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FOREWORD
by Major-General John Frost

From the start, which is a description of the first British Parachute operation 
which had the object of blowing up an aqueduct in Southern Italy and ended 
disastrously for the participants, to the end, we have a story of a man of the 
utmost determination and courage.

After an amazing escape from the POW camp in Italy, we find him almost 
immediately back again with a Parachute unit, where he is involved with 
helping other British prisoners of war to escape. No sooner is this over than 
he is back in the thick of things with the Battle of Arnhem, from which he 
once again manages to make a fantastic escape from being a POW.

Despite fearsome medical setbacks, he is soon again involved with air 
craft, to become a British Glider champion and to take command of 44 
Parachute Brigade TA. His introduction to this was to be beguiled, by his 
predecessor, into the "This is your Life" programme on the BBC. How 
ever, it is as commader of the SAS, both in Malaya, where they become the 
most successful unit in the army, and in Oman where they have to take a 
major part in quelling a most dangerous rebellion, that he will be best 
remembered. Later he is selected as deputy commander at Sandhurst and 
finally to do a stint at the Ministry of Defence in the operations depart 
ment, where he has to face all the frustrations which meet any active officer 
in such surroundings. Despite his formidable record, this is his last appoint 
ment in the army.

Undeterred, he launched into British industry in the shape of paper 
making, but, preferring to do his own thing, he was soon in the country 
again, very successfully supplying much-needed wood-burning stoves. One 
might regard this as yet another example of a man who was continually turn 
ing on the heat.

In all, this is a wonderful account of someone who constantly sets a really 
fine example. I feel proud and honoured to be asked to write this foreword.
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INTRODUCTION

This is a story that my wife, my family and friends have been encouraging 
me to write for a long time.

I was 9 years old in 1926 when my mother had to divorce my father, and 
my mother was left to bring up my elder sister Ildica, myself and my younger 
sister Marigold. My father did, however, set up a trust allowing us to live 
reasonably well and to meet the usual school bills. This was not the end of 
my father's amorous adventures and, at the time I was married in 1944, 
my wife had the dubious advantage of having no less than three living 
mothers-in-law.

We grew up in the lovely little Cotswold village of Little Barrington, near 
Burford, where my mother had the Old Vicarage on a long lease. Her wealthy 
sister did not live too far away at Eastington Hall near Upton-on-Severn and 
she was able to provide us with some extras, like a horse for Ildica on which 
to go hunting with the Heythrop, and a second-hand Purdey shotgun for 
myself.

I had a rather inauspicious beginning at school as my mother considered 
me somewhat backward and delicate. She sent me to Summerflelds (St Leo 
nard's) preparatory school with all its output going to Eton or occasionally 
to Winchester. By this time my mother had decided that both Winchester 
and Eton were unhealthy places because they were low down by rivers. She 
selected Marlborough for my education   'nice and high up and lots of fresh 
air'. It turned out to be probably one of the tougher educational establish 
ments available in the early 30's, but a sound foundation was laid which no 
doubt did me good.

Quite early on in my school career I found myself in a class run by a 
quite remarkable and enthusiastic master. A. R. Pepin had wide outside 
interests which he managed to use as illustrations to emphasize anything 
from ancient history to mathematics. This caught my imagination and for 
the first time in my school career I worked hard. I was top of his form one 
term and was then moved up. I remember he drew me aside and said some 
thing like this: 'Well done, Deane-Drummond. Put your heart and soul - 
as well as brains - into anything you do at school or after you leave here,



and you will get to the top.' I have never forgotten the encouragement this 
gave me.

After eighteen months as a cadet at the Royal Military Academy, Wool 
wich, I was commissioned into the Royal Signals in 1937. This choice was 
made partly because at Marlborough, in my last year, I had been a member 
of the signal platoon, also run by the now legendary A. R. Pepin, one of 
whose interests was in amateur radio. Our Officer Training Corps was cert 
ainly one up on other schools with our home-made field radios, which someti 
mes worked. It was also because of the three available choices, to join either 
Sappers, Gunners or Signals; only in Signals were two Army horses or 
'chargers' automatically a 'right' of every officer. As a member of the saddle 
ride at Woolwich, I thought this to be a compelling attraction.

I was only one of many others from Marlborough who were attracted into 
the Royal Signals at this time. They were all due to become senior officers, 
some of them generals.

An 18-month course at Catterick provided a pleasant introduction to Army 
life in peacetime. Leave off to hunt was encouraged   it was said to improve 
an eye for country (although why this was thought to be important I never 
fathomed) - and I went out with the Bedale or Zetland hunts mounted on 
my Army charger. In the spring I had rides round several local Point-to- 
Points. No great results were achieved but they were great fun, which was 
perhaps why, in my first summer at Catterick in 1937,1 also started gliding. 
I was keen on rugger but had never been much good at summer ball games, 
particularly cricket. On the other hand, I always had a yen to fly. This activi 
ty seemed acceptable to the powers at Catterick and I joined the Yorkshire 
Gliding Club, which was established on the top of the hill at Sutton Bank, 
a great natural bowl 1000 feet high, jutting out over the Yorkshire plain to 
the west. All training was done solo, using very basic gliders   'kitchen 
chairs under wings'   which were either catapulted or winched up a few 
feet by an old Rolls Royce, jacked up on one side, with a steel drum full of 
cable bolted to one of the back wheels. The first few landings were always 
done straight ahead; turning came later. One of my friends from Catterick 
came over one day and found himself overshooting the edge of the bank on 
his third flight. He kept his head and continued to fly straight and level 
over the valley 1000 feet below. Fortunately he just happened to grind to a 
halt in the middle of a large grass field, with all of us watching from above 
with a mixture of anxiety, fascination and laughter. By the time we had 
retrieved him he owed us all a lot of drinks.

Somehow we learnt to fly, but it was not until a year later, in June, 1938, 
that I made a cross-country flight in a Kirby Kite glider from Sutton Bank 
to the beach just south of Scarborough, a distance of some 40 miles. This 
was the distance qualification for the Silver C badge, whose issue was con-



trolled by the Germans, who were the acknowledged leaders of the sport. 
There followed height and duration qualifications of a 1000 metres' climb 
(about 3300 feet) and five hours' duration, which were soon done and I 
received the Silver C Badge, no 37 in the British register. I was hooked. 
Even during the war that soon followed, I dreamed of once again soaring 
over the lovely English countryside and perhaps doing better than my peers. 
The aim at this time was to go further, climb higher or stay up longer than 
anyone else. I was quite determined that one day I should do it. Little did 
I realize then that, twenty years later, I was to become the 1957 British 
National Gliding Champion.

My first real job in the Army was to command an Artillery Signal Section 
which was part of the 3rd Divisional Signals on Salisbury Plain and whose 
task was to provide communications for 3rd Medium Regiment RA, one of 
the medium gunner regiments allocated to 1st Corps. We all moved to France 
in September, 1939, and took up positions on the flat farms and fields 
between Douai and the Belgian border as part of the British Expeditionary 
Force. The task of looking after thirty men during that bitterly cold winter 
in France in 39/40 taught me responsibility and gave me real satisfaction. 
We usually managed to do things better and were more comfortable than our 
gunner friends with whom we lived. But a change was on the way and, soon 
after Christmas, Brigadier Ambrose Pratt moved me up to command the 
much larger Signal Section providing communications for all the Regiments 
in the Corps Medium Artillery. Ambrose Pratt was a wise and good soldier 
and gave me a great deal of encouragement. When the battles in Belgium 
and France started, he never failed to have a word with my soldiers on most 
evenings to put them in the wider picture and to encourage them. I learnt a 
lot about man management from him.

We all came back from Dunkirk on 3 June, 1940, and were based in Lin 
colnshire awaiting the German invasion. The media hype at the time painted 
the evacuation as a great success. It skated over what had happened and that 
the superb but tiny British Army had been defeated and flung off the Conti 
nent. Naturally I was glad to have survived, but stories in the newspapers 
and on the radio rankled. It was time to do something more active.

At about this period every Army unit was bombarded with letters asking 
for volunteers for special service or the Commandos. Commanding Officers 
were specifically instructed to send forward the names of all volunteers. But 
Ambrose Pratt did not agree. He let it be known that he would first select 
those officers he thought suitable and who would then be allowed to volun 
teer. Fortunately he chose me and two officers from the gunner regiments. 
We all went for interview, but I was the only one to be accepted. Two days 
later, in July, 1940, I joined no 2 Commando, later called 11 Special Air 
Service Battalion, and later still to become 1st Parachute Battalion. It was



at the beginning of experimental parachuting in the British Army. We learnt 
from our experience and the occasional tragic failure when one man's 
parachute either failed or the procedure on the aircraft went wrong. After 
putting it right, we carried on. I do not think that these accidents much affec 
ted our morale. Statistics at the time clearly demonstrated that only about 1 
in 5000 went wrong. Surely it would never happen to me.

I well remember my first jump. This was from a Bristol Bombay, a small 
troop-carrying aircraft of which there were only two or three in existence. 
It had a side-opening door which, when open, could be lifted off the two 
vertical pins on which the door swung. My static line cord, which automati 
cally opened the parachute, was tied to one of the pins with two half-hit 
ches. Such a procedure would horrify modern safety standards, but it shows 
how urgently everybody worked to produce an answer to Churchill's require 
ment of 22 June, 1940: 'We ought to have a corps of at least 5000 parachute 
troops.'

All was well, the parachute opened and I landed at Tatton Park, after a 
short flight from Ringway Airfield, (now Manchester Airport) which was our 
take-off airfield and base for parachute training.

In August, 1940, during a jump at Tatton Park, the static line cord wound 
itself round a man's leg and broke. It was replaced with a massive strap 
which has survived to this day. On another occasion, the dog clip used to 
fasten the static line to a bar in the plane became unfastened after a snap 
from the strap following an exit. Safety pins were inserted from that moment 
on. A further problem occurred very infrequently when the parachute failed 
to inflate and remained like a 'candle'. The design was changed by stiffening 
the edge of the canopy and changing the material to make this even less like 
ly. We relied on our parachute and statistically it was still very safe. Or so 
we were all led to believe. Throughout the war we only had one parachute; 
no reserves were carried. This decision would save the Treasury a lot of 
money. We thought it rather sissy much later on when we saw American 
parachute troops with two parachutes.

The early chapters of this book go on to describe Operation Colossus, the 
first British parachute operation in Southern Italy and my subsequent efforts 
to escape from prisoner-of-war camps in Italy. These were followed by simi 
lar difficulties after the Arnhem operation in September, 1944.

On return from Holland at the end of 1944, I was sent on a Staff College 
course for the first six months of 1945. During this period the war was 
coming to an end and included the crossing of the Rhine and the advance 
up to the Elbe. Although I was to miss the great battles in Europe, it did



allow me to live with my lovely and vivacious wife whom I had married in 
January, 1944, and also with our first child, born a year later. A whole year's 
course had been crammed into six months and we all worked very hard. The 
syndicate method of discussion and debate was a superb way of instructing 
students like myself who had all had plenty of experience and were able to 
contribute and occasionally disagree with the 'school' solutions. I think our 
instructors or directing staff must have had quite a difficult time but the 
method adopted allowed sensible answers to evolve.

A job on the staff automatically came after the Staff College Course, and 
I was posted as GS02 (Operations)* to Headquarters 6 Airborne Division, 
shortly to move to Cairo and then Palestine to help keep the King's Peace. 
Soon after arrival in Palestine my boss, Lieutenant-Colonel Willy Pike of the 
Grenadiers, developed typhoid and he never came back. I stepped into his 
shoes for the next three months. This was an interesting time with an ever- 
rising tempo of civil disturbance in the main cities of Tel Aviv, Haifa and 
Jerusalem. The pressure to increase the immigration into Palestine as a result 
of the horrific Nazi death camps was intense. Equally, the Arab population 
of Palestine was vociferous in saying that such a tiny country could not 
absorb the inflow of thousands of Jews into areas all owned by themselves 
and their forefathers for hundreds or thousands of years. It was a classic 
Catch 22 position in which the British Army had a near impossible task. The 
Jewish population was encouraged by various 'underground' organizations 
to keep the pot boiling and numerous outbreaks of violence arose in the area 
allotted to the Division. No doubt for good reasons, the General, Eric Bols, 
was invariably in Cairo whenever a flap started and our delightful chief gun 
ner, Brigadier 'Chubby' Faithful, had made sure he was well clear if any 
trouble was likely. The senior Brigadier, then left in charge of the Division, 
preferred to stay with his Brigade. By the time Gerald Lathbury came in (he 
had been a brigade commander at Arnhem) all instructions were drafted, 
which he then altered or confirmed at his orders for the deployment of the 
troops. My procedures must have been reasonably clear and efficient because 
when the War Office eventually appointed a replacement for Willy Pike, 
Gerald Lathbury asked me to be his Brigade Major, (the senior staff officer 
in a brigade and also in charge of all headquarters troops). This was a top- 
rate job. All three battalions were commanded by superb officers; Napier 
Crookenden, Tubby Butler and George Hewetson were totally different 
characters but were great fun and outstanding commanding officers. We 
were all of us, except Hewetson, who returned to teaching English in Cum 
berland some years later, due to become generals in due course.

* A major's job under the GS01, a lieutenant-colonel, who was the senior operational advisor 

to the GOC and responsible for the production of all written orders.



On one occasion we were the reserve brigade for the whole of Palestine 
and based at the old disused airfield of Quastina. The Brigadier was away 
and I had decided that I would not, after all, go to the King David Hotel in 
Jerusalem for dinner, but for once have an early night. I had just gone to 
bed at about 11 pm when the telephone rang saying that the Hotel had been 
blown up that evening and the whole Brigade was required to cordon and 
search the old city of Jerusalem, starting by first light the next day. All the 
Divisional transport was located in Gaza about 30 miles away to the south. 
Phone calls were made to the transport and the three battalions from my bed 
and also to Napier who was now Acting Brigade Commander. The cordon 
was in position 30 minutes before first light after the 40-mile journey from 
Quastina to Jerusalem. Tubby's battalion was doing the search but found 
nothing all day. We thought we had drawn a blank and orders had just been 
issued to return to our camp when a report came in that, when searching a 
mortuary, a toe had twitched under a sheet. Two men were arrested and 
handed over to the police.

On another occasion the Brigade was based on Mount Carmel above Haifa. 
From time to time riots occurred all over Palestine and after one of them 
General Bubbles Barker, who was GOC Palestine, decreed that all nightclubs 
were out of bounds. There was a particularly well known one, the Picca 
dilly, further up Mount Carmel and our Military Police were told to visit all 
of them to see that the instructions were being carried out. Once again my 
Brigadier was away when a worried MP Sergeant came into our mess at 10 
pm to say that a Guards brigadier was in the nightclub with a 'lady called 
Rachel' and he would not leave. I went back with the MPs and, leaving them 
outside, I told a rather merry Guards brigade commander, who was then 
dancing wrapped up with his attractive local lady, that either I should have 
to arrest him or he would have to leave immediately. He saw that I meant 
it and he left in high dudgeon muttering that this would never have happen 
ed if his Brigade had been at Haifa (as it had been before we had taken 
over). I retorted that we obeyed orders and he was lucky to get away with 
it. He also achieved high rank later on.

By this time General Jim Cassels had taken over as the new GOC. He was 
a proper soldier and also a tease with a twinkle in his eye. I had been in 
Palestine nearly two years and was due to return home on leave in a week's 
time to see my wife and two daughters. He came into our headquarters one 
morning when he was not expected and saw the Brigadier and myself. 'I am 
very sorry Tony,' he said, 'I have had to cancel your leave'. This was a bomb 
shell and he paused to see my reaction. I was speechless. He went on, 'I 
have decided to send you on the one vacancy allotted to the Division on the 
ski mountain warfare course in Austria, which all brigades have just turned 
down, saying they could not spare anybody.' I was delighted. This was terr-



ifk news. The telephone had just been opened to UK and I was able to speak 
to my wife and give her the news, and suggest that she joined me in Aus 
tria, although technically no families were allowed for students.

About two weeks later I arrived in Mallnitz, the centre used for the ski 
course, and found an efficient organization run by Major Tony Rishworth- 
Hill. He had his wife there officially and he said that, if mine turned up, 
he would accommodate her somehow. There were no ski lifts at Mallnitz. 
All the instructors were well qualified ex-Wehrmacht Austrians who were 
glad of doing a job which gave them rations and which they enjoyed. After 
six weeks we were able to climb 4-5000 feet twice in a day on skis and ski 
down different paths. We became very fit and quite competent.

About two weeks before the end of my two-month course in April, Evie 
turned up. She had had quite a journey. She and a girlfriend had driven our 
car across France to Buchs in Switzerland, where the trains crossed into 
Austria. No unauthorized people were allowed on to the trains. Speaking 
fast but ungrammatical German to the station master, she was pushed on to 
the train with a wink and arrived in Innsbruck a few hours later. It was a 
Sunday, so she found her way to the UNRA displaced persons building and 
they agreed to find her a bed for the night. Next day she went to the British 
Army HQ and, after some discussion with the Colonel in charge, who could 
not understand how she had got there, she was given a grey pass entitling 
her to free travel on Austrian railways. She arrived at Mallnitz after a few 
more adventures and the Rishworth-Hills were charming hosts. Technically 
she was a 'displaced person' for rations, and she quickly found her feet again 
on skis before the end of the course. We had a few days' skiing together at 
the start of my month's leave and then we travelled slowly back to Switzer 
land to pick up the car, via Vienna and Venice, staying a few days in each 
place. In Venice we stayed at the best hotel, but the place was so dirty and 
smells of garbage floating in the canals so appalling that we left very rapidly.

In Switzerland I even had a few days Alpine gliding at Samadan near St 
Moritz. The dark rocks facing the sun appeared to have continuous up-cur- 
rents of air rising up them and it was not difficult to climb quickly up above 
the mountain tops to nearly 13,000 feet, in one case passing a group roped 
together and climbing a minor peak. The crystal-clear view of mountains all 
round was fantastic, with a visibility of more than fifty miles. This was 
Elysium. The only noise came from a slight background whisper from the 
air flowing past the cockpit; truly a sight for the Gods. It was a shame that 
I was the only one to enjoy it.

We arrived back in England to discover that I was to do a staff job in the 
War Office, which would once again allow me to live with my wife and fam 
ily. This only lasted a year and in September, 1948, I was sent on an 
'advanced signal course' run by the US Army at Fort Monmouth in New
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