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To British soldiers everywhere – whether in uniform and in the open, or behind the lines and in the shadows: may they continue to fight their wars with compassion and humour, as ‘Mister Major Geoff’ always tried to fight his . . .





Foreword and Acknowledgements



I have a number of thanks to those who helped make this book happen. First to Geoffrey Gordon-Creed’s sons, Nick and Geoffrey, who not only let me loose with their father’s treasured memoir but helped me at every turn. Geoff wanted his story to be published, and they have stayed true to that wish: thank you.

To Mark Booth, my publisher, for having the courage to take a gamble on a first-time author, and then encouraging me every step of the way.

To Alice, my wife, for giving me the space to keep writing and for being my best and foremost critic. I always try my ideas on her first and she is unerringly accurate with her opinions. To Arabella, my daughter, who has never had the slightest doubt that her dad was bound to be published and who, from quite an early age, would have gone round and sorted out any publisher who was short-sighted enough to turn me down. Her belief in me and my abilities has defied the laws of gravity. To my son, Sandy, for showing a patience way beyond that which most sons would pay their fathers as I tell him yet another of my stories.

And finally, to my parents, sadly now dead. Dad, one of that non-demonstrative war generation, would, I know, have been hugely proud to see me published. Mum would have wondered what all the fuss was about: of course her son was a genius. Although, as I headed for my first book-signing, I could just hear her telling me to make sure I had first brushed my hair.



In any non-fiction tale that involves its fair share of decidedly ‘unofficial’ and adulterous bedroom romps – ignoring, of course, the many explosions and more than occasional slit throat – the author has to be mindful of not upsetting anyone unnecessarily. Geoffrey Gordon-Creed, whose memoir this is, died in 2002. He can no longer bear witness to his adventures with these supposedly demure and blushing maidens who, as described in these pages, could turn into sexual wildcats when the occasion offered. As I have no wish to find myself facing a furious 90-year-old Greek matriarch claiming that her family now believe that she was one of Geoff ’s many conquests, I have completely changed the names and circumstances of all Geoff ’s ‘girls’, to ensure they cannot be identified. So if, in the course of reading this book, you get to wondering whether it is your mother, grandmother or even great-grandmother that Geoff is describing: forget it. It isn’t!
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Introduction



I first came across the story of ‘Mister Major Geoff ’ sitting over lunch with a friend in the garden of an English country pub one warm and sunny September afternoon. That friend was Nick Gordon-Creed, Geoff ’s eldest son and an ex-soldier like me. After a few beers we began to exchange war stories. Then he told me something of his late father. Geoff had led the team of saboteurs who had famously dropped the Asopos Viaduct, north of Athens – so critical to the Allies’ strategic war plans that Churchill singled out the raid for particular mention in his History of the Second World War. Before joining the Special Operations Executive (SOE) and going behind the lines Geoff had fought in tanks in the Western Desert, as well as with the SAS. He had ended the war leading the round-ups of some of the top Nazis in northern Germany. Quite some war and quite some father.

Nick suggested I might read Geoff ’s memoirs. He could guarantee me some laughs because, while his father had been one of the most ferocious of soldiers, he had also been one of the most wicked, engaging and naughty of men. What was more, and in stark contrast to most of his generation, Geoff had been more than happy to write about what he had got up to, and in quite some detail. Nick assured me I would not be wasting my time – after all, I too had been a soldier once.

In 2007, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Falklands War, the Ministry of Defence kindly sent me back there as one of a group of veterans available for interview by the media. The islanders and the British forces could not do enough for us. Asked if there was anything I particularly wanted to do I requested a range day, as I wanted to try out the newfangled guns that had come along since I had left. Four of us ‘vets’ went along for a morning of converting taxpayers’ hard-earned money into thousands of spent rounds. We were looked after beautifully by a platoon of young soldiers recently back from a vicious tour in Iraq. They were training up to do the same in Afghanistan. They seemed to be genuinely in awe of what we had done twenty-five years earlier. I was in awe of what they had just done and were about to do again, and again and again. 

But, and for all that, I am only too aware that in the last war those men constantly in the front line experienced a more prolonged intensity of conflict, against an often better armed and certainly highly trained enemy, than anything I ever experienced. Extreme though the intensity of current war fighting is, six-month tours should end after six months. Men like Geoff found themselves, if not actually fighting, then certainly in harm’s way for years on end.

My front-line service – short but intense – meant that I too have known fear, have known the sense of anger and helplessness that comes when another’s incompetence looks to get you killed. I too have exulted in the rush of adrenalin that comes from surviving, from winning, and the cold slough of depression that follows so soon after. In contrast, Major Geoff survived years of sustained warfare in which he saw nearly everyone close to him killed.

I read the memoir and found myself enthralled by a man who took the war to the enemy, first in tanks and then behind the lines, even hand to hand. 

In places it was a dark tale of slitting prisoners’ throats, of torture and assassination, of what a Special Forces soldier needed to do to survive under extraordinary circumstances. Critically, though, I found myself reading the authentic, unvarnished, unhom­ogenised side of the Second World War that might well have been hinted at in other memoirs, but which we never get to read about in any contemporary detail, except of course in works of fiction. The likes of Alistair MacLean and Ian Fleming made fortunes by telling what were, in essence, ‘real’ war stories. To an older generation that sort of behaviour was perhaps acceptable – even admirable – as fiction, but not as non-fiction.

What is more, while I knew Geoff ’s story to be history, his voice sounds utterly modern. Soldiers in Afghanistan today would recognise him and claim him for their own, would want him leading them into battle or into a bar. Aggressive, dangerous, always up for devilment and a laugh, he was clearly a man I would have been privileged to fight alongside; a man I would have been honoured for him to call me his friend; a man I would have dreaded as my enemy.

His is not a voice we have heard before from the last war. Perhaps the accepted version we grew up with, of John Mills and Kenneth More, of Ice Cold in Alex and The Dam Busters, of stiff upper lips and a chaste kiss for the wife as the hero heads off to battle, was a necessary myth for those who chose to write their memoirs. But the reality has to have been very different. Enjoying sex was not an invention of the 1960s. Why were none of that war generation more candid? Perhaps they feared to rock the boat, or needed to maintain the facade of a noble British world for their own sanity, needed to maintain the vision of a civilisation for which they had risked their all. Perhaps they simply felt it was vulgar to tell stories that did not necessarily paint their fellows in a flattering light.

So, while the histories from World War II ring true about one side of the British soldiers – their grit, their humour, their sheer doggedness and essential decency – to me, there is usually a critical element missing. The young men I soldiered alongside were almost invariably wicked. They had an evil sense of humour: gallows humour when it went SNAFU – ‘situation normal, all fucked up’ – as of course it almost invariably did. Girls were always on our minds and, given an opportunity, most soldiers I knew would risk heaven and hell and any orders from higher command to the contrary to get at them. We were pragmatic about life and death. Certainly no saints. That other, older, generation cannot have been that different. 

For me, the stories written by my parents’ generation about ‘their’ wars are of people I recognise only dimly in these respects. That is, until I read Geoff ’s memoirs. 

In August 1941, a couple of days before his regiment shipped out to Egypt and the Desert War, he married his first wife, Ursula – the first of four. Not that he was to let that inconvenient detail curtail his amorous activities. He was not to see her again for another three years. As he was setting out on his adventures as a soldier, it was clear what his priorities would be:

Whether I am right or wrong I cannot be sure, but I believe that over the years I have come to recognise certain characteristics in faces that denote extreme sexuality. Slightly buck teeth for example, a certain shade of slatey blue eyes and a longish, slightly pinched nose. There are others. Written down like this it doesn’t sound too attractive but, nevertheless, and ignoring the more obvious ‘chemistry’ that one encounters from time to time, I have found that a girl with one or more of the above traits will usually prove to be a most enthusiastic bedfellow.

And Geoff, ever on the lookout to test that theory, made the most of such opportunities as he found. From the beginning and in the years to follow, his attraction to women, and their attraction to him, is another constant theme in his story: a source of sometimes hilarious stories but also of personal complications.

In his womanising he probably had a lot more opportunity than many soldiers who, stuck in their regular formations, only rarely got to go behind the lines and meet ‘normal’ women. Wartime England, for a man such as the then Second Lieutenant Geoffrey Gordon-Creed, would have been full of young women for whom the alpha male of the moment would have been someone in a glamorous uniform. Egypt would turn out to be similar, Cairo in particular having a wild social life for those with the right contacts. And then came Greece. The Greeks loathed the Germans and, in his area of operations, he was the one leading the fight against them. Certain girls would have wanted him. In fact, and as he relates, the problem was the reverse to the normal one. So many wanted him that, if he was seen to have one particular girlfriend, it might easily put her, and thus him, in danger of betrayal by a spurned rival. 

Geoff did have one great advantage over me and my contempor­aries. Back in the 1970s and 1980s I reckoned there was rarely much advantage to letting on to a girl too quickly that you were in the army: ‘boring’ was the likely answer. Of course, and thankfully, there were others who had a clear and sometimes obvious predilection for soldiers (doubtless sailors and airmen also had their fan clubs) and there were still yet other girls, somewhat bizarrely, who seemed devoted to certain corps, or even regiments. But on the whole, I reckon soldiers of my day tended to be thought of as being somewhat ‘straight’, coupled with being saddled with the reputation for being ‘here today and gone tomorrow’, which we were.

Geoff encountered no such problems. Handsome, charming, dangerous, he would have been as desirable to a glamorous 1940s woman as a successful singer, fashion photographer or celebrity restaurateur to one of today’s ‘celeb’ girls.1

That said, I reckon you could have put Geoff anywhere, any time, and he’d have charmed the birds from the trees. He was just one of those guys. I’ve long believed that 10 per cent of the guys probably get 90 per cent of the girls. He was in the top 1 per cent of that 10 per cent, still causing mayhem with female hearts late into his sixties.

Not that he got much time for playing the lover early on. He was pitched straight into the massed tank actions of the Western Desert, which could be on a par with the battles of the First War for percentage loss of life and low survival rates. On his very first day in action Geoff (then a junior second lieutenant) won a Military Cross. When the guns finally fell silent his regiment had been all but annihilated, but he had narrowly avoided death and had sent a number of the enemy to Hades in his stead.

He was that rare thing: a natural warrior, with almost superhuman instincts, instincts which improved the more he experienced. He once actually saw – ‘sensed’ is perhaps a better word – a shell coming at him and started to jump just before it struck, blowing the turret off his tank and him out with it, his boots on fire. To anyone who has fought in an armoured vehicle that story alone puts him in a different league. To have the sharpness of eyesight to spot an incoming shell is extra­ordinary enough. To then get your body to react in the split second between awareness and sphincter-releasing, muscle-freezing terror and detonation defies description. 

We were taught – in my case in the now obsolete 55-ton Chieftain tanks and, later, lightweight Scimitars – that our defences were a mixture of some or all of our superior fire-power (killing the enemy before he got close enough to kill you), camouflage (staying hidden or presenting as small target a target as possible) and speed (it isn’t the easiest skill to master, hitting a moving vehicle at long range with a single-shot gun). In Chieftains we also had immensely thick armour, albeit few illusions about the state of our bodies if we took a direct hit from a modern main battle tank. The general wisdom was that while the tank might still be serviceable, they would be scraping us out with a spoon. 

In the Western Desert in 1941 and 1942 the Allied armoured regiments had none of these advantages. Rarely anywhere to hide in the desert, comprehensively out-armoured and totally outgunned, all they had was their bravery and their numbers. As Geoff recollects, they often went into battle with a three to one advantage, an advantage they needed as the Germans invariably knocked out three Allied tanks for every one of theirs. Not the best thought to wake up to just before dawn, freezing cold and hungry, and in the distance the grumble of approaching German Panzers . . .

The horror and intensity of sustained warfare will tend to accentuate a person’s characteristics, for good or bad. When, like Geoff, a man has witnessed the death of so many of his friends, that experience will either break him or harden him. In his case it made Geoff even more determined to survive, yet more callous and contemptuous of death. For, as he tells us:

I have been involved directly and indirectly in the deaths of scores of men. How do or should I feel about this? My answer must be nothing. Duty bound, one is prepared to kill the enemy. But if the enemy is misguided enough to try to kill one such as me, unprovoked, then let him beware.

I am a peace-loving and timid man, but once frightened or severely angered I act on a ferocious impulse which is alarming. The adrenalin flows and I can actually feel the hairs on the back of my legs rising up like a dog’s.

Like any successful warrior, Geoff was exceptionally lucky. His regiment was destroyed twice but he narrowly survived – including being captured and escaping – until he decided he needed a change.

For my part, having regard to my experiences during the past fifteen months, my confidence in my commanders had waned somewhat. I determined that, from here on in, if I were to be killed it would be through my own fault or misjudgement and not through that of a superior. 

His introduction to the world of Special Forces was, as ever with Geoff, somewhat unorthodox. He bumped into an SAS pal at a brothel not far from the pyramids.

Mary’s House was much patronised, not so much for the charms of ‘les girls’ but because after every other place of entertainment in Cairo had closed, they still served drinks at reasonable prices as well as the most excellent early morning breakfast of bacon and eggs.

Keen to try a different way of taking the fight to the enemy he signed up for the abortive SAS raid on the port of Benghazi. Relieved and lucky to survive yet again – the enemy were expecting them and harried the survivors mercilessly as they fled back across the desert – he decided that even the SAS was too structured for him, and joined SOE, the Special Operations Executive, set up in 1940, only two years previously. They were the secret agents and saboteurs2 of World War II.

At this point, the tone of Geoff ’s memoir changes. Up to his joining SOE and becoming almost solely responsible for his own survival, I had the feeling that he was something of a victim of war. Others told him what to do and he tried to carry out those orders to the best of his ability. As his son Nick told me, he was no respecter of rank, but once he gave you his loyalty he would do anything for you and would follow you regardless of the consequences.

The death in battle of his first squadron leader had hit him hard and I sense that he was, thereafter, leery of those who commanded him. Nevertheless, and being Geoff, he tried to have as much fun as he could along the way, never really believing he would survive or had any right to expect to survive. As the war progresses, this need to extract some fun out of the horror of existence brings an extraordinary element to the memoirs. The attitude of many of his contemporaries, I suspect.

A fellow SAS officer on the September 1942 Benghazi raid, who travelled with Geoff for much of it, devotes fifty-five densely typed pages of his memoir to the attack and the retreat. Geoff gives the mission ten very sparse pages, of which two recount a fairly bizarre near-death experience in a plane taking him to the rendezvous – busy shagging his then girlfriend, he had managed to volunteer to jump a lift rather than spend two weeks crossing the desert to get to the SAS form-up point – and a further two pages to the scene of debauchery when he got back to her flat in Cairo. Two very brave men, the same action-packed raid, two entirely different accounts, but then that is part of what makes Geoff ’s stories so compelling.

It is when he gets to Greece that his memoirs also develop a vivid visceral quality. As one who once believed that the ineffectualness of his commanders stood as much chance of getting him killed as the enemy, I fully understand Geoff ’s relief at breaking free. On the other hand, I can have no idea of the stress of being alone and without support for so long, facing certain brutal interrogation and death if captured. The Germans did not make long-term prisoners of SOE men they caught, especially in Greece. However, for him, the risks seemed to be worth it. He was now in charge of his own destiny, almost free of the constraints and idiocies of high command, fighting his war and in his own way. He had become the hunter, only rarely the hunted.

Churchill had ordered SOE to ‘set Europe ablaze’, and in his memoirs he praises one operation in particular for helping convince Hitler that the Allies, now victorious in North Africa, were next to invade Greece. It was Geoff who in June 1943 led the team that destroyed the Asopos Viaduct, earning himself an ‘immediate’ DSO, as near to a VC as you can get. The result of this high-profile ‘spectacular’, and all the subsequent guerrilla activity, was that two German divisions were sent to Greece to defend against an invasion that never arrived, thus helping set off a crucial chain of events that was to result in Italy being knocked out of the war.

When not ‘blowing bridges and killing Germans’, Geoff was beginning to show equal ruthlessness when it came to seducing the local women. He was discovering the advantages of being a guerrilla leader, especially when the locals detested their oppressors and needed his protection. The large store of gold sovereigns he had at his disposal did nothing to discourage his admirers, either . . .

Each man, while trained to react in the same way under fire, will think differently when the bullets begin to fly. Some might pray, others think of their families, yet others fantasise about their women. But they will usually have one thing in common: their focus narrows down to survival, survival at almost any cost. And survival means not only of the individual, but of the group. When it is kill or be killed, men will do things – and even be applauded for it by their comrades – that would be morally repugnant at any other time. It is not that they become amoral, it is that what is moral and acceptable – even laudable – changes at that precise moment. 

Put bluntly, it is clear from these pages that Geoff did not expect anything but torture and death were he to be captured. He did not like it, but he had no choice but to accept it. By the same token, since the enemy had dictated these were the rules of war in Greece and on the basis of ‘do as you would be done by’, any German or Italian captured by Geoff and his band of cut-throats could expect to be treated in the same brutal manner.

More broadly than this, most people’s sense of morality will tend to shift in wartime, whether they be man or woman, soldier or civilian. When we know we might be killed at any moment, many of us will tend to grab at whatever fleeting pleasures life has to offer. After all, this was not a six-month tour, awful though such a tour most certainly is. This was a pit-bull fight to the death, a war that had already been going for over three years and obviously had plenty of bloodletting left in it.

In the context of modern peacetime morality I can quite understand why some might ask whether these women had any real choice, whether there was an element of coercion in what Geoff got up to. My own view is there was no coercion and these women gave themselves to him enthusiastically, as anxious as he to have some fun in a world gone mad. In fact, and as already said, his problem was often the reverse: he was a devilishly attractive man and these women were squabbling over him. 

Geoff spent nearly every moment of his fifteen months in Greece in fear for his life. With a large price on his head – the wanted poster called for the death or capture of ‘Mister Major Geoff ’ – he lived in constant danger of betrayal. Inevitably, his reserve of resolve – he says his ‘reserves of courage’, but I somehow doubt that – began to run dry and he decided that enough was enough. As ever, he took matters into his own hands and wrote a deeply offensive official message about the behaviour of certain of his Greek compatriots which he knew would set off alarm bells back at HQ SOE, Cairo. Sure enough, there were calls for disciplinary action and the inevitable recall. There were to be no repercussions, although I wonder if he would have cared that much had there been. An astute staff officer guessed what he was up to and, in any event, higher command had no intention of pressing charges against a genuine war hero on the say-so of some Cairo desk jockey. 

And shortly thereafter his memoir ends, with him on a flying boat back to England worrying that some bright spark might send him off behind the lines again, this time to fight the Japanese: a fate that befell some of his compatriots from Greece, a fate he was anxious to avoid. 

Fortunately for posterity, a friend read his memoirs and told him that he could not leave the reader hanging in mid-air, so to speak, especially as there was so much more trouble that he was yet to cause to friend and foe alike, both in the field and in the bedroom. Geoff relented and wrote a booklet of ‘letters’, and I have used these as the main source for his adventures post-Greece. 

Geoff managed to stay in Europe where he ended up in charge of rounding up the top Nazis in north-east Germany. High-profile captures included Admiral Doenitz, the Reich’s leader after the death of Hitler, and Albert Speer, Minister of Armaments and War Production.

Thereafter he was promoted to lieutenant colonel and took up a military position in Beirut, where he continued working in the shadowy world of military intelligence. He retired from the army in 1948 only to discover, like so many other warriors before and since, that the attributes that had made him so feared in war were not necessarily what people look for in peace.

He tried, unsuccessfully, to make money in various ventures in Africa. This included fish farming – he lost the fish when hippos broke down the dykes between the farm and the sea – and crocodile-hunting: highly profitable, but foul smelling, occasionally dangerous and mainly boring. Greek detractors wrote of rumours that he had even worked as a mercenary.

Although his letters show brief and amusing glimpses of things he got up to, much remains shadowy, as befits a man whose life had depended for so long on keeping secrets and leaving no tracks. Not least are the ‘mysterious’ two years in the mid-1950s in which Geoff once again became First Lieutenant and then Captain Geoff. During these two years family legend has it that he was kept on stand-by as a ‘shooter’ in case someone with his skills was needed by the government to dispose of one particularly troublesome future Commonwealth head of state. When the operation was compromised Geoff did a runner with his family to Jamaica, resigning from the army at the same time.

Nor did it stop him enjoying himself: one of the more salacious letters tells of a passionate interlude with the actress Ava Gardner – the film star many at the time considered the most beautiful woman in the world – while she was taking a break from filming Mogambo in Kenya with Clark Gable and Grace Kelly. She offered herself to him for seven days. He ended up getting eight . . .

Even when he did finally settle down to a ‘proper’ job, running a division of Firestone Tires in South Africa, he did it in style. He married Christy Firestone, wife number three and his future boss’s daughter – and, it just so happened, a very wealthy heiress. A cunningly orchestrated stunt had the international press photographing the happy couple – but the wrong happy couple. Meanwhile the real bride, seven months pregnant, remained hidden in Chelsea Register Office, to the fury of the press when they realised they had been duped. War heroes were just not expected to behave like that. A ‘celeb’ today, desperate to outwit the paparazzi, could do worse than study Geoff.

Perhaps this ruthlessness, this amorality, this total disregard for convention, were some of the characteristics that were to draw Ian Fleming to Geoff when they befriended each other in Jamaica in the 1950s. Drinking late into the night, Geoff would tell Fleming his stories and Fleming, who had himself worked in intelligence during the war, would listen. In later life Geoff would enthral female admirers by hinting that he was one of the models for James Bond. Reading these accounts of necessary killing and sex and looking at his handsome dark face, I for one would love to believe him.



Determined to see Major Geoff ’s story in print, I showed the memoir to Mark Booth. A publisher of many great military stories, he loved it, instantly latching on to the fact that he had never read anything like this from the war. But, and as so often in publishing, there was a problem. In his preface, Major Geoff described his memoir as ‘a few vignettes and stories mostly relating to myself during World War II’. With little background or context to his various campaigns and, as often as not, a humorous and self-deprecating anecdote to shroud the true horror of something better forgotten, this was a pretty accurate summary of his memoir. The letters are even more problematic: a bright but random patchwork of often hilarious incidents frequently detached from any sense of time or place. Mark wanted someone to pull the disconnected parts into a coherent story and that someone – he had heard snippets of my rackety military past – was me.

We decided that the key was to keep Major Geoff ’s words where possible. He wrote: ‘Someone once observed that, whatever its subject, a story is a good story or a bad story only by the style in which it is told.’ Were I to tamper with his unique style I would risk degrading his story.

Our solution has been to use Major Geoff ’s words with a different font to mine so it is easy to see who has written what. I have used various other sources to try and fill in the gaps: military histories, third-party accounts of his actions and conversations with his sons.

Because his memoir starts with the moment he joins the army, there is no mention of family or background. We need to know more about this if we are to begin to understand this complex and secretive man, so there will, by necessity, be more of ‘me’ early on. He wrote short accounts of his early training, followed by the tank war in the desert – accounts that are often far too brief – followed by the disastrous SAS raid and induction into SOE. Once he parachutes into Greece, Geoff can be left to do most of the talking: why tamper with near-genius? Post-Greece I am fairly reliant on the letters and family recollections, so there is ever more of ‘me’ again as I try to give context to his post-war wanderings and get to tell some out­rageous stories that are crying out to be heard.

I suspect most writers itch to analyse their subjects, try to understand and explain their motivations. I will try not to, but I know I will inevitably give it a go. When I left the army – just like him, aged 28 – I agonised over what to do next. Like Geoff, I had spent my military years investing every penny I earned into having fun. Like him, I badly needed money. I looked at my military contemporaries, with their often parallel lives and interests. ‘If my great friend X can go into banking/stockbroking/ insurance/whatever and be happy and obviously successful, why can’t I?’ I reasoned. It took me many years to fully understand that I should revel in being different and that, as humans, we can tick many of the same boxes and yet be so very different. Thus, while Geoff and I might have shared many similar experiences, that does not mean that I will necessarily ever come to understand him. He was clearly made from a somewhat alternative mould.

So, should he and I meet in Valhalla, and should I have got some things wrong in this, his book, I hope he treats me kindly. It is a foolish man who gets on the wrong side of Mister Major Geoff.

Anyway, here goes . . .



1 Even as I was writing this I came across the obituary in the Daily Telegraph of Rear-Admiral Derick Lawson, who once described such a scenario: Lawson’s light cruiser was torpedoed and badly damaged on a Malta convoy in June 1942. Towed back to Gibraltar after heroic efforts to save the ship, Lawson wrote that ‘the Gibraltar people – especially the Wren offi cers – were disposed to lionise us. We didn’t deter them . . .’

2 SOE operatives did not consider or refer to themselves as ‘spies’ as such, although – typically and perversely – Geoff does so on occasion.
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