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The President’s Legionnaire
By Paul Sinkinson
France 1964:
The intruder had lain in a shallow hollow most of the night under the cover of his camouflage netting. His face was a multi-colour of camouflage grease under his balaclava. Keeping his movements to the minimum, he peered through the scope mounted on his rifle and viewed the area 200 metres in front of him.
Through the shroud of grey mist, he focused on the glass bubble of a helicopter that was parked on flat ground below him. Behind, on the higher ground, he could make out the ghostly outline of the imposing Château; there were no guards.
After flexing the muscles in his arms and neck and gently rotating his wrists and ankles, he relaxed and closed his eyes to cat nap. It was going to be a long day.
This man was no ordinary intruder, he was a hunter; a killer; an assassin; his name was Berger.
The sound of a vehicle starting up somewhere on the estate alerted him. He didn’t panic, but repositioned himself so that he could scan the area around him. As yet, he could see no activity, just hear the faint sound of an engine running; he remained calm.
Looking towards the Château he could make out a light from the lower floor windows and wisps of smoke rising from the chimney of one of the nearest cottages. The whole of the river valley was shrouded in a mist. He felt cold and damp, and hungry. He rummaged in his bag searching for an apple and his water bottle. I’ll only take a sip of water, otherwise I’ll need to pee, he thought.
There was more activity fifteen minutes later when the vehicle that he’d heard running revved for a moment or two; it moved out from the Château with its lights on down the gravel track to the helicopter.
He fumbled in his bag again, this time for his binoculars and then focussed them on the vehicle. Its driver looked middle aged, maybe in his early fifties. Berger could make out the grey hair poking from under the man’s baseball cap: He’s the pilot, he thought, and he bid the man good day.
The pilot was a stocky guy whose ample chest and arms filled the leather bomber jacket he was wearing. Berger watched as the man opened the cockpit door, reaching in for something before proceeding to use a wash leather to wipe the outside glass areas of the aircraft. He wiped and then wrung out his leather a number of times to remove the dew.
The pilot walked around his machine and undertook the routine flight checks. Before long he‘ll be taking off, thought Berger; he was wrong. The pilot collected a clipboard from the cockpit, closed the helicopter door and jumped back in his vehicle and drove in the direction of the Château. With no evidence of anyone else in the area, Berger decided to move out of his hiding place and relieve himself. In the cover of the undergrowth, he did a few more exercises to aid his circulation, followed by a few more sips of water and then ate another apple before crawling back to his hiding place. It would soon be daylight.
Still concealed at seven in the morning, he heard the vehicle at the Château start again. Peering from under his canopy he watched as the vehicle drove down to the helicopter and parked nearby. In the improving light conditions he could see the vehicle was an old army Jeep.
The pilot dismounted and again checked around the machine before climbing into the cockpit. A few minutes later Berger heard the whine of an engine and saw the helicopter blades rotate. Shortly afterwards the machine slowly rose vertically and hovered momentarily before turning and heading off in a northerly direction, initially following the line of the river valley.
He relaxed, knowing that he would have at least two and a half hours to wait before he needed to ready himself for the helicopter’s return. He closed his eyes for sleep.
Two hours later the mental clock in his brain awoke him and he started preparations for his morning’s work.
Removing the magazine from his rifle, he ejected the ammunition onto a clean cloth. Meticulously, he wiped each and every round before reloading it. Then he refitted the magazine.
Following this, he cleaned the lenses on his scope before using his binoculars to check the small strips of wool that he’d fastened to the trees surrounding the landing strip during the early hours of darkness. A mist still hung in the valley, and each of the strips of wool was hanging limply; there was no wind. They would be useless to him as the helicopter came in to land, but they would give him an early indication of the conditions before the aircraft’s arrival.
He replaced the binoculars back in his bag and rolled into a prone position. With his rifle he practised his ritual of setting the sight on the target area. Earlier, when he was setting out the wool strips, he’d paced out the distance to the landing site and then placed a small stick in the grass a few metres to the side of where the helicopter had been initially set down. Now, he sighted on the stick until it was sharply in focus and then flipped the lens covers down to protect them before making himself comfortable again. He cleared his mind as he waited for his prey.
Not long afterwards, the intruder’s meditation was disturbed by the sound of a vehicle. It was being driven at some speed down the gravel track from the Château’s main entrance. As the vehicle bounced around on the rough and uneven track the intruder recognised the outline of it immediately; it was a Land Rover. The vehicle turned sharply and then came to a halt on the track above the landing area. Two people disembarked.
Using his binoculars once again, he focussed on the new arrivals as they huddled at the rear of their vehicle; the larger of the two men lit a cigarette. Relaxing, Berger replaced the binoculars in his bag. As he did, he heard the sound of the returning helicopter. To prepare himself he took a number of deep breaths to help oxygen charge his bloodstream, then took up his shooting position with the rifle. Calmly, he flipped up the lens covers and sighted up again on the small stick before ensuring his body was in a comfortable position to maintain accuracy.
His hand moved with the precision that only an expert acquires after many years of practice. He placed a round in the firing chamber.
Automatically, he removed the safety.
He’d observed the pilot arriving the day before and knew the machine would circle and come in from the south, hover for a few moments at tree height, before setting down.
Then the pilot would be directly in line with his sighted rifle.
The helicopter came into view, flying a wide circle around the edge of woodland to approach the landing site; it was around 200 metres above the ground. The pilot side slipped the machine, gently losing height. As anticipated, he was lining up to put down directly facing the intruder.
Positioning the cross hairs of his sight on the pilot Berger breathed in deeply; releasing it slowly he maintained the focus on the target and applied the first pressure on the trigger.
The helicopter hovered above the landing area; he took up the second pressure on the trigger; his sights remained on the man’s heart.
The target was stationary; the trigger released; the recoil was minimal.
Through his scope he watched as the helicopter canopy disintegrated; the bullet hit its target; the pilot was thrown backwards. In one smooth movement his assassin positioned his weapon and fired a second round; this time the target was the pilots head as it lolled forward. Through the lens of his scope he saw blood spatter sideways and backwards as the man’s skull exploded. Another excellent kill, he thought.
With the loss of control, the helicopter yawed and turned on its axis; the nose dipped before the rear dropped, snapping the tail rotor off on impact. The main rotor raised the machine from the ground, rotating it before it canted over at forty five degrees and cart-wheeled into the trees on the forest edge where it disintegrated, bursting into a huge fireball of burning fuel and mangled metalwork. Without sympathy, Berger’s lip curled into a smile of satisfaction. No survivors, he thought.
The President of France was dead.
Berger stowed his rifle in its carry case, abandoned the camouflage net, picked up his bag and moved off.
The two men waiting by the landing area stood for a moment in shock and disbelief as the scene developed in front of them. The larger of the two understood what had happened. He too had been watching the pilot closely and saw the impacts of the bullets. There was no time for any emotion.
Gunshot! Sniper! The shot could only have come from the opposite direction, he thought.
He turned and saw a blur of movement amongst the trees. Standing next to the Jeep, closer to the landing site, his colleague had reached the same conclusion a fraction of a second earlier. In a single movement he’d jumped into the driving seat and driven off across the paddock in the direction of the gunshot.
The taller man dashed back to the Land Rover. Manoeuvring the vehicle down the steep bank from the gravel road onto the paddock, he set off in pursuit of the Jeep.
It was to be an unfortunate day for the Jeep driver. The assassin saw him coming and withdrew his rifle from its carry bag. As the Jeep crashed through the undergrowth towards him, he shot the driver in the head. The vehicle slowed immediately and came to rest in a bush nearby. The kill, thought Berger, reminded him of shooting a charging rhino. He dragged the dead man from the vehicle, dropped his own kit in the back, and drove off along the forest track towards the estate boundary. In his haste he’d not seen the Land Rover in hot pursuit.
A sixth sense, gained from years of personal survival, made him glance over his shoulder towards the burning helicopter; the Land Rover was close. He drove on; accelerating through the undergrowth, heading towards the river, searching his entry track that he knew was narrow. It would be much too tight for his pursuer in the larger vehicle, he thought.
Muttering to himself as he avoided a low branch, he exclaimed, “I wonder if the guy is armed? Shit! I don’t suppose it matters, I haven’t got time to risk stopping to fire back.”
He drove on.
In the Land Rover his pursuer was still two hundred metres behind when the assassin’s vehicle entered the narrower tracks along the river bank. He knew that these led up to higher ground to steep woodland before dropping back towards the railway track.
The Land Rover driver knew the tracks well but had only ever driven them in the Jeep; he could see he was going to lose the assassin once they entered the higher woodland. The Jeep was gaining ground. Maybe local knowledge will assist me, he thought. The Jeep dropped out of sight; it was on the down-slope.
He made his decision; he knew what to do.
He took a gamble.
He would drop down the steep forest banking, cross the flat ground onto the river bank and, if the river wasn’t too high, he’d drive across it to where there was a small central island. That way, he thought, he’d then be ahead of the Jeep.
With nothing to lose, he turned sideways off the track onto the wooded slope. Part driving, seemingly part flying, he slithered the vehicle down the hundred metres of steep banking. Occasionally he clipped a tree or crushed a sapling, mowing it down under his one and a half ton vehicle.
Jesus! This is scary as hell, he thought with nervous laughter, gravity is overtaking the compression ratio of the engine; the vehicle slid the final few metres onto the flat ground and he headed towards the river looking for the small island.
He was in luck; the river was low at the point of entry; he engaged low range four wheel drive and eased the Land Rover gently over the bank into the water, changing into second gear as he did so knowing that this would avoid wheel-spin. He allowed the vehicle to push a bow wave ahead of him to keep the water away from the engine. Approaching the island, he chose a shallow exit point and accelerated up the bank. Crossing the spit was a little tricky as the surface was wet silt, but underneath it seemed more solid. He pushed and scrabbled his way through in the vehicle with an encouraging shout to himself.
“Come on you little bitch.”
The vehicle seemed to react. He searched for an exit route up onto the far bank. As he approached it, he accelerated up the slope, turned left onto the flat land and headed towards the railway line.
His gamble was paying off. As expected, he saw the Jeep bumping along the rail track half on and half off the sleepers. Glad it’s him and not me, he thought, must be a hell of a ride in that old crate.
The Jeep crossed a short bridge before dropping off the rail track onto the gravel road; it was still ahead, but only just. Being a much lighter and faster vehicle than the Land Rover, the Jeep dashed along at a good speed, eventually turning onto a track through a farm yard that led back up into the forest. Here, the tracks became much wider, albeit still uneven; the chase continued at hair-raising speed for the conditions, with both vehicles sliding on the bends. The Land Rover driver had an advantage, he knew the terrain; the assassin didn’t and made the mistake of turning onto a narrower track in the hope of shaking off his pursuer. His luck was running out; the turn took him to a dead end that finished at a sheer cliff face above the river directly overlooking the Château.
The Jeep skidded to a halt and the assassin leapt into the rear of it looking for his rifle. It wasn’t there. On the mad dash it had bounced out of the vehicle, along with his carry bag and his pistol. He still had his knife. He stripped off his rough jacket and wrapped it around his left arm. As the Land Rover came to a halt, the assassin brandished his knife. The weapon was a familiar sight to the man stepping out of the vehicle; there had been many knife fights in the Foreign Legion. Even at a distance of 20 metres, he recognised his opponent’s weapon as an SS dagger; he looked hard at the man before removing his own jacket.
The assassin started to laugh, but it trailed off into a startled croak of fear as his opponent moved his right hand behind him and brought it back holding a Colt pistol.
In a low voice and an English accent that the assassin found hard to place, the other man said,
“Well, you murdering bastard, you’ve two choices. You can die weighing two hundred and thirty grains of lead heavier and in a lot of pain, or you can drop the cutlery and we can discuss your future more pleasantly!”
The assassin cocked his head with an inquisitive look on his face. His opponent continued speaking to him.
“It’s decision time. By the way, if you are weighing up the odds, I always carry this thing cocked, locked so it’s ready to go.”
The assassin made his move. The other man was expecting it. In less than a second the assassin was missing two fingers from his right hand and would also have a serious limp from the hole that had just developed in his left foot. He slumped down on his knees, his face contorted in agony. The knife was now three metres away from him on the ground.
“Okay,” said the tall man. “It looks as though the discussions are now open.”
With his Colt pistol still in evidence, he moved forward and picked up the knife. He looked at it with professional respect.
“Nice,” he said, keeping eye contact with the assassin as he wiped the blade on his trouser leg before testing the blade along the tread of the Jeep’s spare tyre; slices of rubber peeled off easily.
“Sharp, too!” he exclaimed. “Just the job for what I have in mind, chum.”
The assassin looked at him, sighed and said, “Let’s get it over with, shall we?”
“Oh, it doesn’t quite work like that,” said the tall man, “I need information from you first, and we both know that you’re going to give it to me, don’t we?”
The assassin shook his head replying,
“You don’t really expect me to do that, so just finish me now?”
“Yes, I do. By the way, my name is Turner,” he said, “I’m not really bothered about the name of the people I’m about to remove permanently from society.”
Whether it was the assassin acknowledging his likely fate or just professional pride, Turner didn’t really care; the assassin replied anyway.
“They call me the Corsican. It’s from where I was born, but I live in Marseilles.”
Turner nodded. The man continued.
“You’re aware of my profession. I’m very good at it; probably the best ever. I’ve never been caught before today; perhaps I’ve been doing this far too long; perhaps I’ve become sloppy.”
Turner nodded in understanding. Living on the edge is mentally tiring, he thought, and he ought to know, it had been his life for the past few years. He indicated to the man should continue.
“Oh, no, Mr. Turner, you know I can’t do that.” The assassin shook his head.
“I insist,” said Turner. Relying on the man’s vanity, he continued with, “I think you should confess your sins to a fellow professional before you depart. Otherwise no one will ever know of your exploits.”
His ploy worked.
The Corsican looked thoughtful for a moment; he was in pain. Placing his good hand on the ground for support, he moved his position slightly before looking back at Turner who raised an eyebrow and shook his head slightly. An understanding passed between them at that moment as the man saw Turner’s automatic reflex and the movement of the Colt indicating to him not to try anything foolish.
“My name is Berger, Hans Berger, my father was Austrian and, as I think you may have guessed, I learnt my skills in the SS. During the war I killed many people. Since then I’ve worked for the Corsican Mafia as and when required.”
Turner nodded. The man smiled.
“Today I killed President Charles de Gaulle.” Berger laughed. “Do you know that’s the third President in just a few weeks?”
Turner looked inquisitively. “Three? Who were the other two?”
“Well, my new found friend,” replied the Corsican. “Shall we say, I’ve recently travelled to Dallas and before that to Vietnam; you can work it out for yourself.”
Turner raised an eyebrow again and thought, Jesus, he means Kennedy and maybe involvement on Ngo Dinh Diem, but he said nothing.
Leaning back on the rear of the Jeep, he reached over and unfastened the tensioning cord from the folded up canopy. Motioning to the Corsican as he did so, he said,
“Continue, I am listening, what were the motives for that action?” Turner wasn’t surprised by the man’s reply.
“Oh, the usual things, the drugs, arms deals and money, they are all interconnected around the world one way or another.”
“Who was it for? asked Turner. “Who gives the orders?”
“You know that the Mafia has many associates,” replied the Corsican, continuing with,
“I don’t ask who pays me; my latest instructions came from Switzerland. The sanction may have been requested by the CIA, FBI, Russians, MI5, Syrians, Israelis, Chinese and believe it or not the South Americans.”
“South America?”
“Well, since you ask,” the assassin replied. “Yes, they too have a vested interest; they’re hosting a number of extraordinary VIP’s that the whole world thinks are dead.” He paused for a moment, then continued.
“One of them in particular, Turner!”
He laughed out loud. Almost losing his balance as he lifted his good arm, he dramatically waved it in Turner’s direction.
Berger didn’t give Turner the chance to ask the question.
“Adolf Hitler is still alive, Mr. Turner, he’s old now and perhaps failing, but he’s still alive and being looked after by his commercial supporters. He’s somewhat mad of course, but he still has the dream.”
Turner was astonished by this claim.
“I don’t believe you. It’s impossible.”
“Not so,” said the Corsican. “In my present circumstances what reasons would I have to fabricate such a lie? Hitler is alive, or at least he was when I met with him and others in Argentina early last year; it was he who was a mainstay in my assassination programme. It was him! The Fuhrer himself personally decorated me in Germany in the last days of the war shortly before his escape; I would recognise him anywhere.”
Turner had heard enough.
The Corsican sensed it.
“What now?” he asked.
“Now,” Turner said, “it’s time for us to go our separate ways, my friend. First, I need to make you secure, and for that I will need your co-operation.”
The Corsican gave him a questioning look.
Standing behind, holding the Colt against the man’s head, Turner assisted him first to stand and then to sit in the passenger seat of the Jeep. Turner secured Berger in place with the cord from the canopy so that he couldn’t fall out and then climbed into the driving seat and started to talk to him calmly. The Corsican looked reassured; Turner started the engine.
“Well, Hans, before we depart, I want to tell you a short story about my father and President De Gaulle.”
The Corsican looked puzzled as Turner continued to speak.
“My father was an Australian fighter pilot in the war,” said Turner.
“He was highly decorated and a hero. Both during and after the war he flew VIP’s for the Allies and was still doing so until recently. One of these was President de Gaulle.”
Turner started the Jeep’s engine and pressed the vehicle's accelerator pedal to gain a few revs and warm up the motor. It coughed and back-fired a couple of times, but then ran smoothly.
“Where was I?” he continued, “Oh, yes. Earlier today, De Gaulle was due to arrive at Limoges, and he was to be collected by helicopter. Unfortunately, due to the weather he was diverted to Bordeaux.”
The Corsican’s eyes were open wide now, and he looked back questioningly at Turner who continued talking.
“Consequently, the helicopter returned to the Château without the President, but it was carrying three of his staff members and the pilot.”
Turner revved the Jeep’s engine again and depressed the clutch to engage first gear. The Corsican started to struggle against his bonds and shout; Turner ignored him and continued talking.
“De Gaulle is not dead,” he said. “In fact, he should be arriving at this very moment at the Château across the river opposite to where we are now. You killed three of his aides in the helicopter and my friend in the Jeep also.”
Turner felt himself starting to become emotional and he controlled it; he looked directly into the Corsican’s eyes, composing himself before continuing.
“The helicopter pilot,” he said as the knuckles on the hand he had gripping the steering wheel turned white.
“That innocent and remarkable hero, the one you killed in cold blood this morning.”
Turner faltered slightly with emotion. “That man was my father, Hans. His name was Bill Turner.”
The Corsican looked at him with astonishment; Turner continued. Through gritted teeth he said,
“It’s important that you know his name, Hans; other than your own screams, it’s going to be the last thing you will hear before you die!”
Positioning himself to jump clear from the Jeep, Turner released the clutch, simultaneously depressing the auxiliary hand throttle at the same time. As he felt it click and engage along its ratchet on the bulkhead, he stepped off the vehicle as it lurched forward; it bounced over the few remaining metres before disappearing over the shear drop down the face of the cliff and into the river below.
As he made his way across to the Land Rover Turner could hear the Corsican’s screams. He’s not dying well, he thought. With tears in his eyes, he mounted the vehicle and drove off; He didn’t look back.
Charles de Gaulle’s Residence - La Boisserie Colombey-Les-Deux-Eglises
“Things are getting out of hand, Jean.”
The man speaking was Charles de Gaulle’s lifelong friend and political advisor, Gaston Leveque.
“First Diem, then Kennedy and now our President is considering that he’ll be the next target.”
He sank lower into his chair; with a beckoning movement he looked for a comment from Jean Maillot.
“From what Turner said in his report, it looks as though it’s a conspiracy drummed up by someone looking to gain control of the world’s arms and drug trade.”
Jean shook his head in disgust.
“It’s certainly hard to believe that Hitler is still alive, and that the Odessa and the Mafia are linked up with some intelligence outfits, but I suppose nothing can be ruled out.”
“I agree. The question is: what can be done to counter it? I don’t like the idea of Charles being their next victim!”
“I’ve been thinking about that, Gaston. We need someone on the outside, someone we know we can trust. At the moment I wouldn’t trust anyone of the current political crowd that you have around you. They’re a bunch of cissies. Most are looking after themselves.”
Leveque nodded.
“Who have you in mind?” he asked.
“Turner.”
“Turner!?” Gaston exclaimed, looking at him in surprise.
“He’s a little young, Jean. He can only be in his early twenties.”
“That’s so, but he’s proven himself already, and I know he’s committed to tracking down those responsible for his father’s death. Also, he’s in the military, and he’ll do whatever we order him to do without question or hesitation.”
“Where is he at the moment?”
“Gabon. In his own words, he needed some space and action to settle him after the funeral of his father. He volunteered to go out there when the coup started.”
“How soon can you get him back here?”
“Well, that’s a little problem I’m working on at the moment. Apparently, he’s somewhere in the backwoods out there organising logistics.”
Whilst Jean and Leveque were discussing him, Turner was, at that moment, driving up a dusty track to a small airfield north of Libreville in Gabon. His task was to arrange air transport for a consignment of military equipment to be brought down from an army base at Franceville in the east of the country.
Driving towards a ramshackle group of buildings, he observed a tall white man and two African mechanics working on a pair of aero engines that were mounted on workbenches. He pulled up alongside them and asked directions for the Chef. The white man waved in the direction of a dilapidated shed where a dishevelled looking man was sitting. Turner drove over and parked the Jeep. The man remained seated as Turner arrived.
“Are you Hutchinson?”
“Who’s asking?”
“My name’s Turner. They tell me you’ve a plane for hire.”
“May have, may not,” came the response, “depends who wants it and what for.”
“Okay,” said Turner, “if that’s how you want to play it, perhaps I should look elsewhere.”
“Bollocks!” said the man, “we both know that’s unlikely around these parts. What do you want it for?”
“I want to collect some equipment from Franceville and take it to Libreville.”
“That’s better,” said the man. “What sort of stuff is it and how much of it?”
Turner thought that he should tell the man to shove his plane up his arse, but he knew that the guy had the upper hand.
“Okay,” he replied, “it's army gear. Lots of it, and it’s heavy stuff.”
The man finally sat more upright in his chair and looked across at Turner.
“Not sure that I can do that, son. With the coup situation, we ain’t got much fuel. To fly all the way up to Franceville, then down to Libreville and back here would use up all our reserves.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” said Turner. “You can take as much as you need when you get to Libreville with the load. There will be plenty there.”
The man shook his head. “It’ll still be touch and go, chum, and that’s assuming your mob has control of the airport.”
“Are you a mouse or a man?” asked Turner. “I am sure my mob, as you call them, will see you’re remunerated for your trouble.”
“Okay, Okay,” said the man. “You spoke the magic words. My name is Bob Hutchinson. I’ll fly you up there. Be here at seven o’clock in the morning. Now bugger off, son; we’ve work to do to get the old crate ready for your trip.”
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