autumn day.

At that time, Philip Vereker was a tall, gaunt young man of thirty, the gauntness emphasized even more by the black cassock. His face was strained and twisted with pain as he limped along, leaning heavily on his stick. He had only been discharged from a military hospital four months earlier.

The younger son of a Harley Street surgeon, he had been a brilliant scholar who at Cambridge had shown every sign of an outstanding future. Then, to his family’s dismay, he had decided to train for the priesthood, had gone to the English College in Rome and joined the Society of Jesus.

He had entered the army as a padre in 1940 and had finally been assigned to the Parachute Regiment and had seen action only once in November, 1942, in Tunisia when he had jumped with units of the First Parachute Brigade with orders to seize the airfield at Oudna, ten miles from Tunis. In the end, they had been compelled to make a fighting retreat over fifty miles of open country, strafed from the air every yard of the way and under constant attack from ground forces.

One hundred and eighty made it to safety. Two hundred and sixty didn’t. Vereker was one of the lucky ones, in spite of a bullet which had passed straight through his left ankle, chipping bone. By the time he reached a field hospital, sepsis had set in. His left foot was amputated and he was invalided out.

Vereker found it difficult to look pleasant these days. The pain was constant and would not go away, and yet he did manage a smile as he approached Park Cottage and saw Joanna Grey emerge pushing her bicycle, her retriever at her heels.

‘How are you, Philip?’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen you for several days.’

She wore a tweed skirt, polo-necked sweater underneath a yellow oilskin coat and a silk scarf was tied around her white hair. She really did look very charming with that South African tan of hers that she had never really lost.

‘Oh, I’m all right,’ Vereker said. ‘Dying by inches of boredom more than anything else. One piece of news since I last saw you. My sister, Pamela. Remember me speaking of her? She’s ten years younger than me. A corporal in the WAAF.’

‘Of course I remember,’ Mrs Grey said. ‘What’s happened?’

‘She’s been posted to a bomber station only fifteen miles from here at Pangbourne, so I’ll be able to see something of her. She’s coming over this weekend. I’ll introduce you.’

‘I’ll look forward to that.’ Joanna Grey climbed on to her bike.

‘Chess tonight?’ he asked hopefully.

‘Why not? Come around eight and have supper as well. Must go now.’

She pedalled away along the side of the stream, the retriever, Patch, loping along behind. Her face was serious now. The radio message of the previous evening had come as an enormous shock to her. In fact, she had decoded it three times to make sure she hadn’t made an error.

She had hardly slept, certainly not much before five and had lain there listening to the Lancasters setting out across the sea to Europe and then, a few hours later, returning. The strange thing was that after finally dozing off, she had awakened at seven-thirty full of life and vigour.

It was as if for the first time she had a really important task to handle. This—this was so incredible. To kidnap Churchill—snatch him from under the very noses of those who were supposed to be guarding him.

She laughed out loud. Oh, the damned English wouldn’t like that. They wouldn’t like that one little bit, with the whole world amazed.

As she coasted down the hill to the main road, a horn sounded behind her and a small saloon car passed and drew into the side of the road. The man behind the wheel had a large white moustache and the florid complexion of one who consumes whisky in large quantities daily. He was wearing the uniform of a lieutenant-colonel in the Home Guard.

‘Morning, Joanna,’ he called jovially.

The meeting could not have been more fortunate. In fact it saved her a visit to Studley Grange later in the day. ‘Good morning, Henry,’ she said and dismounted from her bike.

He got out of the car. ‘We’re having a few people on Saturday night. Bridge and so on. Supper afterwards. Nothing very special. Jean thought you might like to join us.’

‘That’s very kind of her. I’d love to,’ Joanna Grey said. ‘She must have an awful lot on, getting ready for the big event at the moment.’

Sir Henry looked slightly hunted and dropped his voice a little. ‘I say, you haven’t mentioned that to anyone else, have you?’

Joanna Grey managed to look suitably shocked. ‘Of course not. You did tell me in confidence, remember.’

‘Shouldn’t have mentioned it at all actually, but then I knew I could trust you, Joanna.’ He slipped an arm about her waist. ‘Mum’s the word on Saturday night, old girl, just for me, eh. Any of that lot get a hint of what’s afoot and it will be all over the county.’

‘I’d do anything for you, you know that,’ she said calmly.

‘Would you, Joanna?’ His voice thickened and she was aware of his thigh pushed against her, trembling slightly. He pulled away suddenly. ‘Well, I’ll have to be off. Got an area command meeting in Holt.’

‘You must be very excited,’ she said, ‘at the prospect of having the Prime Minister.’

‘Indeed I am. Very great honour.’ Sir Henry beamed. ‘He’s hoping to do a little painting and you know how pretty the views are from the Grange.’ He opened the door and got back into the car. ‘Where are you off to, by the way?’

She’d been waiting for exactly that question. ‘Oh, a little bird-watching, as usual. I may go down to Cley or the marsh. I haven’t made up my mind yet. There are some interesting passage migrants about at the moment.’

‘You damn well watch it.’ His face was serious. ‘And remember what I told you.’

As local Home Guard commander he had plans covering every aspect of coastal defence in the area, including details of all mined beaches and—more importantly—beaches which were only supposedly mined. On one occasion, full of solicitude for her welfare, he had spent two careful hours going over the maps with her, showing her exactly where not to go on her bird-watching expeditions.

‘I know the situation changes all the time,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you could come round to the cottage again with those maps of yours and give me another lesson.’

His eyes were slightly glazed. ‘Would you like that?’

‘Of course. I’m at home this afternoon, actually.’

‘After lunch,’ he said. ‘I’ll be there about two,’ and he released the handbrake and drove rapidly away.

Joanna Grey got back on her bicycle and started to pedal down the hill towards the main road, Patch running behind. Poor Henry. She was really quite fond of him. Just like a child and so easy to handle.

Half-an-hour later, she turned off the coast road and cycled along the top of a dyke through desolate marshes known locally as Hobs End. It was a strange, alien world of sea creeks and mudflats and great pale barriers of reeds higher than a man’s head, inhabited only by the birds, curlew and redshank and brent geese coming south from Siberia to winter on the mud flats.

Half-way along the dyke, a cottage crouched behind a mouldering flint wall, sheltered by a few sparse pine trees. It looked substantial enough with outbuildings and a large barn, but the windows were shuttered and there was a general air of desolation about it. This was the marsh warden’s house and there had been no warden since 1940.

She moved on to a high ridge lined with pines. She dismounted from her bicycle and leaned it against a tree. There were sand dunes beyond and then a wide, flat beach stretching with the tide out a quarter of a mile towards the sea. In the distance she could see the point on the other side of the estuary, curving in like a great bent forefinger, enclosing an area of channels and sandbanks and shoals that, on a rising tide, was probably as lethal as anywhere on the Norfolk coast.

She produced her camera and took a great many pictures from various angles. As she finished, the dog brought her a stick to throw, which he laid carefully down between her feet. She crouched and fondled his ears. ‘Yes, Patch,’ she said softly. ‘I really think this will do very well indeed.’

She tossed the stick straight over the line of barbed wire which prevented access to the beach and Patch darted past the post with the notice board that said Beware of mines. Thanks to Henry Willoughby, to her certain knowledge there wasn’t a mine on the beach.

To her left was a concrete blockhouse and a machine-gun post, a very definite air of decay to both of them, and in the gap between the pine trees, the tank trap had filled with drifting sand. Three years earlier, after the Dunkirk debacle, there would have been soldiers here. Even a year ago, Home Guard, but not now.

In June, 1940, an area up to twenty miles inland from the Wash to the Rye was declared a Defence Area. There were no restrictions on people living there, but outsiders had to have a good reason for visiting. All that had altered considerably and now, three years later, virtually no one bothered to enforce the regulations for the plain truth was that there was no longer any need.

Joanna Grey bent down to fondle the dog’s ears again. ‘You know what it is, Patch? The English just don’t expect to be invaded any more.’
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