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lf Hitler had succeeded in invading Britain, he was assured of a hot receptir

II
Undercover soldier
breaks silence that
lasted for 55 years

1f,  T the r ipe old age of 89,
A Jlck Archer sti l l  works in
fla family-run garden nurs-
ery sel l ing potted plants and
shrubs.

But few of those who meet him today
realise that he has a secret past.

For 55 years ago Mr Arch-er was a key
member in a local cell of the undercover
Auxiliary Units.

In thc event of a wart ime Nazi inva-
sion, it would have been the role of these
units to mount a guerrilla campaign to
disrupt the enemy in every way possi-
ble.

Stat ioned in Highworth, three miles
from Coleshi l l ,  L ieut  Archer was in
command of five other members.

Born and bred in Highworth, he was
an ideal recruit to the secret army. His
knowledge of the surrounding country-
s ide was extensive,  and he was young
and fit enough to live rough.

, lack Archer f i rst  became involved
with the units when he tr ied to join the
Wiltshire Regime'nt of the regular army.

" l  went to ask the advice ot 'Major
Jennings, ' * ,ho was in charge of  the
Highworth Home Guard, and told him I
was thinking of  volunteer ing for the
Wiltshires," he said.

"The next morning I received a mes-
sage from the major saying I was wanted
up at Westrop House in Highworth."

When he arr ived, Mr Archer recal ls
being introduced to a brigadier.

"He told me that he wanted to have a



very secl 'ot chat with nrc," hc said.
"Hc said hc understood I  was t l ' r ink-

ing of  jo in ing the Wi l tshircs,  but  that  I
had been selected for a dift'erent kind of
job.

"He told me that Auxi l iary Units were
being formed consist ing of l i r l ly trained
men who could stand up t0 parachute
landings.

" I  was told I  had been selected as an
off icer ani l  should help to fbrrn a cel l ."

l lefore he lef t  the room, the impor-
lJtance of keeping the units'existence
secret was heavily stressed.

"I wasn't even allowed to tell my wife," I The early/years . . . this pre-war plcture shows Jack Archer, left, as an Army
Mr Archer said. "I t  was very, very se- cadet. Next to hlm ls his commandlng off lcer, Major Barrett
cret.

" ' fhe br igadier said that  when I  went
out r-r f  the door I  was never to answul
any que'st ions about thc strb. iect ,  exccyl t
to nlv ct.rnrnranding ofticcr'."

Mr Archer had already rece ived basic
training with the Local  Defence
Volunteers and went nn to do more at
Chiseldon and Bulford camps.

"I didn't  go to Coleshi l l  in case people
who knew me there wondered what I
was doing," he said.

"The training was very hard and r.n'ent
on for tnonths. I  had to know every f ield
and hedgerow for m i les around
Highworth."

The Highworth cel l  consiste 'd of  s ix
men - including two explosives experts

who had been special ly released from
prison. Mr Archer recalls that they had
previously been in the business ofrob-
bing banks.

"'fhey were exl)erts in high explosives
and were both given pardons after the
war," he said.

Despite being a member of the British
resistance movement -  the countrv 's
last-di tch l ine of  defence in case oi  a
German invasion -  Mr Archer had to
suffer taunts of not doing his bit for the
war effort.

" l  got stopped in the street by moth-
ers who told me their sons were f ight-
ing and asking to know why I  wasn' t , "
he said.

"lt was very difficult to keep secret. I
uscrl to get funny looks in the pub and it
caused a lot  of  unrest  among people
close to me.

" l lut  af ter  the war,  when Churchi l l
released al l  the information about the
uni ts,  a lot  of  people sent let ters and
camc up to me to apologise."

Al though he did not see any act ion,
Mr Archer knows he and his colleagues
would have had a hard t ime i f  the
Germans had invaded.

' " ' l 'he men were al l  tough and wel l
trained and would have caused endless
trouble for the Germans," he said.

"But i f  we had been captured, we
would have been tortured and killed."
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The ex-postm istress's tale
ANOTHER member of the Hlghworth
community involved in the unlts was
the town's late postmlstress, Mabel
Stranks.

Mrs Stranks played an important role
in vetting men before they were sent to
Coleshi l l  House.

She would check identity papers of
those sent to her on route for training.

lf satisfied they were genuine, she
would make a cal l  to a secret number
and a car would appear to pick up the
new recruits.

Mrs Stranks's son Ted,77, l ives
between Ashton Keynes and Cerney
Wick.

"lt was a dangerous job, but I knew
nothing about her involvement unti l  a
book was written on the sublect In
1964," he said.

"l served In the Alr Force ln the
Middle East durlng the war. Thlnklng
back to before lwent, I suppose there
were one or two strange Incldents.

"l remember returning home one
night and there were these Norwegian
men dressed In khakl in the house.

"ln the mornlng they were gone and
mum never mentioned it."

Although both were involved in the
units, Jack Archer says he only ever
spoke to Mabel about it once.

"She used to come to the nursery for
her fruit  and vegetables," he recal led.

"One day, when we were alone, she
looked at me and said: ' l  was very
much afraid that i f  the Germans got
here you and me would have been in
for a very hard t lme'.

"She was a very brave woman.".  Mabel Stranks I Jack Archer today . . . "our operation was so secret I waln't cycr
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DAVID PEARCE hears one man's story of a battle that never happened
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f ight r ight

Guerri l las
trained to

to the end
nRlvlNG through the sleepy
Vvi l lage of  Coleshi l l ,  near
Highworth, i t  is hard to bel ieve
it  was a wart ime base for a se-
cret army.

But bc.tween 1940 and 1944, more
than 3,500 crack t roops were
trained there in guerrilla warf'are.

They were al l  members of
Br i ta in 's secret  World War Two
army the Auxi l iary Units.

Set t rp on the express orders of
Winston Churchi l l ,  the uni ts were
designed to cause havoc to an in-
vading German force.

Members were t ra ined in al l  as-
pects of  warfare,  f rom unarmed
combat t<l  set t ing boobytraps and
using explosives.

Their aim was to disrupt an occu-
pying power by f ight ing and de-
stroying i ts suppl : , '  and com-
municat ion l ines.

Spl i t  into smal l  cel ls across the
country.  Auxi l iary Uni t  members
al l  had detai led Iocal knowledee of

I Coleshlll House seen lrom the South West. . . a splendid example of
17th century architecture, it was designed by Sir Roger Pratt and built
between 1650 and 1660. lt was sadly destroyed by fire in 1953
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the surrounding countryside.

Many were based in underground
bunkers and al l  were sworn to ab-
solute secrecy.

Local police forces were unaware
of their  existence and even rela-
t ives of  the uni t  members had no
idea what was going on.

Al l  members of  the Auxi l iary
Units were highly t ra ined, and,
after their ini t ial  t ime at Coleshi l l ,
continued rigorous training in their
own areas.

They were issued with an array

of weapons including plastic explo-
sives, mines, grenades, sniping r i-
fles, anti-tank guns and daggers.

The units were considered so im-
portant they were issued with
equipment before regular troops
and the commandos.

The idea of a secret army to ha-
rass an invading force f irst came
from a major in the Foreign Oflice.

Major Gubbins was an expert in
guerr i l la warfare and chose
Coleshi l l  House as his headquar-
ters because its surrounding park-

lands and woods provided the ideal
location.

The house no longer exists, hav-
ing been destroyed by fire in 1953 -
but the woodlands remain.

The units were set up in anticipa-
t ion of  a German invasion -  but
happily they never saw action.

They were disbanded in
November l9zl4 once the threat of in-
vasion was over. News of their exis-
tence only became public knowledge
when Winston Churchill revealed
their role after the war.
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I Out of hiding . . . this rare photograph of officers serving with the Auxiliary Units was taken at Coleshill in January 1942. At thrs
juncture it has been impossible to identity any individual present

MANY ol the Auxlliary
Unlts'secrets came out
at a reunlon of former
members in 1994.

Slxty men who had
been part of the secret
army met at Coleshill
House to celebrate the
50th annlversary of the

' standlng down of the
unlts.

Peter Wilcox, then 66
and one of the event
organisers, told the
Evenlng Advertiser on
that day: "lt's a unique
annlversary, and a
fltting trlbute to
remember friends who
are no longer with us."

Jack Archer was one
ol those who attended
the reunion. "lt was a
very special day," he
said. " l  was the only
surviving member of
the Highworth cell, but
it was good.

"There were tough
chaps there and some
ol them stopped over in
Highworth that night
and we had a good
talk."

' tCI 
my wife" Plcture.' MALCOLM ROUSE


