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For Harry & Sophie

In memory of Dédée de Jongh – ‘Postman’
Born 1916. Died 13 October 2007, aged 90

This book is dedicated to all of the ‘helpers’ who were willing to risk everything to assist British and American evaders on the run during the Second World War. Their courage and fortitude ensured so many men made that incredible ‘home run’.
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Preface

‘Hiding, always hiding! What a monotonous and horrible business!’

An evader in Holland1

‘Strangers gave me their beds, their food, their friendship; they risked their lives for my safety. What more could a man ask of a fellow human?’

English soldier on the run2

On a dark winter’s night in 1944, a young couple stood arm in arm on the swaying platform at the rear of a Brussels tram, clinging desperately to the shadows. Their eyes were down, their faces taut as they tried to conceal their fear of discovery. As the crowded carriage clattered through the Belgian capital, against their shoulders pressed two German army lieutenants in smart uniforms, every inch the conquerors and ‘master race’ they professed to be. Such close contact with the enemy shook 20-year-old Terry Bolter. ‘I was like a scared rabbit,’ he would recall.3 A single paralysing thought lodged in his mind – what if these two officers of Hitler’s occupying forces realized that the man standing next to them was a British airman on the run in Nazi Europe and the tall teenage girl with long black hair and brown eyes was a member of the local Resistance helping him? The slightest suspicion and pistols would slip from the Germans’ leather holsters. Papers would be demanded. And then, would Bolter’s false documents identifying him as Cyrille van der Elyst, a butter merchant from Limbourg, stand up to scrutiny? Would he collapse under questioning and confess the truth – that he was a bomb aimer from an RAF Halifax which had been shot down returning from a raid on Frankfurt two months earlier?

He could guess what his own fate would be. There would be a period of danger when, in his civilian clothes, he would be threatened, told he was a spy, beyond the protection of the Geneva Convention, liable to be shot out of hand. But he knew the odds were that he would eventually end up in a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany, a captive but alive. Not so Francine, the pretty 19-year-old art student by his side. She would pay the severest price for doing what she considered her patriotic duty. All over the Belgian capital – as in every town and village in Nazi-occupied Europe – posters proclaimed the penalty for helping Allied airmen to escape capture. She would be executed, probably after months of torture. So too would her family and friends. The best any of them could hope for was deportation to a concentration camp. The knowledge of how much more their helpers would suffer if caught was an extra burden for the thousands of evaders who did their best to remain at liberty and get back to England in those dark days of the Second World War.

The tram came to a halt. The German officers, busy with their own conversation, sure in their superiority, barely noticed as the anxious couple brushed past them and hurried down the steps to the dimly lit street. A bell clanged and the tram moved off. Bolter and Francine ducked into a pitch-black side street and she clutched at his arm. ‘What a story you’ll be able to tell when you get back home,’ she whispered. He had stood beside the enemy and survived. It was a small victory, a moment to savour. Just then, it began to rain heavily and they hurried along deserted streets, through the cold winter downpour, to the safety – if such a thing existed in war-ravaged Europe – of her mother’s home in rue Van Eyck.

Sixty years later, rain is falling in torrents in an altogether different place. We are in Stratford-upon-Avon – the quintessence of peaceful Middle England. A lifetime has passed by since that dark and wet night in February 1944. But the memories of it are as sharp as ever for Terry Bolter. On the streets of the town centre pedestrians dash from shop to shop, dodging the fierce showers of an English spring to load up with food from well-stocked supermarkets and clothes and luxuries from stores overflowing with goods of every kind. The scene is a far cry from the rationed, threadbare Europe he knew six decades ago. The world has moved on to better times. But not inside our hotel. There, beneath the old-world wooden beams, the talk is of times of danger, a world at war which, like a tidal wave, swept up young men in their prime and dumped them down in situations of conflict and fear they could never have imagined. They sank or swam. A few of the ‘swimmers’ are gathered to relive the past, for this is the annual convention of what remains of the Royal Air Forces Escaping Society.4 Once, thousands of men were entitled to membership but over the decades their numbers have dwindled. Now just two dozen old men – all in their eighties, some fit and sprightly for their age, others clinging on to walking sticks or in wheelchairs – meet. They wear the silkworm-motif tie of men who have gambled their lives on the gossamer fabric of a parachute, their sudden and unwanted descent to earth just the first of many brushes with danger and death before they got home.

They are an exclusive band. They always were. In the Second World War a quarter of a million Allied soldiers and airmen – British, American, Australian, Canadian, and others – were stranded behind enemy lines and became prisoners of war, filling scores of camps in eastern Germany and Poland, as far from their home as the Germans could put them. Just a few thousand – somewhere between 3,000 and 5,0005 – evaded capture, stayed free and made that home run back to Britain. This book is their story. They fought the most intimate of wars in the enemy’s own backyard. They hid in hovels and châteaux, smart city flats and coal miners’ cottages. They walked hundreds of miles, swam raging rivers in the dark, climbed mountains, sneaked past German barracks and frontier posts, talked their way through checkpoints and snap inspections or, more often, posed as deaf mutes and said nothing. Many chanced their luck on the railways where Gestapo agents and collaborationist local police roamed the corridors on the lookout for runaways. Just as many thousands tried and failed. Caught in the Nazi dragnet which covered the continent from the tip of Holland to the Pyrenees, often betrayed by those they thought friends, they were bundled into captivity – or worse. Unknown numbers were caught and summarily executed, their very presence on occupied soil a symbol of resistance to the invader and an affront to the Germans’ sense of invincibility.

They needed coolness, courage, determination – and, above all, luck by the barrel. They had to be infinitely patient, yet ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. They had to trust their helpers completely, yet fear every stranger and suspect every would-be friend. Bolter is typical of the breed. Here in Stratford-upon-Avon, as young Francine had predicted all those years before, he has his story to tell. A mischievous smile flickers across his face as he talks, the daredevil youth he once was resurfacing through the mask of age. But these are not schoolboy pranks he is recalling. They were desperate situations in which his life was on the line. He is a self-assured man, charming but resolute, brooking no interruption, taking few questions, as the authors sit listening. He would be the first to admit he is not the easiest of men. By nature he is, in the parlance of his generation, a fully paid-up member of ‘the awkward squad’. But it is hard to resist the conclusion that this very stubbornness and refusal to conform are why he is still alive. Those characteristics are what snatched him from imminent danger and kept him free all those years ago.

We are back in 1944 and Bolter is in hiding in Brussels in the home of a Resistance worker he knew as Adrian. An active fighter who regularly left the house on missions to assassinate Belgian citizens collaborating with the German occupiers, Adrian was a dangerous companion, though, on the surface, his lifestyle appeared completely normal. His wife and baby daughter shared the family home. Granny was on the first floor. Bolter was up in the attic.

But when I arrived the first thing Adrian did was to show me the coal cellar. Down there he shovelled away some soot on the floor to reveal a small trap door which he lifted up. We descended wooden steps into a small room with a sandy bottom. Six paces covered its length but there was plenty of headroom. It was lit by electric lights, which revealed a dazzling display of colour. Flags of the Allied nations, ready for Liberation Day, covered the walls. Small arms and ammunition stolen from the Germans were everywhere, enough to have Adrian executed several times over if he was caught. ‘Terry,’ he said, ‘this is where you will hide if the Germans come. You will be quite safe here.’ I was not so sure. I thought it was an incredibly dangerous place to be.

Bolter’s caution was justified.

Up in my attic room several nights later, before going to bed I stood on a chair and pushed open the skylight. It was unusually clear for a February sky. I could see the Plough, with its pointers showing the way to the North Star, which I had often taken shots of on the way back to base from a bombing raid. Polaris was an old friend, a link with my former life in England. Sometimes I could not believe I was in occupied Belgium. These sorts of things could not be happening to me.

The next morning I was awakened early by the insistent ringing of the doorbell. It vibrated throughout the house, persistent and menacing. Below in the street a half-circle of men stood around the front door. There were the bulges of weapons in their pockets. One had a Sten gun under his raincoat. ‘Open up! Open up!’ they shouted in broken French.

Lulu, Adrian’s wife, rushed up the stairs and into my room. ‘Terry, Terry, get up at once. The Gestapo are here.’ Now I felt real fear, but not the numbing sort that paralyses you. I threw on my clothes in record time, stuffing my nightshirt into my trousers, with a raincoat, scarf and trilby on top. I was ready just as Adrian came tearing up the stairs to tell me I still had time to dash down to the coal cellar and hide. ‘What are you doing, Adrian?’ I asked. ‘I’m going over the roof tops!’ he said. ‘Well, I’m coming with you,’ I replied.

Later Bolter would discover that when the Gestapo got inside the house, the first place they made for was the coal cellar and the supposedly concealed trap door. They knew about the secret room where, if he had followed instructions, he would have been hiding. They had been tipped off by persons unknown, another example of the betrayal that blighted so much Resistance activity and led to the capture of so many Allied evaders. Had he gone through with the original plan, he would have been caught, he says, ‘like a rat in a trap’. For now, though, he had two guns in his pockets, which he would use if cornered, and the Gestapo still had to lay their hands on him. Escape was his only thought. ‘I still had a chance.’

On the top landing, Adrian flung up the window at the back of the house. Bolter looked over his shoulder and could see they were four storeys up. ‘Pedestrians in the street below looked disconcertingly small.’ The nearest houses were six feet away, across a chasm. Adrian crouched in the window and edged out onto the sill, hesitated there for a second and then leapt.

He landed on the flat roof of the adjacent house, which miraculously was lower than our window ledge. It was a wonderful leap, weighted down as he was by heavy weapons. Then it was my turn. I stood poised on the sill, looked down and then hastily across at the adjacent roof and sprang across. Adrian caught me in his arms as I landed.

The pair of fugitives quickly prised open a skylight and lowered themselves into the building. The noise of their entry woke the household and pandemonium broke out below.

Young women appeared wearing practically nothing at all followed by middle-aged men, also in a state of undress, who should have been at home with their wives. We had landed in a brothel!

Adrian drew his revolvers and motioned to the scantily clad prostitutes and their red-faced clients to raise their hands. ‘The Gestapo are after us,’ he announced. ‘If you do nothing, say nothing, you will be quite safe.’ Then, while Bolter kept them all covered with his revolvers, he set off downstairs to check if it was safe to leave. He came back to give the all-clear and the two of them then went down to the front door. Nervously they peered outside.

No Gestapo. They were still round the corner at Adrian’s house. We went out fast from that house of ill repute, into the street, first left, first right, first left, first right, jumped on to a passing tramcar and we were away.

I felt a deep sense of relief. We were safe… for the moment. It was too soon to be sure. We got off at the first stop and went across the road into a café where Adrian ordered two cognacs. He then repeated the order and I felt distinctly better.

The Resistance man’s chief concern was to get ‘the Englishman’, as he called Bolter, away from the scene and into another hiding place. They went first to Adrian’s parents’ home but it was too dangerous to stay. One step ahead of the Gestapo, Adrian’s mother ushered Bolter through the streets to the house of a couple named Dubois, knocked on the door and waited anxiously as the slow shuffle of bedroom slippers came down the hall. The door opened and Adrian’s mother pushed him inside, slamming the front door behind them. The elderly couple appeared unafraid and unconcerned at having an English airman under their roof. Like so many of their countrymen, young and old and across all social classes, they were simply glad to help. Their hatred of the German invaders – and their intense gratitude to the British for continuing the struggle against les sales Boches after their own country had been forced into surrender – outweighed the threat of reprisals. They were well prepared for ‘visitors’ like him. Mme Dubois ushered Bolter to the dining room. ‘This will be your hiding place if the Gestapo come here, monsieur,’ she told him. ‘But where, madame?’ he asked. ‘Here!’ she said, and pushed a concealed button in the wall.

The bookcase which a moment before had stood solidly against the wall, now swung away from it to reveal a small cavity behind, just enough for a man to sit in by drawing up his knees under his chin. I tried it, and inside it was dark and intensely uncomfortable. My whole body went numb in just a few minutes. She left it open, ready for use. If we needed it at all we should need it in a desperate hurry.

For now, however, Mme Dubois – plump, with rosy cheeks, in Bolter’s recollection, a plain and simple Belgian housewife with no pretence to heroism – got on with her normal life, busying herself preparing breakfast and hot coffee as if this was any other morning. ‘I found her preoccupation with domestic things soothing after what I had just been through.’

He was soothed in a different way when, later that day, Adrian arrived with his cousin, a beautiful girl in her early twenties with blonde hair and vivid blue eyes. Her name was Marie and she was ecstatic to meet un aviateur anglais. It had been a cherished ambition of hers throughout the occupation. ‘Bonjour, Monsieur Terry,’ she said in a low, husky voice. ‘I have pledged myself to kiss the first English flyer I see.’

*

In this history, there are two strands of heroism. The first is that of evaders like Terry Bolter, the other is that displayed by the Francines and Adrians, the many thousands of ordinary men and women, the ‘helpers’, who risked their lives to hide Allied servicemen on the run.6 At Stratford-upon-Avon they are represented by Nadine Dumon, petite, smart, her youthful looks and grooming belying the fact that she is in her eighty-third year. Her beautiful hands with long, elegant fingers are those of a woman a quarter of her age. Appalled by her country’s fall to the German blitzkrieg of 1940, she fought back in the only way she could – she became a courier for a Resistance-run escape line, escorting men from safe house to safe house, delivering them to the railway station, accompanying them on the train journey if necessary. She learned to operate under the noses of an enemy who was alert, ruthless and very well informed. Resistance groups were regularly – and far too easily – infiltrated by enemy agents. From the start of her clandestine activities the teenage Nadine, a doctor’s daughter, knew that one day the fist crashing on the door and the pummelling of rifle butts would be for her, and it would all be over. But still she continued, a guiding light for dozens of Allied evaders. And, as we will see, they did come for her; the Gestapo took her away, her one-woman battle was over and a new one just to stay alive about to begin. As she begins this part of her story we are awed by her quiet composure, her dignity, her lack of rancour. This woman survived Ravensbruck, the vile Nazi concentration camp exclusively for women. She still bristles at the memory of how she was betrayed to the Nazis by a fellow countryman, a man she thought was a friend. For once those fingers, normally relaxed, are twisted together in anguish. But as for what happened after that, she just shrugs. ‘If you are alive, you are alive,’ she says. ‘And if you are dead, then…’

Nadine lived through unimaginable horror and returned home at the end of the war. But thousands like her in Belgium, Holland and France did not. They died for their belief in freedom and their determination to do something, to make a contribution, however small, on behalf of their overrun and terrorized nation, anything that would strike a blow against the Germans. Of his helpers, Bolter told us, ‘Each one took a personal decision to risk his or her life. They were very brave people indeed.’ And there were large numbers of them. A successful evader might pass through scores of homes and the hands of hundreds of people on his journey from first forced landing to finally reaching home. It was incumbent on each evader to protect those who sheltered, guided and protected them. Standing orders for RAF men who found themselves in enemy territory and dependent on local people for their survival emphasized that they should ‘never write anything down. Remember everything but write nothing.’

One address on a scrap of paper can result in the tracing of many helpers. Never discuss your previous helpers with those with whom you find yourself next. Security must be of the highest order. There have been cases where evaders and escapers have sent post cards back to helpers thanking them. The motive may have been good but the supreme stupidity of their actions is almost incredible. Do nothing which can endanger your helpers’ lives. They do what they do without thought of reward. All they ask is that you do not talk. They trust their lives to your hands. Do not betray that trust.7

This underground fight carried on by those helpers against the invaders of their country has remained a barely acknowledged part of Second World War lore, generally passed over in the official histories and the more popular military accounts. Tales of special operations, of secret agents dropped behind the lines, of Resistance fighters and guerrilla raids, take precedence. But, in truth, the Resistance achieved little by force until the final twelve months of the war, its acts of sabotage and attacks on German forces ending in such severe reprisals on civilians that their worth was highly questionable. But helping Allied soldiers and airmen to escape was an ongoing positive and constructive act of defiance against the Germans. In France in particular, the shame of abject defeat in 1940 stung thousands of its citizens into clandestine action. The French surrender and then their collaboration with the invader remains a slur to this day, hurled across the Channel, a glib accusation of cowardice.8 Few of those who trade in such insults are aware of the undercover struggle by brave, self-sacrificing men and women to get Allied evaders home. This was the real fight-back against oppression. The likes of Nadine refused to take defeat lying down. They stood up to challenge the oppressor in the only effective way they could.

And their actions wounded the Germans. Back in London, as we will see as this story unfolds, rescuing evaders was a small-fry operation in the minds of generals and politicians, a side issue to the main task of winning the war. The Whitehall team supporting the escape organizations was of one-man-and-a-dog proportions, occupying a single small room in the War Office and starved of money, resources, people and respect. But, on the ground, the impact of evaders at loose was immense. Hunting them down became an obsession for the Gestapo and the SS. The Luftwaffe commander, Hermann Goering, was incensed when he realized how many highly trained Allied airmen were getting home to be fed back into the very same war machine that day after day and night after night was making a mockery of his air defences and his fighter squadrons. Goering set his own teams of special air force investigators to track down and destroy the escape lines that were causing him so much trouble and embarrassment. It is to the shame of British Intelligence and the Special Operations Executive – too busy pursuing more glamorous (if less effective) covert activities in occupied Europe – that they gave less credence to the role evaders could play than the enemy did.

The very fact that men could get home was also a vital boost to the morale of airmen whose lives were constantly at risk in the relentless bombing campaign against Germany from 1941 until the very end of the war. The crews of Bomber Command knew all too well how poor were their chances of survival. They had only to look at the empty bunks in their billets at the end of each operation. By the time the fighting was over they had suffered an attrition rate of 50 per cent, more than any other single Allied military command, on land, at sea or in the air.9 But they were briefed to believe they could survive. And most chose to believe it, however terrifying the prospect of baling out from a burning aircraft and the likelihood of falling straight into the enemy’s hands. Hope was preferable to despair. More than one airman landed feet-first in France with his mind firmly set on seducing all the pretty (and available) foreign girls he was sure he was about to meet.

In reality, the girls they encountered were not as sexually precocious as boys brought up on tales of the Folies Bergère might have imagined. Most men knew little about the countries they landed in. Today we live in a society where travel abroad is commonplace. The 1940s were different. Few in the armed forces, officers included, had ever been in a foreign country before. The vast majority spoke English and nothing else. Out of the blue, their feet were planted in the soil of lands that were quite alien to them. Their first problem was to make themselves understood. Instructors told them not to worry too much about this. ‘The difficulties of language are not as great as you might imagine,’ they were told. ‘One escaper travelled through Germany posing as a Norwegian businessman, and the only Norwegian he knew was “I am sorry, I have no cigarettes.” Another got out of Germany knowing only auf Wiedersehen, which he used on every occasion.’10 But the witty reassurances of the briefing room when safe at home with your squadron seemed hollow when faced with the sense of shock, loss and loneliness of actually being on the ground in a strange, bewildering and frightening environment. Since their initial landing was likely to be in the countryside, it meant having to communicate with peasant workers who found them just as strange and threatening. One airman who landed in Holland could only summon up the words ‘Churchill, Wilhelmina [the Dutch queen in exile], kamerad’ to win over the anxious local farmer he approached, desperate for food, water and shelter after three days of trying to fend for himself.

There was a complete lack of communication. He and his wife were afraid, fully aware of the dangers of harbouring me. Nobody spoke. I made a fuss of their children, kissed the baby, gave the mother my silk flying gloves and her husband a ten-guilder note. In return I was given an old pair of shoes and something to eat and drink. Then they got rid of me by taking me to a neighbouring farm a few fields away. The man then hastily returned to his home with a sigh of relief at having solved his problem.11

The problem of whom to trust was an acute one. In France in particular, evaders found themselves swirling around in a maelstrom of conflicting loyalties. The French had surrendered to the Germans and agreed a humiliating armistice in which half the country was under enemy occupation and the other half a puppet state run by one-time patriots who had, in the eyes of many, turned traitor. But to whom did a loyal French man or woman owe his allegiance? To the Free French forces exiled in London under Charles de Gaulle, dedicated to kicking out the Germans? Or the authorities in the provincial town of Vichy headed by Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain, a First World War hero who had made a shameful deal with the conquerors? Some made their choice clear – such as the extreme collaborationists who filled the ranks of the dreaded Milice, the Nazi paramilitary force set up by Vichy to hound Jews, communists, Resistance workers and anyone else opposed to the regime. The ordinary police, however, and government officials too, were often Allied sympathizers, defending the status quo on the surface while helping the Resistance in secret. But which was which? It was a dilemma that faced every evader and his helpers, and one in which the wrong decision could be, and often was, fatal. For much of the war the French people were in such a state of moral and ideological confusion that an evader’s chances of staying free depended on the whims of individuals who did not know for sure where their loyalties lay. They and their helpers had to take immense risks. On a train journey, carrying a bag of Resistance documents, Nadine Dumon had to pass a customs official at the Belgian border. She took a chance:

I opened the case and told him in a quiet voice that under my pyjamas and spare clothes were papers. ‘What papers?’ he asked. ‘Papers for the other side,’ I whispered. ‘Ah!’ he said, ‘That’s good,’ and he closed the case and let me go. I was very lucky.

But in other places, at other times, evaders and their helpers could be astonishingly open about themselves. One airman on the run recalled trying to board a crowded bus in Brittany with another evader. Local women were pushing and shoving their way ahead of them. As the driver began to shut the door, the airman shouted out in exasperation that the women should make room for ‘des aviateurs anglais’.

That was good enough for the driver, who crammed us in somehow at the back of the bus and slammed the door behind us. Someone on board heard who we were and told us that when we got to the town we were heading for, we should check in with a man named Pierre who would be sitting in the Grand Café on the corner of the main square. We did and were immediately given shelter in his home. But God knows what would have happened if the person on the bus had been a collaborator.12

On such thin threads hung the lives of Allied evaders and their helpers.

*

Home Run is not a chronicle of every escape line, of which there were dozens at different times, some small and local, others extensive and criss-crossing Europe. Most were infiltrated and broken but then revived and carried on by different people under different names. To plot those changes was not our purpose. Instead we have tried to recreate the life of men on the run during a savage occupation through the recollections and the words of those who experienced it. This is the story of their odysseys. The bulk of them were airmen, but the story is not entirely theirs because the trails they took home had been blazed by others as early as 1940. At briefings for aircrew by RAF instructors towards the end of the war there was a favourite anecdote, guaranteed to raise a laugh, about a sergeant pilot who baled out over France and came down close to a convent – cue for giggles and ribald comments from the men-boys in the audience.

He had not been on the ground for more than a few minutes when several nuns rushed out and hustled him inside. He was given civilian clothes and in due course was allowed into the grounds, where he posed as a gardener. On his first day, he caught sight of an exceptionally pretty nun and all thoughts of escape and evasion departed as he envisaged many happy days in front of him if only he could win himself into the good graces of this most attractive young lady. With this in mind he made tentative advances towards her but was dismayed at the complete lack of response. Refusing to give up, however, he continued his efforts in a clumsy mixture of French and English, until ‘she’ finally turned to him with an angry grunt and said: ‘Don’t be a damned fool. I’m an English soldier and I’ve been here since Dunkirk…!’13

A true story? Almost certainly not. But the raucous, boyish belly-laughter that the punchline inevitably raised was a tonic – and the chance that it could just possibly happen was a fillip to morale for men going into action.

But this apocryphal tale contained one essential truth. There were indeed British soldiers who had bedded down in France after being stranded there in 1940. Others had pioneered the routes home. And that is why we begin our story on the beaches of northern France in the aftermath of the Dunkirk evacuation. There the remnants of the British Expeditionary Force watched the last of the rescue ships disappear out to sea and turned to face a German army rapidly closing in on them. Some brave souls told themselves, ‘No one is going to make a prisoner out of me. I am going home, whatever it takes!’


1. Left Behind

Battle weary and bloodstained, Private Gordon Instone stood on the beach at Calais and stared towards England. Here he was at the point on the continent of Europe closest to the mainland of Great Britain. A mere twenty-one miles of calm, blue-grey sea separated him and his comrades-in-arms from home. But it might as well have been an ocean. ‘The Channel stretched before us like a great lake, terminated by the cliffs of Dover which on that perfect, cloudless day we could see quite clearly in the distance,’ he would recall.1 There was safety, tantalizingly close but hopelessly out of reach.

It was late May 1940 and Instone had been in France for three months, one of the quarter of a million volunteers and Territorials making up the BEF, the British Expeditionary Force sent by a confident government in London to bolster the French army and see off the military threat from Adolf Hitler’s Germany. But Hitler had outwitted them all. More to the point, his armies had out-flanked them, the Wehrmacht’s troops and tanks curling past the static defences of the Maginot Line, then bursting through Luxembourg and Belgium, not so much a fist, more an outstretched hand of iron, the long fingers stabbing to the south and west, menacing and all-conquering. Resistance crumbled.

With no answer to the fierce blitzkrieg attack, the BEF fell back until it reached the coast of northern France. A desperate evacuation began at Dunkirk. In Calais, just a few miles to the south, Instone had been doing his bit to hold off the German armour, buying the time needed by the Royal Navy and the hastily assembled armada of small ships to get so many of the hundreds of thousands of stranded soldiers off the Dunkirk beaches. ‘Every hour counted in which we could deny the main coastal road to the German tanks.’ But now Calais’s harbour and gare maritime were in flames around him and the stalling was over. It was every man for himself. He hurried to the waterfront, hoping beyond hope that there might be a ship waiting, then waded out into the sea up to his armpits to escape the non-stop enemy mortar and shellfire raking the sands. The men from his unit gathered round and decided their only hope was to make their way along the coast to Dunkirk. Perhaps there would still be boats there. Perhaps.

We started to walk along the beach but each time a shell whined overhead we threw ourselves flat until our battle-dresses were covered with sand. Steadily our numbers diminished as the insatiable mortars took their toll. One after another men staggered and fell, their painful moans and cries for help following us pitifully along the beach. Gunner Williams was hit in both legs. He was conscious and smiled as I knelt beside him, but I could do nothing for him.

I threw down my rifle and trudged on as best I could but the pace grew slower and the heat more intense. This was my third day without sleep and I was numbed with fatigue. About a hundred of us were left and were halfway to Dunkirk when a German tank blocked our way. Its turret turned towards us and one of the crew jumped out with a revolver. We raised our hands, prisoners of the Third Reich.

It was not a prospect Instone found easy to accept. Tired and dismayed as he was, marching away inland with a backward glance at the Channel he had hoped would be his passage home, he was determined that, whatever his German captors might be telling him, his war was not over.

On another stretch of that bloody beach, Second Lieutenant William Dothie was also staring longingly across at his homeland just a few miles away and wondering how he could get there. A Royal Artillery subaltern, he had retreated from Lille and then St Omer along roads clogged with demoralized British and French soldiers and civilian refugees fleeing the fighting. Now he and his battery had reached the sea, and there was nowhere else to run. Shells and mortar from German tanks filled the air. Screaming planes rained down bombs. For a while Dothie and his men had held their ground on the edge of Calais, though quickly losing a sergeant and a bombardier to vicious sniper fire. He managed to rally the rest, mounting a counter-attack, bravely – hopelessly – leading a raid against two dug-in enemy tanks. With just one Bren gun and two anti-tank rifles they had driven off the enemy’s armour. But not for long. The panzers returned in greater numbers and the unstoppable German advance continued.

Falling back to the wide, flat beach, Dothie found himself among hundreds of British soldiers lying exhausted on the sand, all fight drained out of them, their rifles and steel helmets strewn around them. There was an air of complete despair. But Dothie glimpsed hope. Offshore he could see ships on the water a mile or so out. He thought they must be British – one looked like a Royal Navy destroyer. But his frantic signals from the beach went unanswered and a desperate thought crossed his mind: he would swim to them, raise the alarm, bring them to the rescue. Stripping off his uniform, he ran into the waves and struck out for the only help in sight. He struggled in the tricky, deceptively calm waters. ‘A current carried me away from the ship,’ he recalled in the official report he gave to a military intelligence officer many months later, ‘and I had to return to land. When I got back to the beach it was deserted.’2 His uniform had also gone and he stood there dripping wet in just his underclothes. He was cold, exposed, alone and frightened – experiencing the same emotions as the many thousands of stranded Allied soldiers and downed airmen who would be lost in German-occupied Europe from this point on until the war ended five years later.

He pulled himself together and assessed his situation. The men he had left there on the beach must have surrendered and been taken into captivity, but Dothie determined to stay free as long as he could. He picked up a blanket left lying on the beach, wrapped it round himself and then headed inland to find shelter. At the first house he came to he knocked on the door and was relieved when the Frenchman who answered it offered help. A hot drink and a new set of clothes had the young lieutenant off on his way to find somewhere to hide. He settled in a deserted farmhouse and lay in the dark, gripping tightly a revolver he had found, as one German tank after another cruised by on the road outside. Two nights went by, then he saw figures approaching. He cocked the gun, ready to shoot his way out of trouble or to die. But the three men emerging out of the darkness were fellow British officers, and they had a plan to evade the enemy completely. They were going to head deep into the countryside and try to lose themselves among the local French population.

Dothie teamed up with them and the next night the small group crept through fields, down side roads and along a canal. They knocked on doors trying to find help and somewhere to sleep but the heavy German presence in the area now had the locals afraid. They were sent on their way. Finally, they bedded down in a small hut. When Dothie woke the next morning it was to stare straight into the eyes of a German soldier. He was a prisoner. Was it a chance discovery or had they been betrayed? He never knew as he and his comrades were bundled into a lorry and taken to a makeshift POW camp on a football ground. There, thousands of British soldiers sat or lay on the ground, dejected, hungry, thirsty, stripped of their arms and their dignity. Another new arrival recalled this ‘dismal sight’ – a morass of exhausted bodies covering the grass, which was churning into mud under them.3 A private who showed a glimmer of defiance was battered with rifle butts by German soldiers, then booted into submission. Control over their own lives had gone; they were subject to the whim of others. It was the first harsh lesson of captivity. Dothie kept his head down – for now. His short time as an evader was over, but he would have his chance again.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Jimmy Langley of the Coldstream Guards was dug in outside Dunkirk, under orders to defend its perimeter to the last man. The odds against him were immense, the battle already unequal. The desperate situation provoked a sporting response from his commanding officer. A British soldier armed with just a Bren gun could easily take down the Stuka dive-bombers that were peppering the retreating army, the brigadier told his men. ‘Take them from the shoulder, like a high pheasant,’ he ordered. ‘Give them plenty of lead. Five pounds to any man who brings one down.’ Langley never got the chance. His immediate enemy was not in the air but on the ground and closing. His platoon was holding a canal bridge, allowing others – ‘a bedraggled, leaderless rabble’ – to cross on their way to the evacuation beaches eight miles further on. He watched infuriated as French troops, all self-discipline gone, pitched their weapons into the canal. He admired the French ‘and in the years to come I was to owe them debts of gratitude I can never hope to pay. But they were not at their best on that hot day in May 1940. When I remonstrated they shrugged their shoulders and said that France had lost the war and the sooner they could surrender without being shot the better. They frequently added what stupid fools we were to go on fighting.’4

But fight on they did, though the Germans were now barely a hundred yards away and putting up an almost continuous artillery bombardment. Over a radio they heard an interview with a soldier claiming to be the last man taken off the beaches. ‘The impression he conveyed was that he had held back the advancing Germans single-handedly before jumping into a boat.’ It caused a moment of bleak humour among the Guards, still under orders not to retreat. Three quarters of them would be dead in the next twenty-four hours.

From a cottage in which he was taking cover, Langley sniped at anything that moved in front of him. But the enemy had his measure, and as he stopped to reload a shell burst on the roof above him. ‘There was a frightful crash and a great wave of heat, dust and debris knocked me over. I heard a small voice saying, “I’ve been hit,” and suddenly realized it was mine.’ His left arm hung limply, bloodied and useless, the bones mangled, the flesh studded with splinters. Gangrene was a certainty, amputation inevitable. For now, though, medics patched him up as best they could and carried him off in a wheelbarrow to a field ambulance. The ambulance, filled with wounded men, then stumbled its way through the town of Dunkirk and onto the sand dunes. From his stretcher Langley could see the sea a few hundred yards away and a lifeboat with a man in naval uniform manning it. So the radio report of the last man having gone was wrong. Was he about to get a passage home after all? His condition ruled out rescue. ‘Can you get off the stretcher?’ the sailor asked, but Langley was unable to lift himself up. It was no good, the sailor told him. Walking wounded only were allowed – those were the orders. A stretcher would take the space for four men. ‘I was just too damned tired to sit up, stand up or argue,’ Langley recalled as his chance of escape slipped away.

The ambulance drove him back into the town and to a large house in its own grounds serving now as a hospital. The next day the Germans were at the gates. Langley, concerned by rumours that the Germans were under orders to take no prisoners, went to confront them. Two orderlies carried him outside, where he lay on his stretcher, fully expecting to die, as a tired, dust-caked enemy platoon approached. Nervously he offered up his cigarette case and a silver hip-flask of whisky while drawing their attention to the Red Cross flag flying over the house. The German in charge saluted and Langley felt relief. ‘We were not going to be massacred. But I was now a prisoner of war.’

*

Port by port and beach by beach, the Channel coast was mopped up by the German advance. The Dunkirk operation ended, the sand dunes there littered with the burnt-out debris of an entire army, the bodies of tens of thousands of soldiers washing to and fro in the gentle breakers on the beach. But upwards of 330,000 British and French fighting men had got away in seven miraculous days, struggling back across the Channel, wounded, shocked, demoralized but alive to fight another day. Winston Churchill proclaimed the retreat a victory, though in truth it was more a triumph of spin-doctoring. The impression was given that the BEF was home, bloodied but unbowed. Only the dead, the wounded and the captured remained behind. The fact that 150,000 British troops were still on French soil and fighting to find a way back across the water was glossed over.

The focal point for rescue now became the small fishing port of St Valéry-en-Caux between Dieppe and Le Havre, where 10,000 men of the 51st Highland Division were waiting for a similar armada to the one at Dunkirk to take them back across the water. Lost in fog, it never arrived. The few ships that did make it took off a little over 2,000 British troops, just a fifth of those waiting for rescue. Then there was another mass surrender at Dieppe. German tanks beat the Royal Navy to the port and perched on either side of the harbour to stop British warships from entering to take off waiting troops. Five thousand more soldiers went into captivity to join the 8,000 from St Valéry. Now the German army drove relentlessly south and west, pushing a mass of stranded British servicemen in front of it. They were a raggle-taggle army of backroom boys – cooks, mechanics, clerks, signallers and so on. Getting the fighting men home had been the priority at Dunkirk. The support troops – as many as 120,000 of them – had been left to fend for themselves. Their only hope of rescue now was via Brittany and the west-coast ports between St Nazaire and Brest. All along France’s Atlantic coastline in the middle of June 1940, last-ditch efforts were being made at one harbour after another to scramble away the final remnants of the British army. Terrible casualties were inflicted, notably when the 16,000-ton Cunard liner Lancastria, converted to an emergency troopship, was sunk by dive-bombers as she set out from St Nazaire. Three thousand men died in what was Britain’s greatest maritime disaster, the death toll double the number who died on the Titanic. Nevertheless, by Sunday 16 June 1940 the evacuation begun on the beaches at Dunkirk three weeks earlier was over. The operation was a success – 186,000 British, French and Polish soldiers were snatched away just in time.

A senior RAF officer boarded the very last ship to leave from the port of Brest after driving across the whole width of France, from Nancy on the eastern border where he had been a liaison officer with the French air force. It was a nightmare 400-mile journey through a country collapsing around him as streams of French civilians fled from the German invaders. France, the writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry declared, was ‘like a giant anthill kicked over by a boot’,5 millions of refugees filling the roads in cars, on buses, lorries, wagons, mules and horses. Squadron Leader Patrick Barlow saw ‘drunk men on horseback, old women driving cows, pathetic household bundles carried on carts drawn by motor tractors, fowls in crates slung between the wheels, canaries in cages on wheelbarrows, panting Alsatian dogs pulling perambulators with babies or bundles inside, little boys carrying huge loads – and all sweating in the intense heat’.6 The French government had run south too, split between the few who wanted to continue the fight and the majority, led by Pétain, arguing for surrender and an accommodation with the Germans, an armistice with the invader. Meanwhile, in Paris the Germans had commandeered the Champs Elysées and the swastika flew from the Arc de Triomphe.

It was a close call for Barlow and his passengers as the German front line, never more than ten miles away, now closed in. On the very last leg of their dash to safety they drove without lights through the dark night, gripping revolvers and machine guns, ready to shoot their way through any German patrols they ran into. By some miracle they made it to the harbour at Brest, ditched their car and ran to climb on board the Lady of Man, one of three Isle of Man ferries drawn up at the dock. As Barlow reached the top of the gangplank he turned to see a tearful French family watching from the quay – an old gentleman with the rosette of the Légion d’Honneur in his buttonhole, his white-haired wife and their little granddaughter dressed in traditional Breton white headdress and pinafore. Like thousands of their countrymen and women, they had tried to join the exodus but had been turned back. There was no room for civilians, they were told. ‘Are you British going?’ the old woman called out plaintively. ‘We are so frightened about what is going to happen to us now.’ Barlow mumbled an inadequate excuse but the memory of them and their obvious despair was still locked in his head as the little ship headed out to sea, taking him to England and to safety. What sort of a life would they have under the heel of German occupation? What horrors was he leaving them to?

But in the same way as France was being abandoned to its fate, so were the many thousands of British soldiers for whom there had also been no escape. One of those left behind was Private Peter Scott Janes. A grocer’s assistant from Surrey, he had been told by a sergeant during basic training that he would make a good killer with rifle and bayonet, but had then been co-opted into the more peaceful pursuit of an officer’s batman. At St Valéry he had been on the brink of finding out if the sergeant’s assessment of his latent talent was true or not. But the enemy kept their distance, picking off the defending British and French soldiers with sniper fire and shells. He watched a pal – ‘Richardson, the best-looking lad in our class’ – die, ‘his whole face blown away, his scalp hanging down like a ghastly lid, his head a pool of brain-speckled blood. I looked at his rifle and saw it was unused. He had never fired a shot, never in practice and never in war.’7 Janes still had his Bren gun and 700 rounds of ammunition but he too never got to use them. ‘We were told to unload our guns and throw away our knives and bayonets. The Division had surrendered. We were dumb with the misery of it all as we took our guns apart. Then we were marched away by the Germans. It strikes at one’s very soul to find oneself a prisoner. I lay down with my face on the wet ground. My brain would not work at all.’

He was herded at gunpoint into a vast six-acre field, filling up with the thousands of others surrounded and trapped at St Valéry. They were held in this makeshift POW camp for days before being marshalled to their feet and directed eastward away from the coast and towards Germany and long-term internment. The German guards made no attempt to conceal their contempt for their captives. They were also dangerously trigger-happy, and rifle shots rang out as a few brave souls attempted to slip away from the column. Everyone was tense. Janes went to relieve himself in a hedge and a slug from a Luger smashed the branches just inches above his head. His mind filled with crazy thoughts – ‘of Death and God, of steak and kidney pies and of Richardson and his white brains on the ground’. He hurried back into the line. There was no point in trying to escape, he decided. There were no boats at the Channel coast to run to and the only other way home, he worked out, was via Spain, an impossible 400 miles away to the south.

In another of the temporary internment camps now dotting northern France, a soldier with a background so utterly different from Janes’s that he might have been the inhabitant of another planet was coming to the same conclusion about Spain, though with a more optimistic slant on it. Major Chandos Sydney Cedric Brudenell-Bruce, the Earl of Cardigan, was from a family of long military distinction – if ‘distinction’ is the right word for leading the suicidal charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimean War, as his ancestor, the 7th Earl, had done a century earlier. The 36-year-old aristocrat had been caught up in the retreat of the Belgian army and surrendered after throwing his revolver into a duck pond, an action he now regretted as he stewed behind barbed wire, listening to German guards crowing that England too would fall to the Wehrmacht in a fortnight. He decided not to believe their stories that King George VI, his wife and daughters had fled to Canada but it was nonetheless hard to see much hope. ‘I see a grim picture of the war dragging on for years,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘and myself at last being released, a man over 40, decrepit in body as a result of meagre feeding and with a mind completely out of touch, a poor wreck and a stranger to his family and friends.’8 What lifted his spirits was when an escaper was returned to the compound after a fortnight on the loose. ‘Apparently he had no great difficulty in remaining at liberty until he unfortunately blundered into the hands of the Germans again. It seems he made a practice of lying up by day in ruined and deserted villages and of moving only at night. He was generally able to find food.’

The man’s only big mistake, Cardigan concluded, was that he had headed towards the Channel in the hope of finding a boat to row himself back to England. He wondered ‘what would have happened if the fellow had made for the south instead. Assuming the concentration of German troops to be less dense in the inland areas, it seems quite possible that he might have got clean away. All this revives my own ambition, always present in a vague form at the back of my mind, to attempt an escape.’

Cardigan’s chance came as the prisoners were being transported east. He was in the back of an open lorry, the German guards so sure of themselves, so filled with the self-confidence of victory in battle, that they took to sitting inside the cab instead of closely watching their captives. Cardigan eased his way to the tailgate, hoping for a moment when he could jump without being seen by German soldiers in the lorry behind. It was an anxious and frustrating business because whenever a gap opened up, the lorry he was in was travelling too fast and when it slowed the one behind caught up.

Then luck turned in my favour. We were on the outskirts of Tournai when our lorry slowed down at a cross-roads and the driver came almost to a standstill to ask some Belgians the way. This was it. With more agility than I knew myself to possess, I slipped over the tail-board and the lorry moved on, leaving me standing alone. Several of my friends were gazing at me open-mouthed. I called out to them to tell the Germans I had jumped out five miles back. I raised my hand in a quick farewell salute and dodged off the road, scouting for some sort of cover. I felt as conspicuous as if I were dressed in a bathing suit in Piccadilly Circus! I must ‘go to ground’ and quickly.

I sprinted round behind a wall and threw myself into a patch of greenery. Stinging nettles! And I had to lie low in them for six hours until sunset. But at least I was free. After a weary spell of waiting in which I had to fight down an attack of panic, I heard someone pushing through the nettles towards me. I braced myself for the barrel of a gun to be thrust in my face but it was a Belgian civilian who appeared. He told me he had seen me jump from the lorry. ‘I am worried what will happen to you if the Germans find you,’ he said. ‘They shoot everyone who is found in khaki uniform.’

Cardigan now faced the fundamental dilemma that every single evader in occupied Europe was to experience – could he trust this man who was offering him help? ‘He seemed genuinely friendly – or was he a fifth columnist who would turn me in to the Germans?’ Brusquely he told the man to go away, but kept the beer and chocolate he had brought. And when no Germans or policemen came to arrest him, he presumed the man was genuine. As dusk fell the villager returned, bringing a change of clothes. Here was the evader’s second dilemma. If he remained in military uniform he was certain to be spotted and caught. But if he dressed as a civilian he risked being taken for a spy and shot. He and the Belgian argued the point until Cardigan gave in. He stripped off his uniform and pulled on a pair of striped black trousers, full of holes and too short at the ankle, and a shabby jacket that had seen better times. ‘The general effect was of a disreputable Belgian waiter on a day off.’ Together he and his new friend walked to the man’s house, where he stayed the night on a bed in an attic, sleeping fitfully. ‘Previously I had slept through air raids but now, with the prospect of a German search party finding me at any moment, sleep would not come. The first light of dawn appeared, heralded by the sound of bugles from a nearby German barracks. It was time to leave.’

He went south, as he had always planned to do. He would head for the Mediterranean and then hope to find his way to the Pyrenees and across into neutral Spain. He did not know it but this was a pioneering decision as he set out on the route home that many evaders after him would follow. He was encouraged in this plan by rumours among the prisoners that France had now been divided in two. The precise details of the armistice between the French and the Germans were not known but there was a general belief among the evaders that ‘there is an area somewhere to the south which will not be occupied, and within which the French government will maintain some sort of independence. It is not clear whether any route exists by which one could get home; but it would at least be an immensely valuable first step if one could get outside the limits of the German occupation.’

Cardigan began what would be a heroic one-man journey, much of it on foot, through back roads and small villages, across fields, streams and rivers. He passed over the border from Belgium back into France and then followed a canal until a German soldier angrily turned him away – the towpath was a military zone and verboten! But the good news in this was that the German did not recognize him as an outsider, a man on the run, though the locals he passed did – and sidled up to offer help. And advice. Yes, they told him, in his ragged clothes, he looked like a bona fide itinerant but his bearing and his gait gave him away. ‘You are too much like an Englishman,’ one newly acquired friend told him. He was tall and thin where most Frenchmen of his height and age were stout. And he walked oddly, ‘taking long strides, with my head up in the air and looking from side to side as much as to say “What sort of place is this?” A Frenchman is quite different. He knows where he is going and plods along looking straight in front of him.’ The earl listened and, with his freedom and his life depending on it, threw off his Englishness as best he could, stifling the manner bred into him at his ancestral home, at Eton and at Oxford.

It was hard to kick the habits of a lifetime. Early one lovely morning he stopped to admire the vista around him – ‘the sun breaking through some low-lying clouds and beautiful shafts and streams of light radiating upwards’ – as he might have done on the family estate in Wiltshire. Suddenly he realized he was being stared at intently by a German soldier on a motorcycle. ‘I hastily moved off. Tramps are not normally susceptible to the beauties of nature. I must remember in future to restrain myself from un-tramp-like behaviour.’ He did his best to avoid towns where German forces were concentrated, taking long detours across fields and down country lanes rather than go brazenly through the centre of a town. It was not always possible – ‘one village was positively packed with Germans, many strolling up and down the street, others stripped to the waist and jogging along in running shorts. A big house was marked by a huge Nazi flag, the swastika against a blood-red background. From a garden came the crack of revolver shots as some officers engaged in shooting practice.’ Eyes straight ahead, he pressed on, thankful not to be their target.

But he was not always able to avoid the Germans. On a bridge one day he was stopped by sentries demanding his identity papers. He had none and could only act stupid, stalling, explaining in faltering French that he had lost them. His stammer – a natural affliction made worse by his anxiety – actually came to his aid. The German soldiers tired of his babble, decided he was a harmless half-wit and sent him on his way. ‘I raised my battered cap, added to their bewilderment with a string of apologies and thanks and stumped off across the bridge.’

But there were terrible times too when his spirit flagged and he was close to giving up. He starved, going for days without finding food if the locals he met were too scared to help him. He was exhausted, a hundred hard miles under his belt but his goal still too far away to contemplate. One night, hungry, tired and alone, the very thought of another day on the road was too much for him:

I may not be able to stand another 24 hours. No man can walk for long with bad feet, insufficient sleep, no water and no food. Lacking help, there can only be one end to it – surrender. The grim choice will have to be made between becoming once again a prisoner who eats and drinks or remaining a free man who starves!

Then, at his lowest moment, help came. In desperation he walked up to a remote farmhouse and announced himself to be an English officer trying to escape. Eggs, bread and ham were put in front of him. There was fresh milk to gulp down, followed by a chance to wash and bandage his sore feet. His offer to pay – he was carrying some £40 in francs, a considerable sum, which he had hidden from his German captors – was brushed aside. Quite the opposite. A 20-franc note was thrust into his hand. Such kindness and generosity revived his spirits and he went on his way feeling a new man.

*

Every man’s escape and evasion was different. No two were ever the same. So, where Cardigan chose action and set out on the arduous road to Spain, Peter Janes decided to stay in northern France and hide. His escape from a line of prisoners being marched under escort to Germany was pure chance. For him there was no forethought, no calculated leap from a moving lorry. A girl simply grabbed his hand and tugged him away. Until that point, Janes’s opinion of the French had been a poor one. After he and his men had thrown down their arms at St Valéry he had been disgusted by the sudden change of heart by the local French people, refusing even to offer the British water now they were captives. Then, when France’s armistice with Germany was announced, he watched in further disgust as French soldiers hugged each other and cheered what was a shameful defeat as if it were a Napoleonic victory. But it was now several days later and the reality of being defeated had apparently sunk in because the road the POWs trudged along was lined with sympathetic French people offering up gifts of food, cigarettes, soap, towels and razors. In a mining village a man had just thrust a glass of beer into Janes’s hand when a girl hissed ‘Allez, allez, tout de suite,’ seized his hand and hauled him behind a wall. There she gave him a shirt and trousers to put over his uniform and hurried him away to a house 200 yards away. Revived with coffee and rum, Janes was then taken to a farmhouse in the country and hidden.

At first he expected to be back with his regiment behind friendly lines within a few days. He thought the surrender at St Valéry had been an isolated local incident and that the BEF still had a presence on the continent. He did not know about Dunkirk and the wholesale evacuation from France. His ignorance was not surprising – and typical of the chaotic state of affairs in the countries now falling to the Nazi invaders.

Listening to the news from London on the illicit radio of the family hiding him, Janes realized those lines no longer existed and he was a long way from safety. He decided there was no good reason to leave. He was lodged with a local miner ‘and am very comfortable indeed’. He was well fed and sheltered, and his only worry was that the people hiding him might get into trouble. But they seemed unperturbed. He was taken to meet friends and family members. All the village seemed to know about him. A fortnight went by and he felt himself becoming a part of the place. He might have been homesick, but there were three Scots soldiers in a village nearby, evaders like him, and he visited them whenever he wanted the company of his own countrymen. There was also an Englishman, a teacher named Teddy who had lived in the area for years, and Janes spent time with him.

Teddy, though, sounded the only discordant note. He lived in fear of being picked up as an alien and interned.

He has the crazy idea of trying to walk to Portugal or Switzerland in the hope of getting home to England and asked me if I would care to join him. The distance to Portugal is roughly 1,400 kilometres. Heaven only knows how he will keep himself in food and, above all, boots all that way. It will take five weeks at least. And Spain is Fascist [under Franco] and may quite possibly be in the war on the wrong side by then. And he will be in danger of being caught every minute of the day. True he is a civilian and has a passport but I don’t think that that will help him a lot. Not me. If I travel at all I want to go north or else west to America. Neither is possible yet or likely to be for a bit.

An epic march to Spain or Switzerland through occupied territory may have seemed impossible to Peter Janes, but many evaders would attempt the journey as the war progressed. Perhaps there were other attractions persuading him to stay put – the number of pretty French girls he was getting to know, for example. He was a ladies’ man, always had been. He had a steady girlfriend back home – her name was Doreen but he called her ‘Babe’ – though this had not stopped him kissing as many girls as he could in his home town in the weeks immediately before going off to war. Now, with the added allure of being a foreigner and a fugitive, he had a harem of teenage admirers around him. There was Mathilde, his host’s teenage daughter, and Gilberte, another friend, and Hélène, whom he called the ‘little lady’ and considered ‘breathtakingly lovely’ with her light brown hair, slightly sun-browned skin ‘and the cleavage of her dress!’ For a red-blooded 21-year-old with time on his hands, there was little more that life could offer. And the Germans? They patrolled the main roads but were not hard to avoid. They pounced on Teddy and took him away to be interned but seemed oblivious to the presence of other foreign bodies in the area. So Janes stayed, and as high summer turned to autumn he helped with the harvest, listened to news of the Battle of Britain on the radio and quietly got on with his life.

*

Janes had decided against trying to escape from France – for now at least – but other British soldiers at liberty were doggedly heading for home – and taking the shortest route they could think of rather than the long way round via Spain. Captain Leslie Hulls had also been forced to surrender in the débâcle at St Valéry-en-Caux. He had been quickly shuttled away from the coast by lorry and was in a makeshift camp fifty miles north of Paris waiting for a train for Germany and a long incarceration. He had been a prisoner of the Turks in the First World War and shuddered at the thought of another stretch of time behind barbed wire. At the same time he knew that escaping meant leaving the comfort of comrades and comparative safety for unknown hazards on the outside. He weighed the matter and decided to make a break for it. He traded his distinctive Burberry overcoat for something less obviously English and borrowed a beret from a French soldier. He chose a navy man as a companion – Commander Elkins had a compass and knew how to navigate by the stars. Since they planned to make for the coast of Normandy and find a boat, his seafaring skills would be a double bonus. Hulls’s contribution was his own invaluable experience – he had once lived in France, spoke the language and knew the geography.9

Getting away from the camp proved the least of their problems. Early one evening, while other POWs distracted the bored guards with conversation, Hulls and Elkins crawled under the wire and into bushes. They lay low until it was dark and then set out across country in a south-westerly direction towards the Seine. The high crops in the fields slowed their progress but also gave them cover as they put as many miles as they could between themselves and the camp that first night. They were helped by a woodcutter they approached – ‘I could see he was the right type of man,’ Hulls wrote in his official report. He told them they easily passed muster among the countless refugees on the road and would do better to travel openly in the day rather than risk being caught out during the night-time curfew. He gave them the address of a small hotel in Rouen where they would be safe.

But when they got to the city, they found it was a hive of suspicion. The streets were thick with German soldiers. Under martial law, civilians were being held as hostages to guarantee good behaviour. The contacts they met were nervous, fearing the men might be undercover policemen or agents provocateurs. They would not be the last evaders to have to prove their authenticity to their would-be helpers, not always an easy task. A knife across the throat awaited any who failed the test. But eventually they were taken at their word, provided with bicycles and slipped across the Seine on an unsupervised ferry to avoid the military checkpoints on the bridges. They cycled out into the Normandy countryside, into a completely different atmosphere.

Away from the city the war seemed to have left no mark at all. Against all expectation there was scarcely a German soldier to be seen and they reached the coast without interruption or worry. Spirits soared at the sight of fishing boats bobbing on the sea and the prospect of England just eighty miles away. But the view was deceptive. In one port after another they discovered the Germans had been, done their work and departed. The harbour at Ouistreham just outside Caen was blocked with sunken craft. Elsewhere, lines of small boats pulled up on beaches looked promising but close inspection showed their hulls deliberately holed beyond repair. They were unusable. Just as damaging was the legacy of fear the Germans had left. When the two English officers sought help from fishermen they were turned away. Anyone caught helping them would be shot. It was an effective deterrent.

However, not everyone was cowed by the German threat of summary execution. In the village of Lion-sur-Mer Hulls and Elkins were directed to a Professor Mercier, a scientist in charge of a government marine research laboratory. For his work, he had an eighteen-foot yacht, which was moored offshore, and when the two men approached him he came up with an answer not untypical of the French at this time. He could not help them openly, he declared, but he would do nothing to stop them stealing it. He even left charts and extra equipment out for them. Then the local mayor entered into the plot, agreeing to pull his police patrol off the beach on the night the two Englishmen planned to get away. In his official report of the escape, Hulls made no mention of their feelings as they waited to embark. But it is hard to think they were not apprehensive. The Channel was no easy crossing. Its waters may be familiar to travellers today, when powerful ferries plough their way over as a matter of course. But sixty-five years ago this stretch of sea, prone to dangerous currents and sudden changes of weather, was a formidable natural obstacle. Enemy gunboats and spotter planes patrolling the coast were an added risk. Even if they survived the elements, there was the threat of being blown out of the water – by their own side as much as by the Germans. When and if they reached the English coast, shore gunners on alert for a Nazi invasion might be tempted to fire first at an unidentified craft and ask questions afterwards.

Aware of the dangers they faced, the two men set out. As darkness fell they rowed out from the shore in a dinghy and climbed aboard the yacht. The sea was already choppy; a storm was blowing up. Elkins was mystified by the rigging of the mainsail, jib and mizzen. Though a naval man, he had never seen anything quite like it. It took time to familiarize himself before they could set sail. Then the engine refused to start, and two hours went by getting it going – ‘the worst two hours we had spent’, according to Hulls. It finally spluttered into life, but ran for just five minutes before overheating and dying. As the sun came up they saw, to their relief, they were just far enough from the shore to be safely out of sight.

Their problems, however, were only beginning. Hulls recorded ‘bad weather, desperate with engine and gear’ as all that day they battled the winds and current pushing them back towards the French coast. Not until the late afternoon did the wind veer – ‘a godsend’ – and at last head them north towards home. ‘The next morning we sighted land, which turned out to be the Isle of Wight. But then the wind turned against us and we had to approach slowly to Selsey Bill. We had anticipated being picked up by some steamer in the Channel but met no boat of any description. We finally sailed right into Hayling Island [near Portsmouth] and ran the boat ashore there.’ It had been a battle against the sea for Hulls and Elkins but they had completed a successful ‘home run’ to safety.

So too had Lieutenant William Dothie. After surrendering on the beach at Calais he had found himself in a long, despairing column of prisoners force-marched towards the German border. Each step was taking them closer to permanent captivity. If he wanted to escape, he would have to act before it was too late. He seized his opportunity as they filed through the main street of a village, slipping into a narrow passage between two houses and racing across a field to an abandoned farmhouse. He heard shots behind him. The German guards patrolling up and down the column on bicycles were encouraging the stragglers at the rear by taking pot-shots at them. They had not noticed his dash for freedom. The column moved on without him. That night he slept in a barn and next morning stayed hiding there, keeping watch on the nearby village and its comings and goings, assessing his chances of finding help there.

Suddenly he was confronted by two German soldiers. Intent on his observation of the village, he had not noticed them come into the farmyard. Somehow he managed to keep his head. Boldly he introduced himself as the farmer; they saluted and asked to buy some eggs. He realized his stumbling French was marginally better than theirs. They suspected nothing. The soldiers took their eggs, exchanged for some tobacco, and left. He had passed his first test. To the enemy at least, he could pass for a Frenchman. He made a decision that his safest course of action was to do nothing. He would stay where he was, bed down in this farm as long as he could, wait until he was good and ready to make a proper escape. He spun a line to the people in the village, telling them he had taken over the running of the farm at the request of its absentee owner, though it was clear they did not believe him. ‘I think they realized I was English by my accent but they said nothing.’ His disguise was so good that Germans from an artillery battery camped in the woods nearby kept coming to him for eggs. ‘To keep them away I began to deliver to them!’

His trips outside the farm had another purpose – he was on the lookout for a bicycle. Eventually he ‘spotted one in a farmyard and quietly took it without being seen. I then packed a bag with food and set off. I knew that going back to Calais was not a good idea. I headed for Brittany.’ In corduroy trousers and a beret he was indistinguishable from a French peasant, but he felt his real nationality and his true identity must be screaming out to anyone who saw him. Passing through his first town he fully expected a cry to halt, a rifle cocked in his direction and a swift end to his freedom. But he sailed through, past Germans and locals alike, unexceptional and unnoticed. His confidence high, he even tackled bridges manned by steel-helmeted guards. The one time he was stopped, he explained to a German officer that he was a Breton heading home. There was no reason for the officer to query this. The roads were thronged with travellers in these early days after the fall of France. It would be a while before the occupying forces settled in and took a firmer grip. Until then a man on the road – as long as he obeyed the curfew at night – was nothing out of the ordinary.

For a week he cycled across France, ticking off the towns he passed on a Michelin guide he had managed to obtain. Then he spent a week on the north Brittany coast, riding between seaside villages, picking his spot and his moment. He lighted on the hamlet of Bréhec, where a jetty poked out into the sea. A sailing boat was alongside. He didn’t wait to reconnoitre or plan. ‘I just got on, adjusted the rudder and sails and got away without being seen.’ Plain sailing? Hardly, because the wind and currents took him not north to the English coast but east to the Channel Islands – to find the Germans had just landed and taken possession. Warned just in time by two fishermen, he pushed on from Jersey to Alderney and then steered out into the Channel. He seemed to be making good progress but in fact was going in a circle. Half-swamped by rough seas, he found himself back in Alderney.

Dispirited, he made the short passage back to the French mainland and, exhausted, ran the boat onto a beach at Cap de la Hague near Cherbourg. It was now a case of starting all over again. Or should he give up? ‘My face was black from the sun and salt, and my clothes consisted of a shirt, corduroy trousers cut off at the knees and army boots. I had given up hope and expected to be arrested as a suspicious character.’

He was walking through a village when a door opened. A woman invited him in to rest, eat, change his clothes. He stayed with her and her husband, amid their growing anxiety about what would happen to them if he was found. After a week he left them in peace and hid out in fishing huts and empty houses before getting a job on a farm, posing as a Frenchman. Ten German marines were billeted on the same farm, and he would engage them in conversation. They never suspected him – his French was better than theirs – though the farmer did become increasingly anxious, urging the Englishman on his way. He should go south to the Mediterranean coast and make his escape from France there, he was told. But Dothie decided to give the Channel one last try. He managed to find a tiny sailing boat, intact though decrepit, and, despite his fears that it would sink, he set out on the 2 a.m. tide. The wind let him down, pushing him back to port.

Back on land, the pressure on him to go was growing. Everyone in the village knew about him. It was only a matter of time before the police came for him. He needed a boat with a motor if he was ever to make it out to sea and luckily he found one and the petrol to power it. Once again he launched himself into the unknown. The crossing was smooth and his passage easy – until, with the Isle of Wight in sight, he ran out of petrol. ‘I made a sail from a piece of sacking but the wind dropped and the current took me westwards along the coast away from the Isle of Wight.’ Then the wind sprang up again but veered constantly and he was washed backwards and forwards. England was in sight just a mile or so away but he was being pushed and pulled away from it. A Royal Navy patrol ship came to his rescue. Sailors hoisted him on board and he was on his way to dry English land at last.

*

Once home, Dothie – like Hulls, Elkins and the other BEF veterans who managed to escape and slip back across the Channel – was directed to an office in London for a special debriefing. A small section of Military Intelligence known as MI9 was there to glean what information it could about what they had seen. That summer of 1940, Britain stood in fear of an invasion. Any military details these men could recall, particularly of German units massing in the Pas de Calais region, might be important. It was also a chance to add pieces to the complex jigsaw of what had happened and was still happening across the Channel to their comrades. Details of their capture, who they had seen behind the barbed wire, how they were treated, where they were taken – all had significance. From their experiences, a dossier was also being drawn up of dos and don’ts for British servicemen on the run in occupied Europe. The War Office had had a department dealing with POW camps during the First World War and this was revived shortly after the outbreak of the second under a middle-aged ex-infantry major, Norman Crockatt, a tall, imposing man, ‘clear-headed, quick-witted, a good organizer, a good judge of men and no respecter of red tape’, according to those who knew him.10 He set up shop in Room 424 of the Metropole hotel in Northumberland Avenue, next to Whitehall. Long before there were any POWs to actually concern him, he defined his job as monitoring activities in the internment camps that, in the long war ahead, would inevitably be set up in Germany, but, just as importantly, to help in whatever way he could men escaping from them or avoiding capture in the first place.

From the start Crockatt’s was a Cinderella department, squeezed of money and tending to attract detractors rather than active supporters in the War Office. The haughty Admiralty could not see the point of it and to the army and air force what it did was a side issue to their operations. MI9 would also brush up uncomfortably against the Foreign Office’s Diplomatic Service. All these Ugly Sisters tried to bully and meddle with its activities at some point or another, and it took all Crockatt’s skills to keep his little independent unit from being constantly overwhelmed. Even greater interference came from MI6, the secret service, whose driving force was the formidable and much-feared Colonel Sir Claude Dansey. History did not help Crockatt here, and there was a particular ghost he never laid to rest – that of Nurse Edith Cavell. The spies at MI6 never let him forget how, in the First World War, their operations in Belgium had been compromised when she, though one of their undercover agents, embroiled herself in helping British soldiers to escape. These activities drew attention to her, she was caught by the Germans and shot by a firing squad. The all-powerful and self-regarding MI6 was determined that this overlapping of roles, leading to the loss of an agent in the field, should not happen again. Spying had priority; escapers and evaders must wait in line. The fact that men making it home from occupied areas gleaned important intelligence along the way was a blurring of this facile distinction that was never totally resolved. One MI9 veteran would recall departmental battles with ‘Uncle Claude’ as fierce as any against the Germans. MI9 was also drawn into the senseless power struggles and personality clashes involving MI6 and other undercover outfits, the Special Operations Executive (SOE) and the Political Warfare Executive (PWE). But MI9 had to tread carefully. As its historians put it: ‘What Dansey wanted done was done and what he wanted undone was undone. He could have broken Crockatt as easily as he blew his own nose, and Crockatt knew it.’11 That the lives of thousands of brave men and women came to depend on a unit with such a precarious existence in Whitehall is one of the less laudable aspects of this story.

For now, though, in the summer of 1940, the intrigue and the infighting lay in the future. Men were returning from behind the lines with valuable stories to tell. With space limited at Room 424 in the Metropole, a floor was taken at another requisitioned London hotel, the Great Central, now transformed into the ‘London Transit Camp’, opposite Marylebone station. ‘Home runners’ like Dothie climbed its wide staircase to the second floor and in elegant bedrooms, now bare except for a table and chairs, were interrogated on every last detail of their journey home. Some, like Hulls, wrote down their own accounts, but others repeated their stories for an officer to record. No time was wasted. From the very top – Winston Churchill himself – came a humanitarian order to cut through red tape. Interviews should be swiftly conducted and the men with the guts to make it back were sent off to be reunited with their families within forty-eight hours.

The information they supplied was collated, and MI9 drew up one of its first notes of advice for men on the run.12 Some was trite – ‘great care should be taken in approaching civilians for help’ – but unrealistic in that it gave no indication how to distinguish the safe from the unsafe. Not that there was any such guaranteed sign but the advice as it stood was obvious. More practical – if just as obvious – was the suggestion for men in uniform to travel at night but for those who managed to acquire civilian clothes to move openly in the day. ‘Main roads can be used and large towns can be passed through in reasonable safety. Side roads and small villages should be avoided, as a stranger excites suspicion.’ This, it might be said, was not what the Earl of Cardigan had experienced, but then by this time he had not reached home to tell his story. But other lessons he was picking up from experience had already been learnt by others and passed on:

Do not march in a military fashion, but adopt a tired slouch.

Try and ‘collect’ a bicycle. They proved invaluable to several escapers.

Do not wear a wrist watch. Carry it in your pocket.

Sling your haversack: French peasants commonly carry one in this way, but never as a pack on their backs.

Do not use a cane or walking-stick: it is a British custom.

Get rid of army boots and adopt a pair of rope-soled shoes as worn by peasants, if procurable.

French peasants are generally clean-shaven, though a slight growth of beard is not uncommon.

A beret is a very effective disguise.

Village priests are likely to be helpful. Care should be exercised in approaching them and one should avoid being seen talking to them. Slip into the confessional box in the church and approach the priest in sacristy after service. First mass at 5 a.m. Listen for church bell.

It was pointed out that the average German soldier’s grasp of French was limited and they were generally unable to tell an Englishman speaking it, however poorly, from the bad French of a Flemish-speaker from Belgium. Posing as a Belgian refugee was recommended. On the other hand, German officers tended to speak and understand French very well. But the vast movement of refugees in France gave an opportunity to mingle with the civilian crowds and ‘fade into the landscape’. As for the best route home, the advice was still to head for the northern French and Belgian coasts and find a boat. It was outdated the moment it was issued, as evaders on the ground were now finding out for themselves.

*

The German grip was tightening more than ever on the coastal towns. Serviceable boats capable of making it across the Channel were increasingly difficult to find. Fleeing north was no longer the way. South was the direction. Any man who wanted to get home now would have to go that way round. Which was why Wing Commander Basil Embry was now in Paris, sitting at a round marble-topped table under a striped awning and ordering a coffee. He glanced down at himself, dressed like a tramp, tattered coat, broken shoes, hands dirty, face unshaven. Then he looked around him. Paris! It was hard to believe he was here at a pavement café, taking his ease, or at least pretending to do so. The streets were thronged with people on their way to work, the road filled with streams of cyclists. Then, from the nearby Champs Elysées, came the sound of a band as column after column of jackbooted German infantry, bayonets fixed, marched triumphantly down the middle of this most symbolic of all French boulevards, a concrete embodiment of national pride now being trampled on by a barbarian force. Swastika flags swayed in the midsummer breeze. The occupier was making his mark. The crowds watched in silence, ‘sullen, stupefied by their conquerors’ tramping feet, stunned by defeat’, as Embry noted.13

His own presence as a witness to the full humiliation of France’s defeat continued to astonish him. Just three weeks had passed since he had been drinking beer with his fellow pilots in the mess at Wattisham in the quiet Suffolk countryside. So much had happened since then, it seemed a lifetime ago, in another world. Everything in his well-ordered existence had been turned upside down. Now here he was, bedraggled, exhausted, in rags, not only on the run in an enemy country but wanted for murder.

Embry was unusual in being an air casualty of the fighting in northern France. Churchill kept his air force largely away from the Dunkirk evacuation, knowing he would need his fighter squadrons intact for the battle for Britain that would inevitably follow the battle for France. But bombers had a job to do and Embry’s squadron of Blenheims had been ordered into the air against the advancing German tanks. He didn’t need to fly that day. He had just been promoted to a new command, a whole RAF station to run instead of just a single squadron, and no one would have blamed him if he had decided to sit this one out. But, on the spur of the moment, he opted for one last sortie with his boys. They roared over the Channel, past Calais, already in flames 6,000 feet below, and homed in on an armoured German column. The puffs of anti-aircraft shells took him by surprise. The aircraft shuddered from a hit – ‘like a punch to the solar plexus’ – stalled and its nose tipped down. The gunner was dead in his turret from the flak, the navigator had already baled out, and Embry followed.

Head-first he went, counted three and pulled his ripcord. He looked down and saw beneath his feet the canvas roofs of lorries in the convoy he had just bombed. He was about to drop straight on top of one of them. A tug at the parachute lines steered him away, across the column and down into a field. He flung off the ’chute and ran for the nearest hedge just as a German motorcycle and sidecar turned from the road onto a farm track and headed in his direction. The realization of the danger he was in hit him like a shock wave. ‘They were Germans, armed, my enemies. I had tried to destroy them from the air. But now I was on the ground without a weapon of any kind. It was their turn to do the killing.’ He ducked down into a field of corn and watched as the soldiers stopped at a nearby farm. He saw an old man lift his arm and point in his direction. The soldiers came towards him, their automatic rifles levelled. He stood up. ‘The game was up.’

The capture was almost friendly. Hands high, he was searched, then offered water and a cigarette. They helped him into the sidecar and gave him goggles to protect his eyes from the dust. On the way he saw what was left of his plane, oily smoke rising from the wreckage. His leg began to hurt and for the first time he realized he had been hit. For the Germans, Embry was a curiosity and they treated him with quite unexpected courtesy. He was ushered to an open-top staff car where someone wanted to speak to him. Inside sat General Heinz Guderian, commander-in-chief of the German tanks corps, the architect of the blitzkrieg attack that was even now sweeping all before it. He invited Embry to get in and then gently interrogated him as they drove to his field headquarters. Soldiers came to attention and saluted as they motored down the road like royalty. Lulled, an exhausted Embry fell asleep and Guderian laid his own greatcoat over the English airman to keep him warm.

Even after the general had handed him over and driven off, the courtesies continued. At a requisitioned château he watched German soldiers handing out chocolate to local children. Laughter filled the air. This was not the enemy he had expected. What was going on? Then came the sting in the scorpion’s tail, the alert to the realities of his situation. ‘Try to escape and you will be shot in five seconds,’ he was warned.

But try he did. He had told himself from the outset that he would not go submissively into detention, and when the niceties of chats with the general were over and he was transferred to a holding camp and then joined the miserable trek of POWs towards Germany, he was even more determined. If he needed any more persuading it came when a rumour swept along the line that Germany was not their destination. They were being marched to an execution ground to be liquidated. He worked himself into the middle of the column, waited until there were no guards in sight and then dived into a ditch. He lay in water, his heart thumping, counting to 120. Then he crawled up and looked to see the tail of the column winding away without him. He was euphoric as he ran for a copse in the distance.

But once there his mood changed. Suddenly he was a hunted creature and the realization almost felled him. ‘You’re lost. You’re liable to be shot on sight.’ The doubts ran riot in his mind. ‘You’re alone in a world you don’t know. Your clothes are soaked through. You don’t stand a chance. Now be sensible. Play safe. Go and give yourself up.’ It would be so easy. Just a few hundred yards away, some steel-helmeted soldiers from the column had returned. They were looking for him. All he had to do was stand up. But then the duty drummed into him over years of military training kicked in. It was his job to escape, to stay free, not to submit. He grabbed a stick and dug away at the soft ground beneath him, fashioning a hole to hide in. Then he pulled branches and briars over himself and lay still in what was now a slimy pit filling up with ranksmelling water. He heard German voices nearby and tensed himself for a gun barrel sticking into his head. But nothing happened. It was getting dark. The voices drifted into the distance. He heard a car engine fire and move away. He looked up and saw nothing, no one. Embry stumbled away into the night, the words of a half-remembered psalm now ringing in his head – ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of death, I will fear no evil…’

Locals rescued the fugitive, took him in, warmed him up, dried him out, fed him, let him sleep. Then he went on his way. He, like others at the time, thought he could get back to British lines. The news passed to him by a schoolmaster he met that the British army had gone was a body blow. But then he realized that the same military might that had overrun France would now be aimed at England. It was even more imperative to get back now, to join in the defence of his country. He would walk to the coast, find a boat, row home if he had to. But first he would have to hide his RAF uniform. In the middle of a field of beet he spied a scarecrow dressed in an overcoat, dark grey, high-buttoned, with holes in the side and a torn sleeve. He put it on over his uniform, but the blue rings of his rank still showed at his wrists, so he took off the jacket, ripped it into four pieces and buried it in the ground. He knew the significance of the moment. Caught in civilian clothes, he could be shot as a spy.

But the disguise worked. As he made his way along tracks and roads, he passed the test of encounters with German soldiers. He concocted a cover story – he was Belgian and he was a refugee simply doing his best to get away from the fighting. Those German soldiers who stopped him shrugged and let him go on his way. Could his luck last? It seemed so, until a lorry passed him on an open country road and screeched to a halt. Five SS troopers jumped down. One of them clubbed him to the ground. ‘Je suis belge,’ he protested. ‘That is a lie. You are an English soldier,’ the sergeant in charge said and lashed out with his boot. Where were his papers? He had none, he said. They threw him in the back of the lorry and drove to their platoon base in a farmhouse for more questioning, more beatings. ‘If we find out you’re English…’ the sergeant said, drawing his hand menacingly across his throat. They locked him in a room and as he stewed on his situation, despair overtook him. He was finished. Soon it would all be over – ‘a dirty, disgraceful end, bullied and beaten and shot to death by little German corner-boys!’

The thought raised his hackles. Angry now instead of scared, he kicked the door and shouted for some water. A soldier, slight of frame, opened the door, held out a cup… and Embry hit him. He told his biographer many years afterwards:

My knuckles met his jaw, his head went back and his legs gave way. I kicked him in the stomach before he reached the floor and when he was down kicked him again. I snatched up his rifle from the ground and made for the door. I ran out into the corridor and saw a second German on guard. Before he could turn I lifted the rifle and brought the butt down on his head. He collapsed in a heap. I leapt over him and out into the yard where a third German, buckets of water in his hands, was standing in his shirt sleeves, whistling. I swung the rifle again and the whistle faded from his lips as it hit his temple. He and the buckets went sprawling. I looked around. No one else was in sight. No one came running but I thought I heard the sound of a car, so I flung the rifle away and dived into a heap of drying manure to hide.

Embry lay concealed for several hours but nobody came to the farm. Eventually he crawled out of the yard, through a fence, then took to his heels. Miles away he found a deserted house – it was one of the few blessings for evaders at this particular time that so many people had dropped everything and run from the Germans, leaving home after home like a beached Mary Celeste. In the kitchen he nosed out a lump of mouldering pork in an earthenware crock. It was sustenance of a sort, along with eggs from the hen coop, a lettuce from the garden and the dregs of home-made cider, sharp and sour, from an old barrel. ‘What more could any man desire?’ he asked himself. But his satisfaction was short lived; soon afterwards he was stopped by a German patrol as he was walking through a village and asked for his papers. He realized his usual cover story would not do. If the bodies at the farm had been discovered, the Germans would be looking for a ‘Belgian’. So this time, grabbing at straws, he said he was an Irishman, a Republican, as fierce an enemy of the British as it was possible to be. It was a wild, improbable tale but he spun it with verve. He had been active in the IRA, a master of sabotage and terror attacks, he’d been imprisoned in England, he had escaped and fled to Belgium. They didn’t buy it… well, not completely. They needed to make checks, they said, to refer the matter to higher authority. They locked him up. In the cell, his mind stewed again, imagining the worst. Of course, the simplest of inquiries would expose him, and wouldn’t he then be linked to the killings at the farm?

As he foresaw his fate, a sentry came to the door and ushered him out and through the village, towards open countryside. Embry’s mind raced ahead – he must be on his way to be shot, in whatever wood or field the local German administration used as their execution ground. He plotted his escape. When he got the chance he would hit the guard and run. As they reached the last house, he gathered his strength. The German stopped. But his rifle stayed slung on his shoulder and he pointed his finger down the road. ‘Go,’ he said. ‘Just go.’ Embry went. The bullet he half expected in the back never came. So had they believed his preposterous story after all? Or could they just not be bothered dealing with him? It didn’t matter. He was free again.

*

Embry’s intention was still to get to the coast and find a friendly French fisherman to take him over the Channel. It wasn’t far now. A farmer he chanced on gave him the name of a man who might help at Cayeux-sur-Mer. Embry was jubilant. He walked the last few miles on a cloud. Home seemed closer now than it had ever been. Those hopes were quickly dashed. There was no fisherman to help him. As everywhere else along the coast, the harbour was closed, fishing banned and the hull of even the smallest dinghy smashed in. There was no way home this way, not any more. And so he had come to Paris, travelling the best part of a hundred miles from the coast, on foot, then on a stolen bicycle. He knew the city had fallen to the Germans, but where else was he to go? In Paris, he told himself, he would present himself at the embassy of the United States – not in the war at this stage (and not for another eighteen months). He’d been a Belgian and an Irishman, now he would be an American to get himself home.

To be in the French capital as it fell to the Nazis was extraordinary. But then, in the history of the Second World War evaders, it never ceases to amaze how many of them roamed its streets, hiding in its back alleys but also tramping its tourist sights as if they were on a Thomas Cook holiday rather than in an enemy capital. They rubbed shoulders with that other group of visitors eager to explore its charms, its art, its history – German soldiers. As they rode the Métro, some men on the run even took a dangerous delight in jostling those they met in the grey uniform of the Wehrmacht, simply because they could. In a situation where you were powerless it was a small, childish way of reasserting some control.

Paris would become a hub of the escape lines which – as we will see – were to develop quickly and become a core part of this story. But in the summer of 1940 no such organizations existed. Men like Embry had no safe houses to go to, no guides he could trust. Anyone might turn him in. He was not alone in this situation. Other evaders from the battle on the northern coastline were also arriving there. Signaller John Christie came by train to the Gare du Nord, where the first thing he saw was a pre-war travel poster with a picture of York Minster and the words ‘Visitez York!’ His companion, a Yorkshireman, whispered out of the side of his mouth: ‘Wish to hell I could!’ They left the station and, in Christie’s words, ‘let fate take its course’.14 In a small bar in a run-down area they confessed who they were to the patronne, were greeted with open arms, fed egg and chips and hidden for the night. Then they made for the American embassy. To their surprise there was no cordon of German soldiers outside, no one to stop them. The reception inside was friendly. A woman delegated to look after British affairs noted their details and gave them some money – 600 francs each.15 But her urgent advice was to ‘beat it out of town’ fast. The embassy had learned that the Germans were about to launch a crackdown on foreigners.

There was only one way to go that made any sense. A Paris newspaper helpfully printed across its centre pages a map of the new France, showing its readers the demarcation line between the occupied and unoccupied zones. The coastal areas in the north and west were also ring-fenced, out of bounds to anyone without specific permission to be there. But the Mediterranean coast was wide open and beckoning. They went to the Gare d’Austerlitz, bought tickets and made their way south by train, the first of many.

Embry was by now also going in the same direction, though under his own steam. At the American embassy he had tried to bluff his way as a US citizen, hoping to hoax the officials into repatriating him. He announced himself as a Henry J. Walker from New York City, peppering his fictitious account of what had happened to him to the woman at the bureau with lots of ‘aw shucks’, ‘goddams’ and ‘yes, ma’ams’. She listened, unimpressed, then leaned over the counter and whispered: ‘If I were you I would go away and clean myself up and then come back and speak the truth!’ He did as she said and came back openly as Wing Commander Basil Embry of the Royal Air Force. With the money she gave him he bought a bicycle and took the road out of the city towards the place which was now becoming the magnet for every single person seeking the back door out of France… the teeming, untameable, vagabond port of Marseilles.
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