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Chapter 12

The Search Begins

Algy and Bertie were bored to death keeping a listening watch all day on the receiver, which was tuned to 14.250 Mhz, while the others went to Cayenne in French Guyana.

The receiver emitted a constant low hiss because they were not using the squelch so as to discriminate even the weakest signal from the air.  Sometimes the monotonous noise was interrupted by radio amateurs who kept Algy and Bertie on the alert.  They practised the words Leopard and Fox in Morse code several times, so they would recognise them instantly as soon as von Stalhein sent them.  Many cups of tea, a lunch and coffee later, they were still sitting next to the receiver longing for some fresh air.  Unfortunately they had to be patient.   There had been no signal from Jolly and the others since they left for Cayenne in French Guyana.  Both were anxious to hear from the others and hoped that Merav had been reunited with them in the French overseas territory. 

Early that evening, the door of the room that had been reserved for them was opened and the others entered, tired and hungry. 

“So there you are at last!” were Algy’s welcoming words.   We’ve been twiddling our thumbs all day, and walking up and down the room for hours.  I hope you’ve got some news because we haven’t got any.”

“Where’s Merav?” Bertie wanted to know. 

“We’ve had a rough time in French Guyana,” replied Jolly. “Merav has been kidnapped and we don’t know where she is.” Quickly Jolly told Algy and Bertie what had happened in French Guyana.

“Kidnapping such a nice young girl”  They must be absolute stinkers,” was Bertie’s indignant reaction.

“Well chaps,’ said Mordechai reassuringly. “ She can handle the situation. She has been trained well and was the best student of our class.” 

“Let’s have some dinner,” suggested Jolly. “I’m starving.” 

“One of us has to stay behind with the radio,” Algy reminded the others as they made to head for the restaurant. 

“Oh yes,” agreed Jolly. “You’re right.” 

He fumbled in his pockets and found a box of matches.  Carefully he counted out seven matches and broke the end off one to make it shorter. “The one who draws the short match will have to stay behind and keep radio watch.” 

Each of the others took a match and Jack Williams was the unlucky one who had to stay behind, grumbling that he never won anything when it mattered. Mike promised he would relieve him as soon as he had had his dinner.  Together the six men left the government building leaving Jack behind with the transmitter.      

Out on the street they walked briskly to a good restaurant Jolly knew of in the neighbourhood.  After dinner Mike went back to relieve Jack at the radio. 

Later that night, when they had all returned to the radio room, Jolly divided the radio watch into shifts and those who were not on duty turned in early. 

About 2.30am, on Mordechai’s shift, he suddenly heard Morse coming through the headphones. Just as he started to concentrate on the signal, it stopped and there was silence for a second or two, but then the signal was repeated. Fully alert now and concentrating intensely on the Morse he wrote down the signalled message. It was the codeword Leopard followed by the international distress call, SOS. 

He walked straight into the room where the others were sleeping. “Wake up everybody!” he shouted as he switched on the light. “ I’ve just received the code word Leopard!” 

The others, still dazed with sleep, got up hastily and noticed that Mordechai was almost dancing in his pleasure at receiving the message.

“Make us some coffee, Jack,” requested Jolly, stretching. 

“Ok governor,” replied Jack, filling the electric kettle and plugging it in.  The others all took a seat around the large table fighting the urge to go back to sleep.

“Well, that’s it, chaps,” said Algy laconically. “The signal we’ve been waiting for.  We set off at first light.” 

“Before we go we shall have to let the Commodore know that Biggles and Ginger are definitely being held near the Tiger Falls on the River Courantyne in Surinam,” said Jolly. “The Commodore can warn the Dutch Authorities in Surinam.  After all, they did promise us two platoons of marines.”

“I suggest that we fly to Surinam first,” suggested Algy. “Then, when we’ve located the spot, the Albatross can land on the River Courantyne where Bertie, Mordechai and I will get off and investigate the place thoroughly while you chaps fly straight off to Paramaribo and collect the marines.” 

“Mike and Kevin can fly to Paramaribo. I’ll stay with you to take charge as it’s my responsibility,” Jolly reminded him. “Jack can stay with us, too.”  He grinned.  “He’s an excellent cook and I like my grub. Besides, five of us to share the night watches, if necessary, is better than three,” observed Jolly and the others agreed.

Over a cup of coffee they discussed what equipment and rations they would need to take with them to Surinam.  They also decided to take VHF transmitters for short-range communication to maintain contact between the ground and the aircraft.   Although they did not go back to bed, it took the whole morning to assemble the equipment and inform the authorities who would be involved. 

Finally, after a hasty early lunch, Kevin started the Albatross engines and they took off for Surinam around noon.

The Albatross flew first in the direction of the coast and then turned right to follow a course parallel to the coastline at a steady cruising speed.

Kevin was flying the plane and Jack checked the course on the map while the others relaxed. When the Albatross reached the mouth of the River Courantyne, he made another right turn and flew upstream. 

A little while later Algy and Bertie relieved them. The River Courantyne was crowded with small islands and Bertie was worried that it would give them a hard time landing the plane if they needed to, as there was not much room between the islets.

“Can’t you go a bit lower, old boy?” asked Bertie, squinting and screwing his monocle into his eye more firmly. “I don’t think my eyes are quite what they used to be, don’t you know?” 

Algy took the Albatross down to a thousand feet, giving them a better view.

Algy looked up as Jack brought them a welcome fresh cup of tea.

On both banks of the river they could see native Indian settlements.  From their height, however, they were able to keep a straight course as it was possible see everything without having to zigzag and follow all the curves of the river.

About 90 minutes later they reached the Tiger falls and Algy throttled back to minimise the sound of the Albatross’ engines to avoid attracting unwanted attention.

“God Almighty! So many islands!” exclaimed Jolly who just had entered the cockpit.  He looked down and made an anxious comment about the current. 

“Don’t worry, Jolly,” said Algy reassuringly. “When we need to land, I’ll pick a good spot, just before a bend in the river. The current is at its weakest there. Just make sure you chaps keep the anchor and rope ready to secure the Albatross in the river.”

Finally they found a suitable part of the river to land the Albatross and Algy, drawing on all his experience, made the landing look easy.  To their relief the current in the river was not as strong as they expected. 

Algy steered the Albatross over to the Surinam side of the river and switched off the engines. A self-inflating dinghy was dropped in the water and Mike stepped into it with the mooring rope and paddled towards the shore where he made the rope fast around a tree.

Then he paddled back to the Albatross to collect the others and their equipment to make camp.  Besides the usual jungle sounds, nothing else could be heard. 

When everyone had settled down in the bivouac, Jolly and Jack decided to take the Albatross up again for a reconnaissance flight of the area so Mike paddled them back to the Albatross and Bertie released the rope. 

Jolly started the engines and a few moments later the plane was airborne again.

Once the Albatross had taken off, Algy switched on the portable VHF transceiver, which Bertie had been carrying on his back, and made contact. As soon as he received a short response from Jack they both switched over to receive to maintain radio silence. 

Meanwhile Mordechai and Mike reconnoitred the area around the camp while Bertie and Kevin prepared a pot of tea and something hot to eat, leaving Algy on listening watch. 

Finally they all sat down together, to enjoy their tea, baked beans in tomato sauce and biscuits.

“You can’t get through this jungle,” remarked Mike. “It’s virtually impenetrable.”

“We should have taken a bulldozer with us,” said Mordechai jokingly.

“But we shouldn’t have known which direction to take,” remarked Bertie seriously.

Mike shook his head pityingly and tapped him consolingly on the shoulder. “Leave it all to Jolly,” he advocated just as seriously as Bertie. “I am sure he’ll be back with a bulldozer to clear a path through the jungle in no time at all.” 

Suddenly it dawned on Bertie that he was being teased and he poked Mike playfully in the ribs while the others laughed their heads off.

Then they all fell silent, relaxed but listening carefully, hoping to hear the sound of the returning Albatross’ engines. 

Meanwhile the Albatross was already some 20 miles upstream and cruising at the lowest possible speed in order to give Jolly and Jack the best opportunity to survey the area of the “Tiger Falls”, over which they had just passed.

Jolly had made a slow right turn in order to fly downstream when Jack suddenly shouted an alarm. “Plane approaching from the south, skipper. I just saw the reflection of the sun on its fuselage or wings.” 

Jolly turned a few more degrees to the right and also noticed the reflection, which he knew could only be made by a plane high up in the air. 

Immediately Jolly made a left turn and took a southerly course in order to get behind the unknown aeroplane. 

“It might be an airliner, skipper,” suggested Jack. 

 “No, definitely not,” Jolly told him decisively. “There are no airlines operating in this area. If I can manage to get behind it we ought to be able to follow it from a distance without being detected.  Keep your eyes on that plane old boy. I don’t want to lose sight of it.” 

The Albatross, flying at low level, manoeuvred until it was behind the plane, which was now some two miles away from them, and Jack, armed with a pair of binoculars, surveyed the secret plane from the Plexiglas bubble of the astrodome located just behind the cockpit. 

“It’s a Dakota skipper and it’s going down fast now,”  he told the pilot.

“Yes, I can see it too,” replied Jolly from the cockpit. 

“Its landing gear is down,” observed Jack excitedly. “But where on earth is it going to land? There’s only one small open space, over there in the jungle somewhere. It’s far too small to land a plane.” 

From the cockpit and the astrodome respectively, Jolly and Jack watched the Dakota descend towards the clearing in the jungle and vanish out of sight.

“Their base must be there, Jack,” asserted Jolly, turning the Albatross in the direction of the river, in the hope he could find a landmark, which would enable him to find the location again easily.

“That clearing must be about three miles from the river,” estimated Jolly. “I’ve marked it down and know how to find it again.  We’ll go back now and let the others know about what we’ve found out.” 

“Shall I inform them by radio, skipper?” asked Jack.

“No,” replied Jolly, “don’t use the radio. Only transmit in case of emergency.” 

It seemed only a few moments later that Jolly landed the plane near where the others had set up camp.  After the plane was safely moored they jumped into the dinghy, which Mordechai had paddled out to them and were transported to the riverbank.

“Any luck, chaps?” queried Mike.   

Jolly and Jack told the others about the Dakota and the open space in the jungle.  The two who had been on patrol were both starving so Mike and Bertie between them knocked them up some hot food and made a fresh pot of tea.

After their meal they started to make plans.   It was decided that at first light the next morning they would break camp and fly upstream to the nearest possible point from which they could reach the opening in the jungle where they presumed their friends were being held captive. 

Their intention was to go into the jungle on foot and, if they discovered the secret camp, let Kevin and Mike, who would stay behind with the Albatross, know by radio so that they could take off immediately for Paramaribo to inform Colonel Stone and the Dutch Authorities, then return with a platoon of Royal Dutch Marines as soon as possible.

As is common in the tropics, night fell very fast. While they were enjoying their evening coffee, listening to the never-ending sounds of the jungle, suddenly the incessant background of insects and animals was drowned by the roar of aircraft engines as a Dakota flew almost directly overhead at a very low level and disappeared into the night.

“I say, that plane had its navigation lights switched off. Did you see that chaps?” said Bertie. Apart from Kevin’s facetious remark that he couldn’t see it because it wasn’t showing lights, the others all agreed.

They discussed the secret plane for a while and then retired to their bivouac tents to turn in and get some sleep. 

Jolly considered there was no need to put out a guard being so far from the supposed enemy camp and besides, Mordechai reassured them that he was a very light sleeper who would wake immediately should he hear anything.

They set two alarm clocks for 4am.  At first, nobody managed to get any sleep. The tents had been invaded by mosquitoes and a steady stream of curses rent the night air as the voracious insects made a meal of the comrades’ exposed flesh.  Torches were switched on and off, accompanied by the frequent sound of slaps.  Eventually, the tents settled down as they fell quiet and peace reigned over the camp.

The only sound to break the silence of the camp came from the tent where Jolly and Jack were sleeping.  A sonorous rasping sound, like someone sawing a large tree, reverberated through the air until Jolly gave Jack a blow in the ribs, which ended the snoring abruptly.

At 4am the next morning, the camp was a hive of activity, the commotion set off by the ringing of the alarm clocks.  Stiff, sleepy and bitten by mosquitoes, they all emerged from their bivvies. Jack boiled water on a Primus and prepared a simple breakfast while the others were breaking camp.  Soon everything was stowed into the dinghy and paddled across to the Albatross.

When breakfast was finished it was light enough for the Albatross to take off safely.  They all piled into the plane and as soon as everyone was aboard, Jolly started the engines once Mike had released the plane from its moorings.

Blipping the engine, Jolly manoeuvred the Albatross into a good position to start the take-off run.  Barely a few moments later the plane unstuck and became airborne.  The flight did not last long; ten minutes later Jolly was able to switch off the engines after the plane had landed once more on the river, as near as possible to the clearing in the jungle they had spotted the previous day.

Mike opened the cabin door and launched the dinghy again.  He jumped in and made two journeys to ferry the others across to the riverbank.  He and Kevin remained with the Albatross, which had dropped anchor some distance from the shore.

They were all dressed in camouflage jackets, their faces blackened with burned cork.  The end result made them all look extremely mean and dangerous.

From the bank, Jolly waved a last goodbye to Kevin and Mike in the Albatross before he turned and lead his group into the jungle.  Jolly made a very impressive figure; with a large machete his powerful, well-muscled 6 foot 6 tall frame made short work of cutting his way through the jungle.  The others followed, keeping their distance.  Every twenty-five yards they stopped and listened carefully, but apart from the usual jungle sounds nothing untoward was to be heard and they were able to advance quite quickly.

After almost an hour’s hard work, Jolly raised his hand and gestured for the others to halt in silence.  They all gathered round and saw a path in the jungle in front of them.  Advancing carefully until they were almost on the path they discovered the tracks of car tyres in the muddy ground. They could even make out footprints.

“This track must link the enemy camp to the river, I should think,” whispered Jolly.  “We might as well follow it; it will be much easier than hacking our way through this lot, but be ready to vanish into the jungle the minute there’s any sign of danger.”

In single file, they followed the path in the direction of the clearing in the jungle, their nerves at full stretch, on the alert for anything that might happen.

Their progress was much faster along the path, but suddenly they heard a sound that set their nerves tingling. 

“There’s a car coming,” warned Jolly, holding up his hand to stop them. “Quick, get into the bushes, chaps.” 

In no time, the path was clear as they all disappeared into the bushes, waiting for the car to pass.   They did not have to wait long.  Only a few moments later a grey-green Landrover passed by, driven by a black man accompanied by two armed black guards. 

“That was close, chaps!” gasped Algy. 

“I’m getting too old for this kind of thing,” muttered Bertie irritably, vainly trying to clean his dirty monocle with his sodden handkerchief.  “Look at me, I’m positively filthy!  Disgusting!”

Jolly waited a moment to let the car get clear before ordering them to move on again.

Bertie and Algy were breathing heavily, wheezing like an old steam engine, causing Mordechai and Jack to exchange a wink and a snigger at their condition.

Bertie intercepted the wink and bridled at the mean-spirited laughter exchanged by the two younger men. 

“In our day, we’ve handled far worse moments than you youngsters are dealing with now, and many more of them. I wonder if both of you could have handled them,” was Bertie’s incensed reaction.

They looked unabashed and Algy advised him to calm down.  “There’s no point in fighting among ourselves,” he observed sagely with a meaning glance at Jack and Mordechai.  “You’ll think of us if ever you make it to our age,” he reminded them pointedly.

Finally Jolly raised his hand again and they all stopped. 

Just around a bend in the road, about 150 yards away, there was a gate, guarded by two blacks armed with machineguns.

“That doesn’t look good, Jolly,” whispered Algy. “They’re far too heavily armed for us to deal with.  If they start shooting with those machineguns we shan’t stand a chance with only our service revolvers.” 

From the bushes each side of the road they watched the gate. Algy took out a pair of binoculars and scrutinised the guards.  Suddenly they sprang to attention. Algy swept the scene with his binoculars to see what had caused their change in attitude. 

“God Almighty!” he gasped. “It’s von Stalhein! He seems to be giving those two guards at the gate a right tongue-lashing!”   He smiled.  “I wouldn’t like to be in their shoes!”

For a few moments they watched as von Stalhein gave the guards a dressing down, then they saw him abruptly turn on his heel and leave the scene when he was lost to their view.

“Ok chaps,” breathed Jolly. “Now we know they’re here. We had better withdraw into the jungle before we are discovered,” he ordered. “Algy, you stay here beside the path and keep a close eye on the gate with your binoculars while we contact the Albatross.”

“Ok,” agreed Algy and he slid back into the bushes while the others vanished into the jungle on the other side of the road.

Jolly made radio contact with the Albatross and told Kevin and Mike about what they had discovered and about the existence of the path, which was more upstream to the south than the place where they had landed that morning. Kevin suggested returning first thing the following morning rather than make the trip that day because it was already getting late.  Jolly agreed and promised to leave the radio on standby. Then a few moments later he returned to where Algy was gesticulating excitedly because he wanted to let him know that Biggles and Ginger were approaching along the path! 

From their hide out in the bushes they watched a party of men made up of several different nationalities pass by. Among them were Biggles and Ginger, looking fitter and in better condition than the others. 

All the men were chained to each other by their ankles and they all carried heavy tools suitable for road maintenance.  There were four uniformed armed blacks guarding them. 

Suddenly a flurry of orders was shouted and the motley procession halted. The guards gave them orders and they all started to work on the path. It was obviously their job to cut back the ever-encroaching jungle to keep the path clear and in good order.

“We must attract Biggles’ or Ginger’s attention to let them know we’re here,” Jolly whispered to Algy.

“That won’t be a problem,” Algy assured him. “I only have to whistle a song from the RFC period and Biggles will know who it is and where we are.” 

Both Algy and Jolly now withdrew and returned to the others. Jolly detailed Jack to take first watch on guard near the path, so the others moved a little deeper into the jungle to wait for the right moment to warn Biggles and Ginger.
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