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Envoy’s widow
Inspired others
to help police

By Daniel McGrory

ONE person above all was sin-
gled out for praise by the
Greek authorities yesterday as
they publicly celebrated the de-
feat of 17 November after
three decades of violence.

Police chiefs, politicians and
newspaper editorials agreed
that it was the tirelffis efforts
of Heather Saunders to find
her husband’s killers that in-
spired the families of Greece's
terrorist victims and persuad-
ed others to forget their fears
and help in the investigation.

Last month Mrs Saunders
was back in Athens, handing
out stickers to passing motor-
ists, urging them to help the po-
lice. who even three weeks ago
were floundering in their hunt
for the faceless men who for
three decades had maimed
and killed.

She was telephoned yester-
day at her home in Dorset to
be told about the break-
through before police went on

"television to announce that

they held the man who am-
bushed and killed the 52-year
brigadier.

"I never gave up but there
were times 1thought God we
will never get anywhere,” she
told The Times.

She was embarrassed at yes-
terday’s plaudits. "The families
of the other victims did much
more. They formed a group
and had to live with the threat
every day," she said.

She wants to face the men
rsponsihle. "I'm not being
gory but | want to see it
through to the end. | would
love to ask them what they

Heather Saunders: wants
to face those responsible

proved right. They told me
they always believed this
group was Incredibly small in
number, not like other groups.
The officers said the group
would slip up one day, and
when it happened the whole
thing would fall apart very
quickly.

“1 didnt set out on a cru-
sade | didn't know what else
to do after Stephen died ex-
cept beg people for informa-
tion."

What motivated her was the
thought that another family
would suffer as she and her
two daughters, Nicola, 17, and
Catherine, 15, have done "I
wantthem to know I'm not go-
ing away until all ofthem have
been caught and punished.”

A spokeswoman for the
British Embassy in Athens
said: "What’s happened is a
major success for the Greek po-
lice and the Greek authorities
but there is no doubt that
Heather Saunders's commit-
ment to the investigation and
her determination in finding
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Greek clan confess to
Killing British envoy

From Daniel McGrory
and John Can
in Athens

A MOTORCYCLE mechanic
was charged with the murder
of Brigadier Stephen Saunders
yesterday as Greek police
revealed how a family of assas-
sins formed the heart of the 17
November terrorist group.

Vassilis Xiros, 30, confessed
to taking part in the ambush of
the British defence attache
two years ago as he drove to
work and told detectives how
he and two of his brothers car-
ried out other killings.

Greek police also sard that
they had captured the master-
mind behind the elusive left-
wing group that is blamed for
killing 23 people in a 27-year
campaign of bombings and as-
sassinations. The alleged lead-
er is a university professor, 58,
who was detained by a special
forces team as he was about to
leave his holiday home on are-
mote Greek island and flee to
Turkey with his French wife.

The Greek chiefofpolice ap-
peared on television yesterday
to claim that his men had dis-
mantled the Marxist-inspired
organisation that had man-
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Ylotopoulos believed to
be the group's leader

aged to evade the authorities
for nearly three decades. He
praised the Scotland Yard de-
tectives who have worked in
Athens for the past two years
for their help in apprehending
the group.

The Foreign Office said last
night “We welcome these ar-
rests and the other recent
breakthroughs in this investi-
gation. We have had very
good co-operation with the
Greek authorities and these
are very positive and signifi-
cant developments."

Greek politicians did not dis-
guise theirjubilation and relief

at finally defeating a ruthless
organisation that swore to dis-
rupt the 2004 Athens Olym-
pics. Costas Simitis, the Prime
Minister, interrupted a Cabi-
net meeting to tell his col-
leagues of yesterday's confes-
sions, and the first charges
ever brought against anyone
belonging to 17 November.

Three sons of a Greek Or-
thodox priest lie at the heart of
the group's operation. Mr
Xiros described in graphic de-
tail how, in June 2000, he was
part of the two-man team on a
motorbike that ambushed Brig-
adier Saunders, who was driv-
ing to work in peak-hour traf-
fic, and shot him four times.

Showing little emotion, he
then went on to confess to kill-
ing Costas Peraticos, an
Anglo-Greek shipowner, in
May 1997.

His elder brother, Christo-
doulos Xiros, 44, who makes
musical instruments, admitted
to taking part in nine murders,
including that of William Nor-
deen, the US defence attache,
in 1988. The U5 had offered a
$2 million reward to anyone
who identified the assassins.

Yesterday the two brothers
were dressed in white bullet-

331330 SS3HJ

proof flak jackets and streets
were sealed off so that they
could be taken from police
headquarters in Athens to the
prosecutor's office to be
charged.

Alongside them was anoth-
er ofthe gang, Dionisis Georgi-
adis, 26, who is believed to be a
close friend of the brothers
from the northern Greek town
of Fiorina. Another brother,
Savvas Xiros, a 40-year-old
painter of religious icons, is
still recovering in hospital af-
ter he was injured when a
bomb he was carrying explod-
ed prematurely.

It is his testimony that led
detectives to two safe houses
in central Athens where they
recovered a weapons cache, in-
cluding the Colt .45 pistol used
in the murder of Brigadier
Saunders.

Detectives are puzzled how
these three brothers, described
last night by neighbours as
“models of respectability and
family decency” became part
of the 17 November group.

Vassilis Xiros was only three
years old when 17 November
carried out their firstassassina-
tion in December 1975, which
was the murder of Richard
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Chrlstodoulos Xiros, left, and brother Vassllls are two of the three inspects detained over a number of ietror killings

Welch, the CIA station chief
in Athens. Police are certain
that this was engineered by Al-
exander Yiotopoulos. the uni-
versity professor mastermind
of the group. A tali chubby-
faced, white-haired figure who
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is code-named Nikita, he was
still being questioned last
night.

The professor, who was
bom in France, was on the
quayside on the tiny island of
Upsi, 160 miles southeast of

Athens, waiting for a hydro-
foil when the police launched
their undercover operation on
Wednesday night The special
forces team used a red fire bri-
gade helicopter so as not to
alert the economics professor,
who is also nicknamed the
“Tail One”.

He was bundled into the hel-
icopter but Marie-Thérése Pey-
naud, his French wife, was not
With him. Last night police
were searching neighbouring
islands for her.

Detectives said that the pro-
fesor was carrying a fake iden-
tity card and that his finger-

| prints had been found on weap-

I ons in the Athens safe houses
that were used by the group to
store its armoury.

While his only brush with
authority On the island was
when he flouted local by-laws
to paint hisvilla a lurid salmon
pink instead of white, anti-ter-
rorist officers revealed that
they had had him under sur-
veillance for years. They said
that until now they have never
had suffirent evidence.

They are understood to
have found a battered typewrit-
er in his Athens apartment
that they believe he used to
write the rambling claims ofre-
sponsibility that accompanied
every atrocity.

Investigators say that the
Sotbonne-educated academic
is the son of a known left-wing
extremist and took part in the
1968 student demonstrations
in Paris. They believe that he
was schooled in terrorist tech-
niques in Cuba and helped set
up the 17 November organisa-
tion, which was named after a
1973 student uprising against
the military junta.

Fotis Nasiakos, Greece'’s
chief of police, said that the
three men charged yesterday
had confessed to 42 crimes go-
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murder, bombing and robbery.
“The accused admitted their
acts and described in detail the
way these were committed,”
he said. In their confessions,
the men are said to have re-
vealed the second figure who
took part in the ambush on
Brigadier Saunders.

He is believed to be Dimitris
Koufodinas, a44-year-old bee-
keeper, who was still on the
run last night

The relief in Greece follow-
ing the charges was matched
by the asronishment at the
identity of the motley crew
who comprised one of
Europe’s most deadly and effi-
cient terrorist organisations.

There is little immediate evi-
dence top explain why three
sons of a 78-year-old Greek Or-
thodox priest embraced the
Marxist philosophy that was
said to motivate the group's
campaign against W stem dip-
lomats and Greek politicians.
The ordinary recruits came
from comfortable, middle-
dass backgrounds, and were in-
volved in obscure professions
such as painting icons, build-
ing musical organs and bee-
keeping. They were led by an
eccentric academic with a che-
rubic face.

Greece had been under
mounting pressure from its Eu-
ropean allies and the US to
make arrets amid SUspidons
the group may have help from
some maverick elements
among left-wing politidans.

The Prime Minister said:
“We are on a good road and
we have made progress, but
this requires time and thor-
oughness”.

He told his Cabinet “We
must resist pressure that can
lead to mistakes. This is not a
movie that will end in two
hours. We are proceeding with
the total breakup of terrorism
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