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         The events described in this book are based upon the occasional journal of Major A.D. Lidderdale, which he noted in situ as the story unfolded.
 
         During his lifetime, Douglas Lidderdale felt obliged to remain silent with regard to his mission to ‘catch a Tiger’. In a letter to Captain James Henderson dated 4 November 1986, Doug wrote, ‘I was instructed to tiptoe away from the subject [of the Tiger tank]! Which I did, yet with misgivings which have bothered me until today.’
         
 
         In the same letter he wrote that, in his earlier response to Captain Henderson’s request for information about the Tiger, ‘I could not authorise that personally, but put your request to the Senior Security Officer of the Department of Tank Design at Chobham which shared the site with the Fighting Vehicle Proving Establishment and the School of Tank Technology. The immediate reaction was not to tell anyone anything…’
 
         All the events described in this book actually occurred during 1942 and 1943. The authors have tried to be historically accurate in naming all the Allied fighting units involved in the various battles which are mentioned, and apologise if some which took part are not recorded here. All of the principal characters were real people but some of the minor characters have been amalgamated for the sake of clarity. Intimate conversations are of a speculative nature.
         
 
         The authors would like to thank the staff at the National Archives who were so helpful and patient in dealing with their many complex military enquiries. Also thanks to David Willey, director of the Bovington Tank Museum in Dorset where Tiger 131 is now a star of their 300 tank exhibits. He and the archive staff at the Museum were extraordinarily helpful in unearthing some of the long-buried secrets that initially hampered our research, including some of Douglas Lidderdale’s personal correspondence.
 
         They are also indebted to military historians Major Peter Gudgin and Ronald Addyman for their splendid books on the 48th Battalion Royal Tank Regiment and the 51st Royal Tank Regiment, the Naval and Military Press, and the many authors, British, American and German, who have written about the Tunisian campaign and the Tiger tank.
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         Rock and Country star Dave Travis had always known his father, Colonel Douglas Lidderdale, was a hero. Ever since he was a small child, David had heard endless family stories of how the great Winston Churchill had sent Col. Lidderdale to Tunisia on a top-secret mission to capture a German Tiger tank.
 
         But it was only after Col. Lidderdale’s death in 1999, at the age of 86, that Dave – whose real name is David Lidderdale – began to slowly go through his father’s papers, many of which were stamped ‘secret’ by the War Office.
 
         A story of quite extraordinary heroism and daring was slowly confirmed. In a fierce, close-combat shootout, Col. Lidderdale had grabbed Germany’s greatest war machine from the North African battlefield and brought it back to London, where a grateful Churchill proudly displayed it on Horse Guards Parade.
 
         This was one of the great untold stories of the Second World War.
 
         The unlikely event that brought about the writing of this book was a casual lunch between singer and guitarist David, who has recorded more than 20 albums, and the authors. The three have been friends for more than 30 years.
         
 
         It was the first time anyone, outside of the Lidderdale family, had heard the story of how his father successfully led one of the most daring and incredible secret missions of the war on the personal order of England’s greatest wartime leader. Catch That Tiger is the result of that remarkable lunchtime revelation.
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            20 APRIL 1942
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         At eleven o’clock on Monday morning, the most hated man in the world woke alone and naked in his pristine, almost sterile bedroom in Wolf’s Lair, East Prussia.
         
 
         Adolf Hitler, the megalomaniac, who in 1942 ruled most of Europe with an iron will that he believed would one day determine the fate of the entire world, reached for his spectacles and screamed for his valet.
 
         Sturmbannführer Heinz Linge, who had been waiting outside the door for several minutes, knocked once and entered carrying a tray on which was laid the Fuhrer’s regular frugal breakfast of tea, biscuits and an apple. A square white envelope was tucked against the teapot. Heinz stopped by the bedside, snapped the heels of his boots together and flung his right arm forward in the Nazi salute favoured by his master.
 
         Hitler waved his hand languidly as he fixed Heinz with a stare of eye-bulging expectancy.
 
         ‘Did he do it?’
 
         ‘Sir?’
 
         ‘Did Rommel get me my birthday present?’
 
         Heinz placed the tray on the table by the bedside and gave an uncertain glance through the window. He had no intention of spoiling his Fuhrer’s birthday surprise.
         
 
         Rain spattered against the windows and a harsh wind rattled their frames. Hitler slammed his hand down on the bed covers.
 
         ‘Tobruk, you imbecile. Rommel promised me he would take Tobruk by my birthday. What’s the news?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid there has been no news as yet, Mein Fuhrer,’ said Heinz, ‘Field Marshal Rommel said last night his men are at the gates of the city. They have advanced 300 miles from Benghazi taking everything in their path. The Field Marshal is anxious to fly back to Libya to take personal charge. He is here for your birthday, Mein Fuhrer.’
 
         ‘But he promised,’ Hitler began petulantly. Then he stopped himself. ‘No matter. He can give me the news himself later. Now what is this?’
 
         He picked up the envelope and took out a card with an intricately decorated swastika on its cover.
 
         Heinz clicked his heels again.
 
         ‘Happy Birthday, Mein Fuhrer.’
 
         The ghost of a smile flickered across Hitler’s usually impassive face. ‘Well, not everyone forgot. How old are you, Heinz?’
 
         ‘I was 29 last month, sir,’ said Heinz, pouring the tea.
 
         ‘I’m ahead of you by nearly a quarter of a century,’ Hitler sighed.
 
         There was a knock at the door. Hitler barked a harsh ‘come in’.
 
         The door opened and the voice of an untrained contralto started to sing ‘Happy Birthday’, and finished with ‘Happy Birthday, dear Fuhrer, Happy Birthday to you’.
 
         The singer was a woman of average height with sturdy thighs and an ornament pinned into her freshly permed, light-brown hair that was cut just short of shoulder length. She carried a small birthday cake on which there were three flickering candles.
         
 
         ‘Eva!’ said Hitler, a rare smile broadening his thin lips, ‘When did you get to Wolfsschanze?’
 
         ‘This morning,’ said Eva, giving her lover a coquettish look. ‘Now, my dear Adi, you must make your birthday wish … and receive your gift.’
 
         Hitler made a great fuss of blowing out the candles, then turned to his aide. ‘Leave us, Heinz.’
 
         Heinz gave the slightest acknowledgement and left the room. He closed the door and caught a glimpse of Eva Braun’s naked legs as she slipped out of her knickers while clambering on to the bed, where Hitler was already throwing back the bedclothes.
 
         
             

         
 
         Wolf’s Lair was the headquarters of Hitler’s Eastern operations. It had been built in 1941 for Operation Barbarossa, Hitler’s grand plan for the invasion of the Soviet Union. Over 2,000 people worked at Wolfsschanze, so called because, in Old High German, ‘Adolf’ translates into ‘noble wolf’. Zone One had ten vast bunkers, each protected by two-metre-thick steel-reinforced concrete. Zone Two contained the military barracks and compounds for Hitler’s special security troops.
         
 
         East Prussia had suffered its harshest winter for over a hundred years. Though it was now April, an icy wind still blew into the little town of Rastenburg, where Wolf’s Lair was situated. All those gathered outside in the early afternoon to celebrate Hitler’s 53rd birthday were shivering. A greatcoat covered Hitler and his uniform as he strode towards the marshalling yards bordering the Masurian woods. He was surrounded by members of his inner circle; Hermann Goering, the portly head of the Luftwaffe; Field Marshal Rommel, Head of the Panzer Division of Tanks; Martin Bormann, Hitler’s chief aide; the newly appointed Minister for Armaments, Albert Speers; the War Minister, Wilhelm Keitel; and the chief of the OperationsStaff of OKW (German High Command), Alfred Jodl.
         
 
         Running ahead of Hitler, and attempting to be as inconspicuous as possible, were two official photographers. One took photos on a stills camera, the other shot with 16mm movie film – both were recording every important movement of their beloved Fuhrer. Posterity was paramount.
 
         Hitler was in high spirits. A birthday ‘surprise’ had been prepared for him, but the Fuhrer knew what was coming, and he looked forward to it. He sang in fractured English, the words of a popular song:
 
         
            
               ‘You’d be zo nice to come home to. 
               
 
               You’d be zo nice by ze fire, 
               
 
               Ba ba zo nice, 
               
 
               Ba ba paradise 
               
 
               To come to and love.’ 
               

            

         
 
         ‘Very nice,’ said Reichsmarshall Hermann Goering, applauding. ‘Cole Porter, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘One of his latest. Eva gave me the sheet music for my birthday. I am older than him, you know, by two years. I’ll play it for you later.’
 
         ‘I can hardly wait,’ exclaimed Goering, stretching his jovial jowls.
 
         Hitler claimed to have been taught to play the piano by conductor August Kubizek and later by gifted pianist and business friend Ernst Sedgwick Hanfstaengl, but those who heard the Fuhrer sight-read had their doubts.
 
         Hitler came to an abrupt halt. His entourage shuffled forward and looked at him expectantly.
         
 
         ‘Well, where is it?’
 
         ‘Where is what, Mein Fuhrer?’ asked Albert Speers innocently.
 
         ‘My surprise; my new tank.’
 
         Jodl pointed towards the woods. Seconds later, two huge tanks materialised and rolled slowly towards them on parallel paths.
 
         ‘The one on the left is the Porsche model.’
 
         ‘Good for Porsche,’ said Hitler, obviously in some awe. Even his expectations were exceeded. ‘It looks enormous.’
 
         ‘Forty-five tons,’ said Goering.
 
         ‘What is its speed?’
 
         ‘About 2mph.’
 
         ‘Is that fast enough?’
 
         ‘It’s fast enough if it doesn’t stop.’
 
         As Goering spoke, the Porsche stopped abruptly and a plume of smoke rose from the command hatch on the turret.
 
         ‘What’s wrong with it?’ asked the Fuhrer impatiently.
 
         ‘I think it’s broken down.’
 
         Hitler looked crestfallen; like a child who had lost his toy. ‘What about the other one?’
 
         ‘That’s the Herschel model. It’s even heavier.’
 
         The Herschel trundled relentlessly forward.
 
         Hitler brightened. ‘It looks bigger than our old Panzers.’
 
         Rommel stepped forward and spoke softly. ‘It’s twice as big as anything we’ve had before.’
 
         ‘Bigger than a Panzer?’
 
         ‘And fiercer. They call it a Tiger.’
 
         Hitler’s eyes lit up. ‘I like that name. Is it heavy?
 
         ‘About 60 tons.’
 
         Hitler blinked at that news. He could barely contain his excitement. ‘It has a very big cannon.’
         
 
         Jodl read aloud from the manufacturer’s specifications. ‘Fitted with an 88mm cannon, accurate to 2,000 yards. Carries 90 shells that weigh nearly a ton, and its steel armour casing is 120mm thick.’
 
         ‘Is that better than the Russians?’
 
         ‘Twice as good as the Russians, three times as good as the Americans and four times better than the British.’
 
         Hitler’s eyes glistened. He was breathing faster. It did not take much to capture his imagination. ‘How soon can we have them?’
 
         ‘As soon as you confirm the order.’
 
         ‘I want them now. I plan to smash our way through to Stalin’s hideaway and we need some for you too, my dear Rommel, so you can take over all of North Africa.’
 
         Rommel clicked his heels. ‘As you say, Mein Fuhrer.’
 
         Hitler raised his hand. ‘One more thing…’
 
         ‘Mein Fuhrer?’ said Jodl.
 
         ‘What is that big tube sticking up at the back of the Tiger?’
 
         ‘A snorkel, sir.’
 
         ‘A snorkel! I thought snorkels were on U-boats.’
 
         ‘True, sir. But these tanks can go underwater.’
 
         Hitler looked at Jodl in disbelief.
 
         Speers interceded. ‘We have solved the problem of crossing rivers after the enemy has fled and blown up the bridges behind them. We no longer need to waste valuable time rebuilding the bridges. These tanks – Tigers as you call them – will cross rivers underwater. They can submerge to a depth of 13 feet.’
 
         Hitler gave a short laugh – an unusual occurrence. ‘Then nothing can stop us. We can go anywhere?’
 
         ‘Yes, Mein Fuhrer.’
 
         Hitler slapped Speers on the back. ‘You have given me the most wonderful birthday present. Thank you. Thank you.’
         
 
         He turned in a semicircle and raised his hand in the familiar Nazi salute. ‘I thank you, gentlemen. Today you have won the war.’
 
         Hitler put an arm on Rommel’s shoulder and marched with him towards the tank. ‘Erwin, now I want to see inside. In one of these you can drive underwater to Tobruk from Egypt. As soon as you have kept your promise and taken it, that is.’
 
         As the top brass of the German High Command inspected the prototype Tiger tank, the photographers continued to capture every moment.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
 
            AUGUST 1942
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         Operation Barbarossa had been a disastrous enterprise for the Germans. The fierce winter that ushered in 1942 brought death and destruction to Germans and Russians alike on an unprecedented scale. By the summer of that year, Hitler was determined to press on regardless, and he issued Fuhrer Directive No. 41 to order yet another offensive against the oil-rich region of Baku. This was to become known by the Allies as Operation Case Blue.
         
 
         With a million Soviet soldiers killed and countless thousands captured, many young Russian men were eager volunteers to escape the carnage, if only briefly, and attend weapons-training courses in the country that had now become a reluctant ally – England.
 
         Major Aubrey Douglas Lidderdale’s spirits were at a low ebb. The Corps of the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME) was being created, and Doug was to be one of its founding officers. He knew the motto was going to be ‘Arte et Marte’ – ‘by skill and fighting’. Doug was looking forward to it all, but, until 1 October he was still an engineer in the Royal Army Ordnance Corps (RAOC) and not a happy man.
         
 
         Having designed the first Leyland twin-engined tank unit, he had signed up immediately after the outbreak of war and was commissioned within months. It took another year before the High Command realised they had a highly qualified engineer in their midst, but, as soon as his worth became apparent, they rapidly promoted him to Major and put him in charge of the newly formed Tank Training unit. Britain had invented the tank, thanks to Churchill, but enemies and allies alike had woefully outdistanced her in the arms race. It had taken an all-out war for the High Command to try to catch up. Thousands of new drivers and maintenance crews were being recruited and they had to be trained. This was 28-year-old Major Lidderdale’s job.
 
         He had devised a whole raft of courses on how to drive and maintain tanks. Now he was in charge of a British army tank instruction school in West Kent and his current crop of Russian trainees was worse than bloody useless. Doug confided to one of his driver-instructors, Corporal Bill Rider, that the word ‘crash course’ took on a peculiarly appropriate meaning when applied to some of his current students – a platoon of disaffected Russians. This was not a promising bunch. The Russians seldom shaved, nor, Doug suspected, washed regularly either. They made no attempt to learn English and instructing them through an interpreter was tiring work.
 
         The group had been brought to this desolate part of Kent and foisted on Doug by the powers-that-be in order to become experts in the art of tank warfare. However, as time went by, his success rate with them remained at precisely zero. Doug’s despair grew visibly. Whatever he instructed them to do, there seemed to be a wilful determination on the part of the Russians to do the exact opposite.
 
         The West Kent Country Club, which was only a mile away, had a well-stocked bar. For Doug, the club was growing more hypnotically attractive as the long, hot summer days wore on.
         
 
         Following the group’s latest tests, which they had managed to fail spectacularly for the third time, Doug succumbed to temptation and treated himself to a spiritual reviver at the Country Club bar. As the amber liquid began its soothing work, he resolved to confront the Russian Commandant and get to the bottom of this batch’s perverse attitude once and for all.
 
         He drove out of the club in ‘The Beast’ – the name he had given to the mongrel, two-seater sports car that he had spent many greasy hours building. Its unique appearance vaguely resembled a truncated road version of Malcolm Campbell’s ‘Bluebird’ racer. Though not designed for the racing circuits, it was fast, with a Rolls-Royce engine tucked under the bonnet. Doug loved to drive it, but was sadly reconciled to the fact that, thanks to the latest petrol-rationing squeeze, he would not be able to keep The Beast on the road for much longer.
 
         He was sadly contemplating this inevitability when he spotted a Tin Lizzie coming towards him. The old-fashioned Model T Ford had a young woman with long blonde hair at the wheel. As the two cars approached one another, the Ford spluttered to a halt.
 
         Doug leaped from The Beast and removed his officer’s cap. The blonde stepped out. She was tall and poised and dressed for an afternoon at the Country Club. Doug appraised her appreciatively. She had a lithe figure and the sort of legs that seemed to go on forever.
 
         ‘Can I help?’ Doug volunteered.
 
         Man and woman looked at each other and liked what they saw. So struck was he, in fact, that for quite a moment he stood staring at her goofily. It was what the French call a coup de foudre, a lightning bolt to the heart.
         
 
         After a few moments, the silence was broken.
 
         ‘Do you know anything about engines?’ asked the young lady.
 
         Doug had to shake his head as if to remind himself what engines were. ‘A little.’
 
         ‘Well, I’ve just filled up with petrol, so it must be the engine.’
 
         ‘Can I take a look?’
 
         ‘Oh, please.’
 
         ‘I thought they’d stopped building Model T Fords years ago.’
 
         ‘Officially they did. But they still make them to order for you. At least they did until 1941.’
 
         ‘It must be difficult to get replacement engines.’
 
         ‘I think that’s why they finally stopped.’
 
         ‘If you open the bonnet, I’ll take a gander.’
 
         ‘That would be absolutely darling of you.’
 
         Doug beamed. Being a darling to this lady would be the cat’s pyjamas as far as he was concerned.
 
         Ten minutes later, Doug emerged from the open bonnet covered with oily smudges.
 
         ‘You had a dirty magneto,’ he said.
 
         She looked shocked. ‘Dear me,’ she said. ‘I never even knew I had a magneto; let alone a dirty one.’ She came towards him, took out a dainty handkerchief from her purse and rubbed at the smudges on his face.
 
         Doug remained as immobile as a statue. He could smell her gentle perfume – Chanel. This was pure heaven.
 
         ‘Have you got the starting handle?’
 
         ‘Oh, no. This has got a self-starter.’
 
         ‘Really? Oh, of course – custom-built, you said. Well, give it a bash. It might tick over now.’
 
         The lady slid her long legs elegantly over the driving seat and switched on the ignition. The engine burst into life.
         
 
         ‘Oh, that’s wonderful,’ she said. ‘How can I ever thank you?’
 
         ‘Well, you could start by telling me your name,’ said Doug.
 
         ‘Kathleen Crane,’ she said. ‘And you, Major?’
 
         ‘Douglas. The chaps call me Doug.’
 
         ‘Oh, dear, I couldn’t call you Doug. I shall always call you Douglas.’
 
         There was the tiniest pause.
 
         ‘Always?’
 
         The promise hinted at in this one word sent Doug’s pulse racing.
 
         She smiled at him. ‘I’m often at the Country Club. That is, if I’m not nursing or dancing. Why don’t you look me up sometime?’
 
         ‘I rather think I will.’
 
         ‘I look forward to it.’
 
         ‘Where do you like to dance, by the way?’
 
         ‘I dance where they send me.’
 
         Doug must have looked puzzled because she sailed straight on. ‘You see, I dance professionally. Not as often as I used to, but whenever I can get the engagements. Times are tough.’
 
         ‘Oh, right.’ A tongue-tied Doug stared at her with a daft, rictus smile on his face. His mind whirled. Here is a beautiful girl, he mused, and I want to see her again. A nurse who also happens to be a professional dancer. Oh, boy! If she says she owns a pub, I think this whole encounter might be part of some wonderful dream…
 
         ‘What sort of car are you driving?’ she asked, snapping Doug from his reverie.
 
         ‘She’s a hybrid I built myself. I call her The Beast.’
 
         ‘I’d love to have a go in her.’
 
         Doug nodded. ‘You’re on,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you a go in her whenever you say the word.’
         
 
         She waved farewell and drove on towards the club. Doug was beaming as he continued his journey to see the Russian Commandant.
 
         
             

         
 
         A short time later, sitting at the mess bar, Doug found it difficult to concentrate on his Russian counterpart, Alexei, who was standing beside him nursing a large vodka.
 
         Doug gathered himself and began. ‘Your men have failed their tests three times,’ he said. ‘And each time they’re getting worse. What on earth is going on? Do you think we’re involved in some kind of board game? This is war, damn it, and if your blokes can’t take it seriously then you can get your arses back to Russia. I’m wasting time on you that I just can’t afford.’
 
         Alexei reacted with tight-lipped reticence. It was not that he disliked Doug, but, like with Stalin, his boss, he had an innate distrust of Englishmen. His platoon was due to move back to Russia shortly, anyway, so maybe he could risk breaking a confidence to this usually gentle man with the penetrating grey-blue eyes. He sipped his vodka before speaking.
 
         ‘We are men of Russian Revolution, you understand?’
 
         ‘Yes, I understand that.’ Doug sipped his whisky.
 
         ‘You are English. You do not approve of Communism.’
 
         ‘I don’t approve or disapprove. What you do in your own country has nothing to do with me.’
 
         ‘Before we leave Russia, we are all brought before the Commissar.’
 
         ‘Oh, yes?’ Doug could not see where this conversation was leading.
 
         ‘The Commissar tells us that Britishers hate us Russians. He says you are only fighting on our side to defend yourselves. He says you will tell us everything wrong with these tanks. So that, when we go back to war, we blow ourselves up.’
         
 
         ‘Your boss told you that?’ Doug looked incredulous, downed his scotch and summoned the bar steward to refill both their glasses.
 
         ‘You deny?’
 
         ‘Certainly, I deny it.’
 
         ‘OK. Zhal. But that is why my men listen to you carefully and then do opposite. Now you understand, yes? I will get them to apologise and they will do much better.’
         
 
         Doug pondered on this. He did not really understand at all. All of a sudden, he could no longer be bothered to try.
 
         He turned to his companion with a brighter face. ‘Alexei, let’s forget the whole thing and get drunk. Do you know what happened to me today?’
 
         The Commandant shook his head and waited.
 
         Doug laughed like a schoolboy. He had the faraway look of a man who had come face-to-face with a creature from outer space. ‘I met the girl of my dreams.’
 
         Alexei muttered a sentence in Russian, and Doug knew just enough of the language to realise that the other man envied him.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE
 
            DECEMBER 1942 
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         It was not until the early winter of 1942 that the new Tiger tanks rolled off the production lines. When they opened fire in battle, their long-range accuracy and the calibre of their weaponry inflicted horrific damage on the Allied forces.
         
 
         Earlier, when Winston Churchill had been shown a photograph of the prototype Tiger with Hitler standing beside it, he had been convinced he was being fed disinformation. He could not conceive of a tank being so huge.
 
         ‘Where did this photograph come from?’ Churchill asked the security officer who had brought it to his attention.
 
         ‘One of our agents in the field, sir.’
 
         ‘Why is it so crumpled?’
 
         ‘It was retrieved from a wastepaper basket, sir.’
 
         ‘Who brought it in?’
 
         ‘It was couriered by one of our moles, sir.’
 
         ‘Can we trust him?’
 
         ‘The agent is dead, sir.’
 
         ‘I won’t believe they’ve built a tank of this size until I see it myself.’ Churchill’s dismissiveness resulted in no serious attempt being made to obtain specifications of the new tank until the following year, by which time the Tigers had destroyed hundreds of Churchill and Sherman tanks and decimated the Russian tank brigades.
         
 
         Once Hitler started sending Tiger tanks into battle in North Africa, it was not long before the gloom deepened in the Cabinet War Rooms, under the streets of Whitehall, where the heart of government functioned in relative safety away from the bombing above.
 
         In the Map Room, the advances and retreats of the armies were continually updated. The Germans had blockaded the Western approaches to the British Isles with the intention of keeping vital supplies such as food and fuel from getting through. The progress of Allied convoys battling to keep the nation supplied had been slowed to a snail’s pace.
 
         Four duty officers sat close to their telephones, waiting to spring into action at a moment’s notice. Winston Churchill came into the room, his head bowed deep in thought. Prone to insomnia, he was not in a buoyant mood. He held a narrow brass-topped cane in his left hand and an unlit cigar in the other. In the winter months of late 1942 and early 1943, a decisive change in the fortunes of war was proving elusive for the Allies.
         
 
         The duty officers, taken unawares by the arrival, were slow to start rising, but Churchill gestured at them to remain seated. For a while, nothing could be heard but the ticking of a wall clock.
 
         Eventually, Churchill spoke. ‘It’s very quiet.’
 
         ‘Yes, sir.’
 
         ‘Ominously so.’
 
         ‘It’s one o’clock in the morning, sir.’
 
         ‘Wars don’t shut down at night.’
 
         None of the men responded. A red light flashed on one of the phones. The Lieutenant manning it answered immediately and gave the codeword. He listened for a full minute before replacing the receiver.
         
 
         Churchill looked at him. ‘Well?’
 
         ‘The Fourth Infantry Division, sir.’
 
         Churchill nodded. ‘North Africa,’ he said. ‘Part of our First Army.’ He possessed an almost photographic memory of where every battle unit was or, at any rate, where it should be. He gave a mischievous grin. ‘Tell me something to make me feel ten years younger. Please tell me they’ve got Rommel.’
 
         The Lieutenant shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, sir. We’ve suffered heavy casualties.’ He consulted his shorthand notes. ‘We’ve lost thirty-eight tanks in the last two days.’
 
         Churchill’s face was impassive. He paused for thought. ‘What sort of tanks were they? Churchills?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid so, sir. Knocked out by the new German super tanks.’
 
         ‘The Tigers, eh? We’ve got to get our hands on one of those things. Then our boffins can open one up and see how the box of tricks works. Until we do, we cannot turn the tables on them.’
 
         The duty officers nodded in agreement.
 
         Churchill was in one of his brown moods. ‘Dear God! I hope most of the crews escaped. It’s difficult to imagine a worse way to die than to be roasted alive inside a tank.
 
         ‘They never mention being burned to death, you know. Call it being brewed up.’
 
         Churchill paced restlessly for a few moments, his inner turmoil obvious. Suddenly, he stopped. ‘We must get hold of an engineer – a tank expert – someone with the knowledge to catch us one of these damnable German Tigers, and smuggle it home.’
 
         ‘It’s a big thing to smuggle, sir,’ said the Lieutenant. ‘I’ve heard they weigh over 60 tons.’
 
         ‘I’ve heard that rumour too. I’ve even seen a picture of the damn thing. We’ve got to have one. I’ll send a specialist team to Africa. I want a list of our top tank engineers before reveille. Carry on, men.’
         
 
         Churchill turned on his heel and headed for his own office.
 
         In the corridor, Sir Charles Wilson, Churchill’s personal doctor, confronted him.
 
         Churchill tried to brush him aside. ‘What the devil do you want, Wilson?’
 
         Sir Charles didn’t stand for any nonsense from his difficult patient. ‘You are flying to Casablanca on Monday. You must get some sleep.’
 
         ‘Stop fussing, man.’
 
         ‘I insist that you sleep, sir.’
 
         ‘You what? You are telling me what to do?’
 
         ‘Yes, I am.’
 
         Churchill turned and raised his voice. ‘Thompson! Come here. I’m being kidnapped.’
 
         Silently, out of the Prime Minister’s private office the tall shape of Churchill’s personal bodyguard, the taciturn Inspector Thompson, materialised.
 
         ‘Yes, sir?’
 
         ‘Wilson is manhandling me.’
 
         This was a recurring situation with which all three men had grown familiar.
 
         Sir Charles spoke quietly. ‘Help me get this patient to bed.’
 
         Churchill glared at them. These were men he had personally appointed and for whom he had the highest regard.
 
         ‘Damn you both. I’ll go quietly. But I’ll sleep upstairs in my own bed. Give me one of those Phenobarbital things.’
 
         The following year, Sir Charles Wilson would be created a Peer of the Realm.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR
 
            8 JANUARY 1943 – 1400 HOURS
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         In Germany, Tiger tanks were rolling off the Herschel production line at the rate of two a day. Douglas Lidderdale had read about them in the newspapers. They sounded formidable.
         
 
         The second Friday in January would prove to be a fortuitous day for Doug, though he had no idea what fate had in store for him as he sat, unhappy and freezing, in the back seat of a staff car heading at great speed for London.
 
         Beside him sat Major Desmond Morton, an officer who had been severely wounded in the First World War; the bullet was so close to his heart that it was too dangerous to remove. Morton was whisked away from the front line and appointed as one of the aides-de-camp to Field Marshal Haig. Now, 25 years later, at the age of 53, he had become Winston Churchill’s personal intelligence adviser. He had a broad forehead, a neat moustache and slightly hooded eyes that seemed to penetrate into everything they saw. He wore a suit of the finest quality.
 
         Owing to the rationing of petrol, there was little traffic on the roads. The car’s wheels screeched as the blue-uniformed female driver took a bend just a little too fast.
         
 
         Doug could contain himself no longer. ‘What’s the hurry? Can’t you at least tell me where we are going, sir?’
 
         Major Morton gave his moustache a protective rub with his forefinger. ‘Top secret, Major,’ he mumbled, barely opening his mouth.
 
         ‘Are you aware I’m about to go on compassionate leave?’
 
         ‘Indeed?’
 
         ‘It’s all square and above board. I’m set to get married on the 19th. To a dancer no less. One of Cochrane’s young ladies.’
 
         ‘Congratulations. I hope you’ll be very happy.’
 
         ‘Oh I will. But my fiancée is worried sick something might force us to cancel our wedding.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry, my dear chap. You’ll have time to marry her before you go abroad.’
 
         Morton clammed up. Doug wasn’t certain whether the older man had let this information slip out accidentally or by design. He rather fancied the old warrior never said anything without meaning to.
 
         He turned to face Morton. ‘Abroad? Am I being posted abroad?’
 
         ‘I can’t possibly say, Major. There is a war going on. A lot of soldiers do find themselves abroad.’
 
         ‘You know something, don’t you?’
 
         ‘I’m merely a liaison officer. I obey orders.’
 
         ‘Who gave you orders to drag me away just as I’m about to get married?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid I can’t divulge that information.’
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
         ‘It would compromise security.’
 
         Doug shook his head in disbelief. ‘Look, all I do is train people in the fundamentals of making tanks work at an Army Tank workshop.’
         
 
         ‘I’ve read your file, Major. You were enlisted first into the RAOC. Your basic training was at Hilsea Barracks near Portsmouth.’ Desmond Morton had done his homework. ‘Then you were a founder officer of the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. Three months ago, your unit moved to King’s Lynn to link up with 25th Tank Brigade. You train people to operate tanks.’
 
         Doug nodded. ‘I’m not really a tank man. After Charterhouse, I trained at Leyland Motors and qualified as a Chartered Engineer.’
         
 
         Morton already knew this too. ‘F.I. Mech.E and F.I. Prod.E. First-class degrees. Then you worked on the first twin-powered Matilda tank.’
 
         ‘I also designed buses,’ said Doug defensively. ‘I set up the trolleybus service in Canton in China. But I’m not a clippie.’
 
         ‘Quite so, Major, I really am fully briefed. If I may say so, I imagine the War Chiefs are more interested in your expertise with tanks than with trolleybuses.’
 
         ‘Where are we going? Who am I supposed to see?’
 
         Morton squinted out of the window. His face betrayed nothing. He said quietly, ‘Charterhouse, eh? I went to Eton myself.’
 
         ‘You’re not going to let me in on anything, are you?’ The tone of Doug’s voice betrayed his annoyance.
 
         ‘Careless talk costs lives,’ replied Morton imperturbably.
 
         Dusk fell as the car drove without lights into central London. The houses along the streets of Westminster looked curiously vulnerable with their iron railings removed – ostensibly to be taken to foundries and used for the war effort. The barbed wire, which had replaced the railings, rolled out in all directions. The strict blackout restrictions lent a sepulchral air to the cold streets of London.
         
 
         The night was shrouded in black cloud. From his invisible eyrie, 170 feet above them, Horatio Nelson, the saviour of the British nation just 137 years previously, stared blindly towards the sea.
 
         Finally, the car stopped in King Charles Street. Major Morton exchanged salutes with the two Marine Sergeants on guard at the St James’s Park entrance.
 
         ‘I am escorting Major Lidderdale,’ said Morton. ‘Here is my authority from Captain Adams.’
 
         After inspecting the documentation, the sentries saluted and let the men pass through the large oak door. Inside, the two Majors made their way down a spiral staircase to what might once have been a huge wine cellar or an ancient tunnel built for drainage. At the bottom of the stairs, rigid as a Madame Tussauds waxwork, another armed Marine stood guard, his rifle bayoneted. The visitors nodded to him as they passed, then disappeared into a labyrinth of passages.
 
         On either side were green-painted doors with numbers on them. Eventually, they reached Room 60 and stopped to salute a Marine Captain who checked their credentials. The lighting was stark – a combination of poorly concealed naked bulbs and yellowish strips. A young business-like woman in a smart Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) officer’s uniform appeared and escorted the men into an anteroom. The WAAF was the women’s section of the RAF. It had been formed before the war to do mundane tasks in order to free up men for active service. However, when war was declared, the WAAFs soon proved themselves to be indispensable.
 
         Doug and Desmond Morton waited for another hour. In this troglodyte world, looking at the clocks was the only way of knowing whether it was day or night. Metallic-smelling air was piped in from the rotundas above. There was the constant chattering of a teleprinter in the vicinity and, somewhere, Gestetner copying machines thrummed and buzzed infuriatingly. The claustrophobic effect and the all-pervasive hum reminded Doug of being in one of his own tanks.
         
 
         Finally, the brisk clatter of a lady’s heels signified that they had not been entirely forgotten. A young woman in a neat black dress and a ‘sensible’ jumper approached and offered a welcoming smile. Joan Bright was the head of the Secretariat in the Cabinet War Rooms and was known for her willingness to go anywhere and meet anybody.
 
         ‘If you would follow me, please, gentlemen.’
 
         The two men got to their feet and found they had to trot to keep up with her.
 
         As she walked, she talked. ‘Mr Martin has asked me to say please don’t keep the Prime Minister talking for longer than is absolutely necessary. He has an exhausting schedule on his agenda.’
 
         ‘Who is Mr Martin?’ enquired Doug.
 
         ‘Mr Churchill’s private secretary.’
 
         She walked them through Room 66B and showed them into the smoky fug of Churchill’s private office.
 
         The room was covered in maps and books. Churchill sat behind a large desk on which lay a mountain of paperwork and three telephones. One of the phones was red and Doug assumed that this must be the Prime Minister’s direct line to somebody important. President Roosevelt in the United States perhaps. Or even the King. At the Prime Minister’s right elbow there was a large, half-filled brandy snifter. There were two ladies in the room sitting at smaller desks. Though the typewriters had been specially muted, the men still had to raise their voices above the occasional sound of typing.
 
         Major Lidderdale came to a smart halt and saluted. Churchill acknowledged him and gestured for them to sit.
         
 
         ‘Is this your man, Morton?’
 
         ‘He seems perfectly qualified, sir.’
 
         While Churchill shuffled the papers in front of him, Doug studied the famous man, noting the sparkle in his eyes and his ebullient mood. For a man of 68 with a reputation for over-indulgence and ill health, Churchill looked tired but in good spirits. Doug prayed that he himself would be as lively in 40 years’ time.
         
 
         Churchill looked up. ‘Mr Lidderdale?’
 
         ‘Sir.’
 
         ‘I’ve heard a lot about you. Pretty genned up on tanks, are you not?’
 
         ‘As an engineer, sir. I’m not really a military man.’
 
         ‘We are all military men at the moment, Major.’
 
         ‘Yes, sir.’
 
         ‘I know something about tanks myself. In the Great War, when I was First Lord of the Admiralty, I ordered the first tanks to be built. And why, I can hear you asking, was a Sea Lord concerning himself with tanks? Well, I’ll tell you, sir. At that particular moment, I didn’t think of them as tanks. In fact, I called them landships. They were only called tanks to confuse the enemy in the event of their managing to intercept our requisitions. I trusted that they may have been foolish enough to assume we were building water-storage facilities.’
 
         Churchill chuckled and looked at his cigar, which had gone out.
 
         ‘In the trenches, hundreds of thousands of our brave young men were being needlessly slaughtered – going over the top, and getting nowhere. My God! When I think of it.’ Churchill paused for a moment. ‘The sole reason for pressing ahead and getting the tanks built was to overcome the stalemate. A tank can get over the top and through the barbed wire and force an advance.’
         
 
         Again, Churchill stared reflectively at the end of his dead cigar. ‘Do you know why Ludendorff ended the Great War?’
 
         Doug looked puzzled. ‘I had always supposed it was because we had defeated him, sir.’
 
         Churchill sniffed. ‘It was because of the tanks. On 8 August 1918, I attacked the German lines on the Western Front with 430 tanks. Our advance overwhelmed the Hun. They knew then that they had no choice but to sign the Armistice. So you see, I know something about tanks.’
 
         ‘We call the present generation of tanks Churchills in your honour, sir,’ said Doug, hoping not to sound too mundane.
 
         Churchill peered at Doug over his glasses. ‘The Churchills have the advantage of being able to traverse hilly ground with some ease and rapidity. But the Germans’ new Tiger tanks, although more cumbersome, and no good at all on hills, are deadly accurate and almost impregnable. We did destroy one a month ago but we demolished it so thoroughly that, apart from its dimensions, we have no real knowledge of how it is put together. What I need is a complete Tiger.’
 
         ‘As a matter of interest, sir, what are its dimensions?’
 
         ‘It’s 27 feet from muzzle to aft and about 12 feet wide. It weighs around 60 tons.’
 
         Doug let out a low whistle.
 
         Churchill grinned and said, ‘Quite so. I am told that the Tiger’s cannon fires an 88mm round with deadly accuracy. Neither we, nor our Allies, have anything nearly so powerful on our tanks. We have to know how the Germans have made it work. And then we must make it work for us. I want you to go and catch me a Tiger.’
 
         Doug was momentarily stunned. ‘Are you sending me to Germany, sir?’
         
 
         ‘No. You must go to, er…’ Churchill stopped uncharacteristically in mid-flow. ‘You’ll know where you are when you get there. I’m going there myself shortly but I don’t suppose anyone will allow me the time to capture a Tiger personally. So, Mr Lidderdale, you are my representative in this matter. I want you to bring me a Tiger tank. It matters not a jot to me how you go about your business. A butcher and bolt job will be perfectly acceptable.’
 
         Churchill stopped and caught the gimlet eye of Major Desmond Morton. He looked at the tip of his cigar and then continued in a quieter manner. ‘I want you to bring it here, Lidderdale. Park the bloody thing outside my front door. Do you understand?’
 
         ‘Perfectly, sir.’
 
         ‘I speak to you in confidence.’
 
         ‘Absolutely, sir.’
 
         Doug’s mouth had suddenly gone dry. He swallowed and found he could say nothing more.
 
         Churchill seemed unaware of his discomfiture. ‘Have you ever been abroad before?’
 
         ‘I spent some time in China.’
 
         ‘All tropical diseases are much the same. Get a supply of Mepochrine tablets.’
 
         ‘Mepochrine?’
 
         ‘Anti-malarial stuff. And you can use our doctor here before you go. Save you a bit of time. Get yourself a typhus jab.’
 
         ‘Yes, sir. When exactly am I supposed to be going, sir?’
 
         Churchill had several large diaries near him. He consulted one and then turned back to Doug. ‘A convoy is due to leave on the 22nd of this month. Be on it.’
 
         Doug nodded, too surprised to speak. He wondered if he should mention how inconvenient this was; that this assignment would leave him only a couple of days for a honeymoon. Then he decided that his misgivings might sound trivial in comparison to possibly winning the war.
         
 
         Major Morton intervened. ‘May I make a suggestion, sir?’
 
         Churchill looked at him. ‘Yes, Morton?’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t it be quicker to fly him out there, sir?’
 
         Doug flashed the sort of look at Morton that should reasonably have been expected to reduce the man to ashes.
 
         Churchill shook his head. ‘Far too dangerous. Tank experts are an endangered species. We can’t afford to risk losing one. Whereas I can fly anywhere – but then, Commanders-in-Chief are ten-a-penny.’
 
         Churchill chuckled at his own flippancy, before continuing in a more serious tone. ‘Even sailing is no picnic. Grand Admiral Doenitz’s U-boats are hunting in packs of 30 or more. And Corporal Hitler has still got a worthwhile navy. No, there’s a degree of safety in a convoy. You can zigzag and take evasive action as necessary.’
 
         Churchill caught Doug’s eyes in such an intense way that a casual observer might have thought the Prime Minister was trying to read his mind.
 
         Finally, he said, ‘You may not always be able to report to me. Your responsibility will be direct to the Cabinet. However, there will be someone there to look after you. Mr Morton will arrange things for you.’
 
         Churchill stood up. The interview was over.
 
         Morton and Lidderdale jumped to their feet. Doug replaced his cap and saluted smartly.
 
         Churchill began to relight his cigar. As the men turned to leave, they heard him ask who was next.
 
         One of the typists looked in her shorthand notebook. ‘Mr Anthony Eden wants to see you, sir.’
         
 
         The old man must have been dreadfully tired. Churchill had suffered a number of minor heart attacks which would not be revealed until much later. Now, he lived up to his reputation as a tenacious bulldog. ‘Send him in!’ he barked.
 
         As Doug closed the door, he caught his last glimpse of Winston Churchill raising the snifter glass of brandy towards his lips.
 
         A sombre man with the air of an undertaker was waiting in the corridor.
 
         ‘Major Lidderdale, this is Sir Charles, the Prime Minister’s physician,’ said Morton.
 
         ‘If you’d be kind enough to follow me, please?’
 
         ‘I’ll wait out here for you,’ Morton told Doug.
 
         Doug walked with the doctor into his small consulting room. Everything was laid out ready for him. He removed his coat and rolled up his right sleeve, for Sir Charles Wilson to take up the hypodermic and administer the typhus jab.
 
         ‘This one’s a bit nasty, but the next two, which you’ll need at weekly intervals, won’t be too bad. They’ll also probably issue you with some Mepochrine anti-malarial tablets and don’t forget to take them. It still kills more people in the world than all you chaps put together can manage.’
 
         
            Doug rubbed a painful arm as he followed Major Morton to the spiral staircase. He stopped a moment to look at the poster that had been pasted beside the Marine standing guard at the foot of the steps. The sign read:
 
            
                

            
 
            BE LIKE DAD
 
            KEEP MUM
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