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About the Book

The end of the Second World War is in sight.

Following the overwhelming victory on D-Day, Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin all seek to shape the global future to their own ends and win the race to Berlin.

The British launch Operation Market Garden, the greatest airborne operation the world has ever seen. It is a bold roll of the dice, which, if successful, will end the war in weeks. But behind the scenes, spies are working, and plans are betrayed, the operation fails and thousands of Allied soldiers die.

The Traitor of Arnhem reveals a never-before-told story of this iconic operation, and of the very different figures working in secret to cause the catastrophic defeat. One traitor a terrifying giant of a man, a supposed hero of the resistance who sent hundreds of fellow freedom fighters to torture and death, the other an aristocrat and an English gentleman, working from inside the heart of the Allied war effort in London. Both of them working for the Russians.

Drawn from unseen records and shedding fresh light on the operation and the spies responsible for its failure, this is an incredible account of the battle that would go on to shape the twentieth century.




Dedication

Eduard Pieter Wilhelm Verkaik
18 July 1909–29 February 1982

And to all those who resist tyranny




Foreword

For me this book began because I wanted to find out more about my relative Eddy Verkaik, a Dutch regional chess champion who bravely took up arms against the Germans during Operation Market Garden. When the Allies arrived in Eindhoven on 18 September 1944, Eddy led a group of fighters against a German SS unit that was preparing to ambush a column of British tanks that had entered the city. After a bitter firefight the Germans agreed to surrender to the resistance men. But as Eddy walked towards the Nazi officer, who was waving a white flag, the German shot him down in cold blood.

Before Eddy was shot he had informed the British soldiers of a dangerous Dutch traitor, a giant fighter known as King Kong who had betrayed their plans to the Nazis. The fantastical legend of Christiaan Lindemans piqued my interest. I wanted to contrast Eddy’s bravery against Lindemans’ dark treachery. But as I followed the trail of the betrayal of Operation Market Garden, questions began to stack up until one day my research took me down a completely different, unexpected avenue. There had been a second betrayal. One that had been all but forgotten and that led me to London and the heart of the British establishment. There I found myself in the company of perhaps the most famous traitors of all and a much more chilling story that has never been told.

The secrets of Arnhem, where thousands of British, American, Polish and Commonwealth soldiers sacrificed their lives, are to be found in hidden files held at the National Archives in Kew; the US National Archives in College Park, Maryland; the Dutch National Archives in The Hague, military history archives in Amsterdam; the German Bundesarchiv; and the Central Archives of the Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation and the Archive of Foreign Intelligence in Moscow.

This book is not a military history, there are much better-qualified historians for that job.

The Traitor of Arnhem is a spy story, an 80-year-old cold case review of thousands of primary source documents, many of them written and signed by the traitors.




Prologue

‘This is a story you will tell your grandchildren.’1 Lt General Brian Horrocks cannot have known how prophetic his words were as he briefed his tank commanders on the eve of what remains to this day the biggest combined ground and airborne operation ever undertaken. If successful, it promised to end the war by Christmas and allow victorious British and American troops to enter Berlin while the rapidly advancing Red Army was still hundreds of miles to the East.2

On 17 September 1944, the British armoured divisions of XXX (30) Corps, commanded by Horrocks, would punch a hole through the German defences on the Belgian–Dutch border and ‘drive like hell’ along highway 69 all the way to Arnhem, the last bridge across the Rhine and the final major obstacle to Berlin and the heart of Nazi Germany.

The British tanks had just 48 hours to cover the 64 miles and link up with the 10,000 men of the British 1st Airborne Division who were to be landed by glider and parachute around the town of Arnhem. Along the way, another 25,000 American paratroopers would capture nine bridges between Eindhoven and Nijmegen, smoothing 30 Corps’ path to their final objective.

At 2pm, 350 British guns unleashed a mighty artillery bombardment on enemy positions. Half an hour later, Horrocks gave the order for the tanks of the Irish Guards to start the charge up the main road towards their first main objective, Eindhoven. The Shermans rolled forward. Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery’s daring plan to outflank the Siegfried Line, capture the Ruhr and win the race to Berlin appeared to have started well. Operation Market Garden was under way.

Then without warning, after just half an hour’s advance, the well dug in and carefully camouflaged anti-tank weapons of Kampfgruppe Walther, a unit cobbled together from Wehrmacht, SS and Luftwaffe units commanded by Oberst Erich Walther, ripped into Horrocks’ column from their position in the trees and halted its advance almost as soon as it had begun.

Horrocks called in the Typhoons of the RAF to clear the Germans from the trees but by then nine British tanks were burning wrecks blocking the road. The supposedly lightning British advance was in trouble before it had even started.

21st Army Group’s official report3 on Operation Market Garden read: ‘Anti-tank guns and Spandaus let the leading squadrons through and “brewed” up eight tanks of the second squadron. The enemy positions had been much stronger than expected and the Guards armoured division had to fight savagely to effect their breakout from the bridgehead established over the Meuse-Escaut Canal.’

Tellingly, the report also noted that among the defenders were ‘two battalions of the 9 SS Panzer division’ – a battle-hardened enemy force that was not supposed to be anywhere near Eindhoven.4

An hour earlier, four rifle regiments of the American 101st Airborne Division had landed safely on their drop zone north of Eindhoven. The 101st were responsible for protecting the 15-mile stretch of road and strategic crossings between Eindhoven and Grave, the first section of Horrocks’ route to Arnhem. Crucial to the operation’s success was the quick capture of the town of Best and the nearby bridges that crossed the Wilhelmina Canal.

When the American commanders were finalising their plans in England, Best was considered to be lightly defended and one of the more straightforward assignments.5 The paratroopers landed easily and using the church steeple of Best as a guide, advanced through the fields towards the village in good spirits, expecting light resistance.

But as soon as they approached the first houses they came under heavy fire.6 The Germans, under the command of General Kurt Student, the godfather of airborne warfare, had reinforced the town with 1,800 troops7 and had set up defensive positions on the intersection of the main street and the Boxtel–Eindhoven highway. Incoming fire from this position was so intense that H Company fell back in disarray. More German troops were dug in along the highway and brought in 88mm and 20mm artillery in support. During the American assault on the road intersection, H Company lost almost half of its 250 men.

As the Americans fell back, more German reinforcements were sent to Best, including units from the 59th and 245th Division and two SS police battalions. These units continued to hold up the capture of the bridges and further slowed XXX Corps’ progress out of Eindhoven. The fighting around Best was to be some of the most bitter of the entire operation.

Later that day, Horrocks learned that German demolition squads had blown up the Son bridge before it could be captured by the 101st paratroopers. Major Dick Winters, of Easy Company 506 Parachute Infantry Regiment and Band of Brothers fame, was close to the blast and as lumps of concrete crashed down on the road around him, he remembered thinking: ‘God damn, what an awful way to die in the war, being hit by a rock.’8

A prefabricated Bailey bridge had to be erected over the canal by British sappers, again wasting valuable time, before Horrocks’ tanks could roll forward on what would become known as Hell’s Highway.

It wasn’t until 1900 hours on 18 September that advanced elements of the Guards Armoured Division met up with the American paratroopers on the outskirts of Eindhoven. They were already more than 10 hours behind schedule.

Fifty miles away, the first lift of 20,000 British and American paratroopers had by now flooded on to their drop zones around Arnhem and Nijmegen. They landed virtually unopposed and the battalions were able to form up in good order, ready to march on their objectives.

But stationed nearby were the main force of the 9th SS Panzer Division and its sister unit the 10th SS, refitting after their mauling in Normandy. The 9th SS, the Hohenstaufen, had a Panzergrenadier brigade, a reconnaissance battalion, an artillery battalion, two batteries of self-propelled guns and a company of tanks. The 10th SS, the Frundsberg, was less well equipped. Nevertheless, between them they mustered a formidable fighting unit of some 7,000 soldiers, and significantly, both divisions had also recently undergone training in defending against an airborne landing.

The 10th was immediately sent to head off American airborne troops of the American 82nd Airborne Division at Nijmegen while the 9th was tasked with stopping the British at Arnhem.

One unit in particular reacted very sharply to the landings.9 Two companies of SS Panzergrenadier Battalion 16, known as Battalion Krafft, after their commander Sturmbannführer (Major) Sepp Krafft, had been training10 in the woods to the east of Wolfheze, on the edge of Landing Zone-Z (LZ-Z). Krafft knew that the enemy’s objective must be Arnhem bridge and, realising that it was his men who were closest to the enemy, he set out immediately to oppose the threat, gathering up every man he had. Although his total force amounted to just 435 soldiers, he managed to establish a defensive line covering the obvious paths from the landing areas to Arnhem.11 Centred around the Hotel Wolfheze, a mile east of LZ-Z, his front extended from the railway line down to the Utrechtseweg; the routes down which the Reconnaissance Squadron and the 1st and 3rd Parachute Battalions were due to advance. Krafft hoped to convince the British that his force was much larger than it was and, in so doing, delay the enemy long enough for more substantial German forces to relieve him.

British hopes were now pinned on the second lift of paratroopers, the 10th, 11th and 156th Battalions of 4th Parachute Brigade. But this was delayed by bad weather and by the time these reinforcements arrived later that afternoon, the Germans were waiting. The 156th suffered particularly shocking losses, and of the 603 men who jumped that day, just 27 would withdraw back across the river a week later.

Even so, on 18 September the Germans were still confronting a fighting force of 3,000 British paratroopers. 1st, 2nd and 3rd battalions (1st Parachute Brigade) were fighting furiously, trying to push on towards Arnhem. One battalion, Col John Frost’s 2 Para, managed to reach and secure the north end of the main Arnhem bridge.12 Frost had orders to hold the bridge until the arrival of XXX Corps. Neither he nor Horrocks knew how long that would be.

With every hour that passed, the odds were fatally tilting in favour of the Wehrmacht as reinforcements from Germany flooded in. By the evening of 18 September, the Germans had an advantage of more than two to one in men and an overwhelming advantage in heavy weaponry. The delays in constructing a Bailey bridge at Son and capturing the bridge at Nijmegen gave time for the German panzers to mount a successful counter-attack. By now, the remainder of 1st Airborne Division was too weak to attempt to relieve Frost at Arnhem. Eight of the nine infantry battalions (three battalions had landed with the 1st Air Landing Brigade to secure and protect the landing zones and three more had been landed in the second wave) were so badly depleted or scattered that only one battalion still existed as a unit.13

Frost and his men, low on water and almost out of ammunition, heroically held on until the early hours of 21 September, when his soldiers at last succumbed to the inevitable and surrendered.

Just as the British were surrendering their hard-held bridge at Arnhem, tanks of XXX Corps’ at last crossed the Nijmegen bridge, a few agonising hours too late to link up with the isolated British paratroopers.

Market Garden had failed and the remnants of the British 1st Airborne Division found themselves trapped in a small pocket west of Arnhem and had to be evacuated on 25 September after sustaining further heavy casualties.

The official Air Operation diary recorded: ‘Market has failed and the agony is ended – and what was, perhaps, the finest division this country has ever produced has been almost wiped out.’14

Horrocks lamented after the battle: ‘As the exhausted paratroopers swam or were ferried across the river in torrential rain, it seemed even the Gods were weeping at this grievous end to a gallant enterprise.’15

It was Montgomery’s first and only major defeat, although he tried to claim it had been 90 per cent successful. Allied dreams of ending the war before Christmas had come to nothing and the British and Americans were left wondering how was it possible that the largest airborne force ever assembled, supported by overwhelming air power and armour, could have been defeated by an enemy that was supposed to have been on its last legs. Why had German resistance proved so effective and so resolute?




PART ONE

THE DUTCH



Dramatis Personae

Christiaan Lindemans (aka King Kong & Le Tueur): Dutch resistance fighter and Abwehr informant. A double or treble agent.

Henk Lindemans: Christiaan Lindemans’ younger, favourite brother and a member of the Dutch resistance.

Gilberte Letuppe (aka Gilou): Christiaan Lindemans’ long-suffering wife. Resistance fighter and nightclub singer.

Mia Meersman: Lindemans’ double agent mistress who worked for the SD and the British.

Hermann Giskes: Head of the Abwehr in Holland (and at the end of the war in Belgium). Instigator of Englandspiel and a non-Nazi.

Willy Kup: Giskes’ loyal, trusted right-hand man.

Joseph Schreieder: Head of the SD – rivals of the Abwehr and a fervent Nazi.

Cornelis Verloop (aka Satan Face): Dutch ex-French Foreign Legion, Abwehr V-man and thoroughgoing rat.

Matthijs Ridderhof: Dutchman known as ‘Georges’. Giskes’ chief infiltrator who helped to break down SOE operations in Holland and set up Englandspiel.

Prince Bernhard: Head of the Dutch military and former Nazi who befriended Christiaan Lindemans.

Kas de Graaf: Security chief of communist-run CS-6 resistance group. Lindemans saved his life. He escaped to England and went on to play a prominent role in Dutch security.




Chapter 1

Open Frontiers

August 1941: the portly guard’s slumber in the stifling border post outside Swalmen was disturbed by the roar of a high-performance German sports car coming to a halt in front of the red-andwhite barrier.

At the wheel of the open-top two-seater was a dapper and impatient Wehrmacht Major.1

The barrier rose. ‘Pleasant journey, Herr Major,’ shouted the man as the car sped off down the asphalt road, crossed the River Meuse and disappeared into the dark frontier forests.

Behind the wheel was Hermann Giskes, an intelligence officer on his way to his new posting at The Hague, headquarters of the IIIF section, Ast-Netherlands of the Abwehr, the military intelligence wing of the German Army.

Giskes had just spent a week’s leave with his wife in their Rhineland home town before setting off to take up his promotion as head of German counter-espionage in Holland.

He must have reflected on his good fortune. Only weeks earlier he had been asked to consider a transfer to Ukraine. But his poor Russian and the success of his counter-intelligence operations in Paris had caused Berlin to have a change of heart.

Giskes was five foot ten, with slicked-back blond hair, narrow blue grey eyes and an aquiline nose. His athletic build and distinguished features meant he carried himself with some authority.2 In the summer of 1941 he was approaching his 41st birthday. A patriotic German, he had done his duty in the First World War, bravely serving as a teenage soldier at Verdun, the most murderous of all the campaigns on the Western Front. He ended the war a prisoner of the French and was only released in 1920 when he rejoined the family tobacco business.3

He had resisted joining the Nazi Party for years, until in 1938, local party officials made it clear to him that his bad example was no longer to be tolerated. So, after meeting an old skiing friend who had already rejoined the Army, Giskes enrolled in the Abwehr, where he was assured he would not be bothered by Nazis.4

During his time in the French capital, Giskes built up a reliable network of diplomats, refugees and collaborators who kept him informed about the loyalties of a number of senior French dignitaries suspected of maintaining contact with London.5 But his real skill lay in recruiting paid agents to ferret out members of the resistance working against the German occupation. These were the so-called V-men (Vertrauensmann, trusted man), whom Giskes placed across northern France to keep watch on the conquered populations. His network delivered results and Berlin had taken notice of the subtle skill of the middle-aged intelligence officer.

Giskes’ brilliance lay in his willingness to let enemy agents run. He calculated that they were likely to deliver much more intelligence under surveillance than under torture.6 He was also wise enough to resist the temptation to claim every intelligence triumph for himself, making sure he shared some of the credit with his rivals in the Gestapo and the SD, the SS security agency. This had won him the respect and confidence of both Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Abwehr, and Walter Schellenberg, Heinrich Himmler’s SS intelligence chief.

Giskes had visited Holland two years earlier and, like most Germans, had felt a kinship with the Dutch. He held a particular fondness for Holland’s political centre:

‘I had formed the picture of The Hague,’ Giskes wrote, ‘as an elderly well-connected maiden who likes her creature comforts but still delights in dressing attractively for her many friends and admirers.’7

The Dutch had a long and strict policy of neutrality despite the tests of recent years. When the Kaizer ordered his army into Belgium in 1914, Holland’s neutrality held firm, sparing its people from the slaughter of the Great War. At the close of the conflict, the defeated Kaizer had bolted by train to neutral Holland. The Western allies wanted him tried as a war criminal but the Dutch refused to compromise their neutrality by surrendering him to the victorious powers. While this made the Dutch unpopular with the Allies, it was a price they were more than willing to pay if it preserved their own national and political integrity.

It had been over 100 years since a Dutchman had fired a shot in anger in Europe, unless in a private quarrel on a duelling ground.8 These years of peace and a national culture of tolerance had made Holland an ideal location for conducting international business and politics. The grand, cosmopolitan hotels of Rotterdam, Amsterdam and The Hague became oases of luxurious anonymity, offering meeting places for representatives of the world’s biggest corporations and the smallest tinpot dictatorships, making Holland a magnet for spies.

As a result, the Dutch population’s initial response to the arrival of the Germans in May 1940 had been one of lukewarm acquiescence.

Abwehr Headquarters was a well-furnished house in a quiet street in the Hogeweg district of Scheveningen. A heavy wrought-iron gate and a wide expanse of garden made the house difficult to approach unannounced. Across the road, meadows stretched away to the Scheveningen woods. Hermann Giskes was impressed by the suitability of the building.

His impression of what was happening inside the Abwehr HQ was not so positive.9

At 9am on the morning after he arrived, eight men lowered themselves into the red leather office upholstery or basket chairs brought in from the sun room next door ready to meet their new commanding officer and to brief him on their work.

Oberleutnant Walter Wurr,the most senior officer after Giskes, began by declaring there were ‘no active individuals or organisations at present known with any certainty to be engaged in secret service espionage or sabotage in Holland’.10

Wurr was forced to concede that recent events showed the British knew quite a lot about German activities. These included a recent operation which ended in disaster when the German security unit who had been lying in wait for a British seaplane was shot up by fighter aircraft who had been warned of their presence.

Among his staff, Giskes came to the conclusion that only Wurr and a veteran NCO called Willy Kup had the experience and guile to be of any use to him.

But it was the number of useless V-men which caused him the greatest concern. Too many of them were well known fascists, paid large sums of money to act as agents provocateurs. Others were part of the criminal underworld who only served up intelligence when it suited them.

It was too easy to entrap a Dutchman into saying or doing something against the German occupation, Giskes told his men. Above all, it served no intelligence purpose.

‘From now on,’ said Giskes, ‘we will use only first-class agents who may be highly paid but must be really suited to the work.’11

Giskes laid out his new orders: ‘Our one main purpose is to discover the secret plans and communications of the London intelligence service in such a way that we can mislead and thwart their sinister projects. By this means we can acquire important information for our High Command, and in order to accomplish it we may have to allow enemy agents and organisations to operate for a while undisturbed, provided that we have identified them properly and can adequately control them.’12

Then he added the caveat: ‘In cases of armed resistance, make good and timely use of your weapons, but remember again that a defenceless opponent is no longer an enemy but a man whose only crime is to love his country the same as you or I do.’

Giskes then returned to Paris to poach two of his most resourceful V-men: Richard Christmann, a German-born former French Legionnaire, and Matthijs Ridderhof,13 a Dutchman who had proved himself well suited to the betrayal of his countrymen. His code name was Oswald14 but most people knew him as ‘George’.

Before Giskes returned he reported to his boss, Admiral Canaris, who was on his own stopover in the French capital.

Canaris warned Giskes that whatever problems he had to overcome with the IIIF station in The Hague, the biggest obstacle he faced would not be the British secret service or the poor quality of his staff and V-men. His greatest threat, said the spy chief, came from the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the intelligence agency of the SS that had been deliberately set up in direct competition with Abwehr IIIF. The two agencies were now battling each other to be the premier counter-intelligence service of the Reich. It was an unfair contest, since IIIF officers had no powers of arrest and had to rely on the SD to apprehend suspects.

Nevertheless, Canaris made it plain that he expected Giskes not to rock the boat: ‘Mind you see I’m not bothered in Berlin with your jealousies.’15

Joseph Schreieder, the head of the SD in Holland, had a reputation for underhandedness even with his own men.

On his return, Giskes decided to invite his rival to his office in Hogeweg for a friendly chat. It was to prove an instructive encounter.

Schreieder, a small bald man with a heavy round head, entered and sat back in a black leather chair and half extended a flabby, manicured hand, forcing Giskes to stand up and reach across his own desk. Schreieder was dressed in the imposing black and grey uniform of an SS Sturmbannführer. Giskes was in a plain brown suit.

The Abwehr man suggested they retire to the sun room, where he hoped for a less formal exchange.16

Once he had exhausted his supply of pleasantries, Giskes tested the water, asking to see a progress report on the recent arrest of a Dutch radio operator and his assistant whom Giskes wanted to question.

Schreieder was all smiles: ‘Lieber Kamerad Giskes … Please rest assured that I should do everything for you which can be reconciled with police requirements. The operator is a tough fellow in spite of his youth and is not to be broken down at the first onslaught. All that we have got out of him so far is that he is a Dutch naval cadet working for an espionage network operated by the Dutch Admiral Furstner in London.’17

Schreieder opened his briefcase and handed over a rather slim-looking file: ‘I have extracted the interrogation reports so far which may be useful to you.’

Giskes thanked Schreieder for his cooperation before rounding off the conversation with platitudes about his high hopes of their future working relationship.

After Schreieder had left, Giskes read the report: ‘They were a series of excerpts from the interrogation that told me virtually nothing except that the agent’s real name was apparently Zomer.’18

The next Giskes knew was that Zomer had been executed after a summary trial before a German military court. Giskes now understood Canaris’ warning about the SD.

‘I learnt the lesson that, cost what it may, I must try, given another opportunity, to get the radio operator into my own hands.’19

The Germans’ initial assessment of the situation in Holland proved to be hopelessly over-optimistic. The Nazis had assumed the support and collaboration of their Dutch cousins but the early muted welcome had soon turned into a widespread, sullen resistance and even open protest.

Most of the first resistance groups had ties either to the Netherlands Communist Party (CPN) or were ex-military. The communists mounted industrial strikes across the country. The most effective of these was CS-6, which had many members of the Amsterdam intelligentsia.

The Ordedienst (OD) was organised along military lines and its leaders swore loyalty to the Dutch Queen. Although they had access to weapons, they sought clearance from the Dutch government in exile in England before mounting any violent act of resistance.20

A few weeks after his arrival in Scheveningen, Giskes was visited by one of IIIF’s V-men, 67-year-old Jos Hoosemans.21 He was in charge of a group of half a dozen agents who had infiltrated a resistance group that was running an escape line from Brussels to Paris and into Spain. He reported that the group now trusted them enough that they had asked them to act as couriers carrying important documents along the route to England.

Giskes asked who had initiated the contact but Hoosemans couldn’t remember. What he did know was that the following afternoon, he and his group were going to be meeting the resistance leaders in a coffee bar in Haarlem.

It could be the breakthrough Giskes had been waiting for.

Three days later however, Giskes had all but given up hope when there was a commotion outside his office. The V-man had returned. He was unshaven and had been roughed up. Giskes ushered him into the sun room, where the man collapsed on to a chair and spluttered: ‘Murder, prison, all dead, Sicherheitsdienst.’ It was several minutes before Giskes was able to ascertain what had happened.22

The German agents had arrived at the bar on time and were settling down in their seats when without warning the leader of the resistance group had drawn his pistol and fired it into the body of the V-man sitting opposite, killing him outright. At the same time another, a giant of a man, sitting unnoticed at the bar and nursing a concealed Sten gun, swivelled round and emptied his magazine into the group. One of the V-men managed to get off a shot but it went wide. The attack had all the hallmarks of a CS-6 operation.

Giskes considered the terrified V-man: ‘had he just realised that war means shooting and death and that no mercy is shown in the shooting affrays of the underground struggle? Had he only just found out that when it comes to the point, the secret struggle between espionage and counter-espionage does not shrink from murder and assassination? And what had led him to take sides against his own people but his own urge to earn dirty money through informing and betrayal? As I looked at him I could only feel angry and disgust at the very figure before me – at the war, at the service in which I worked, and at myself.’23

Something else puzzled Giskes, ‘Why did it take you three days to report all this?’

Hoosemans replied: ‘When the shooting stopped, the SD arrived and although I told them I was working for you they took me away, locked me up and interrogated me for three days.’24

Giskes now vowed to accelerate his shake-up of IIIF. From now on, he would use only trusted V-men, each working closely with an individual Abwehr officer.

What he did not know then was that one of the three gunmen who had ambushed Hermann Giskes’ V-men in the Haarlem bar, the giant of a man with the Sten gun, was a Dutch fighter who was to attain mythical status among resistance fighters from Holland to Spain. His name was Christiaan Lindemans, but everyone knew him as King Kong.25




Chapter 2

Rotterdam Playboy

The Lindemans were well known in Rotterdam. Joseph and his wife Christina had started out with a single garage selling petrol to the passing trade and became the first garage in Holland to stock Shell petrol.1 Now they were servicing high-end luxury sports cars from a chain of garages throughout southern Holland. Pride of place was their garage in the centre of Rotterdam, where the Lindemans’ workshops attracted custom from the city’s wealthy car-owning elites. Joseph Lindemans had five sons to whom he hoped to pass on the family business. But not all the Lindemans brothers wanted to spend their lives with their heads buried under the bonnets of motor vehicles – even expensive ones. Brothers Cornelius, Jan, Joseph and Hendrik had no intention of being chained to the family garage. The Lindemans’ second youngest son, Christiaan, was different.

Christiaan’s formal education had ended after he was expelled aged 15 for taking a gun to class and using another boy’s satchel2 for target practice. His father thrashed him soundly but was secretly proud of his son’s marksmanship. His expulsion meant he left school with nothing except a diploma in car maintenance. Outside school, Christiaan’s enormous strength and size made him a first choice for the local rowing team, where his coach nicknamed him King Kong after the famous film which had been a recent hit in Holland.

Most of all though, Chris Lindemans loved speed, and that meant he loved cars, motorcycles and even gliders. Anything that came with an adrenaline rush.

In 1936, at the age of 24, his thrill-seeking lifestyle had cost him dearly when he lost control of his high-powered Brooks motorbike in a terrible accident that left him hospitalised for a year.3 After the accident, Lindemans’ rolling, limping gait lent the coach’s nickname an altogether more cruel characterisation.4

Lindemans was determined that his injuries and disfigurement would not dictate how he was going to lead the rest of his life. The family’s Lindo Garage at Baan 18, in central Rotterdam, gave him everything he needed.5 He spent the weekdays in the workshop mending and polishing cars and the weekends driving them flat out on the same roads where he had come a cropper on his Brooks motorbike.

Christiaan returned to his life as a daredevil Rotterdam playboy, enjoying gambling, drinking, dancing, girls and lots of noise. When not behind the wheel of a fast car he was at his most content sitting at a table in a nightclub. His huge size and strength combined with his daredevil nature made him a centre of attention. But there was a darker side. Friends said his accident had affected the balance of his mind. People had to be careful not to fall victim to his volcanic temper, which could erupt without warning. He began to gain a reputation for enjoying fighting almost as much as he loved drinking and womanising.

He could also become detached from events when he took on a softer, vacant expression that his adversaries mistakenly mistook for simple-mindedness. In these moods he felt removed from the company he kept. Withdrawn, unable to fit in, nothing could coax him from his introspection.

Yet Chris Lindemans always remained very close to his family, especially to his youngest brother Henk, who hero-worshipped his playboy brother.

The fast-living, fearless Christiaan Lindemans soon attracted interest from other quarters outside the world of cars and casinos. In 1938 the Rotterdam police department6 paid him a few hundred guilders a month to pass on information about the local communists while a British company rewarded him for informing on the owners and crews of foreign ships.

* * *

In the early hours of 10 May 1940, the skies above Holland filled with black waves of Luftwaffe bombers on their way to attack the airfields at Valkenburg and Ockenburg. At the same time, thousands of German paratroopers landed near the parliament and the Royal Palace in The Hague, where fierce fighting broke out in what was later called the Battle for The Hague and the Five-Day War.

In Rotterdam, a Dutch garrison force under Colonel P W Scharroo held the north bank of the Nieuwe Maas, preventing a German crossing. The Dutch faced daunting odds, including the crack paratroopers of General Kurt Student and the newly arrived 9th Panzer Division and the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler under General Schmidt. A Dutch counter-attack led by brave soldiers from a marine company had failed to recapture the key bridge at Willemsbrug, but the Germans were unable to cross because of heavy fire being levelled at the structure from Dutch defensive positions.

The battle had fought its way to a stalemate. On 14 May, General Schmidt set in train plans for a combined bridge and air assault using tanks of the 9th Panzer supported by flame throwers. The paratroopers under Student were to make an amphibious crossing of the river upstream and then a flank back through the outskirts of the city.

Before Schmidt ordered the attack, he issued the Dutch leaders with an ultimatum of surrender which the Dutch, outnumbered and outgunned, knew they had to consider.

Two hours after the negotiations for the surrender of the city had begun, 54 Heinkel 111 bombers could be heard approaching from the east. A smaller group of 36 Heinkels began their run from the south. Then the whirring turned to whistling as, without warning, the bombs started falling.

A total of 1,150 50-kilogram (110 lb) and 158 250-kilogram (550 lb) bombs were dropped on the defenceless city, mainly in the residential areas of Kralingen and the medieval centre and unleashing a firestorm that raged through Rotterdam for several days. The thriving cosmopolitan district of Coolsingel was reduced to rubble. And one bomb had scored a direct hit on the Lindemans’ garage.

Nearly 1,000 Rotterdam residents perished before their leaders had a chance to answer the terms of surrender.

Not since the Nazi attack on Guernica during the Spanish Civil War had the world witnessed such indiscriminate targeting of a civilian population.

When the Germans threatened to repeat the air bombardment against Utrecht, the Dutch supreme command agreed to sign what amounted to an unconditional surrender. The rest of Holland followed suit.

The terrible events of 14 May instilled in Lindemans a burning hatred for the Germans. He blamed7 the weak liberal elite for his country’s spineless capitulation, especially Queen Wilhelmina, her government and the general staff who had run away to London.

His initial instinct was to lash out at the invaders, to find some way of avenging the destruction of his city and the loss of the family business.

The British had followed the Dutch leaders into the night and disembarked for England in a mini Dunkirk, but in the first few months of the occupation, the country actually enjoyed an economic boom, driven by orders from Germany for foodstuffs and building materials to support the rampaging Third Reich and its newly conquered territories. In Rotterdam, the order books of the shipyards were bulging as Hitler focused on the next phase of his grand plan – the invasion of Britain.

The Reichskommissar of the occupied Netherlands, Austrian Nazi Arthur Seyss-Inquart, hoped to exploit a shared heritage with the German peoples and rule by velvet glove. Greater enrolment in the Dutch Nazi Party assisted in the smooth transfer of power from the civilian administration to the German overlords.

Lindemans decided his own long-term interests might be best served working for the Nazis.

In July 1940, his garage contacts led him to a job with the Luftwaffe transport division as a petrol tanker driver on the route between Paris and Lille, in northern France.8 It meant an overnight stay in Lille where Lindemans found accommodation with the Vermeulen family, who had a large house in the town.9 Vermeulen was living with his second wife and her 19-year-old daughter, Gilberte, from her first marriage.

Gilberte and her stepfather were working for the French resistance, passing Allied soldiers, agents and Jews along an escape line through France and on to the Channel ports. Gilberte drove a French Red Cross ambulance, which she used to transport escapees safely through the German checkpoints. In the evenings, under her stage name Gilou, she sang and danced at a local nightclub. Lindemans was smitten. For Gilou the feelings were mutual, and soon the hulking Dutch lorry driver and the petite songstress were a couple, and by late 1941 Lindemans had taken a job as a caretaker at a German fighter base near Lille so he could spend more time with his new girlfriend. He had even started to become more closely involved with the resistance, working with Gilou and her stepfather.10

Vermeulen senior’s activities had not escaped the attention of the local Abwehr. Lille was crawling with V-men and radio detection vans.

One of these V-men was another Dutchman from Rotterdam called Cornelis Verloop, an ex-French Foreign Legionnaire11, who had fought the Germans in Norway, losing three of his fingers on his left hand.12 Verloop, who had come to Lille looking for work, had tangled with the SD over identity papers and had been imprisoned for a few weeks.13 When he emerged from custody, Verloop had a new calling and a ruthless determination to get the job done. It earned him the nickname ‘Satan Face’.

One of the first men he betrayed was British soldier Paul ‘Harry’ Cole, who had gone into hiding after Dunkirk and was helping Allied servicemen along the Pat O’Leary escape line.14

Cole’s arrest was a devastating blow to the French resistance and the British escape lines. Before the war, the British soldier had been a petty criminal and a confidence trickster.15 He needed little encouragement to betray his comrades to the Germans in return for promises of cash.

Monsieur Letuppe had let the resistance use his home for a cache of machine guns and other weapons.16 In December 1941, he was warned that a squad of SS soldiers accompanied by two SD officers was on its way. The family had just enough time to heave a large wooden trunk, packed with Sten guns and ammunition, into a deep well at the back of the garden.17

Despite this, when the SD men searched the house they found some Allied flags and a dagger belonging to a Pole, Stanislas Sobovv, whom they arrested. Everything pointed to Satan Face as the V-man who had masterminded the raid.

Lindemans was away working at a Luftwaffe air base at Montescourt near Saint-Quentin, but his absence didn’t save him and he was arrested several days later.

He was questioned every day for a fortnight but the Germans were unable to prove he was working for the resistance and so he was released.18 It was not the last close call he was to have and must have underlined in his mind just how risky the life he was leading was. In late 1942 he was to be imprisoned again and would serve five months in solitary confinement before he was eventually released. He was to emerge a changed man.
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