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      There’s a legion that never was listed,
      

      
      That carries no colours or crest,
      

      
      But split in a thousand detachments,
      

      
      Is paving a way for the rest.
      

   



      
      
      CHRONOLOGY

      
    

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	July 1941:

            
            	The SAS, then designated ‘L’ Detachment, raised in Egypt by Lt David Stirling. Total strength six officers, 60 NCOs and men.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Nov. 1941–Jan. 1943:

            
            	SAS patrols raid German and Italian airfields and installations in the Western Desert, destroying over 250 aircraft on the
               ground. Stirling, now Lt-Col, captured Jan. 1943. SAS direction and control now extends to 1st and 2nd SAS Regt: the Special
               Raiding Squadron (SRS) and the Special Boat Section (SBS), plus Allied Special Force Units.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	1943/4/5:

            
            	SAS and SRS/SBS raids in Italy and the Greek Islands.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1944–5:

            
            	SAS parachute into France before D-Day. SAS order of battle for D-Day:
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            	Oct. 1945:

            
            	British SAS Regiments disbanded.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1949:

            
            	21 SAS Regt (TA) (Artists), a territorial unit, raised and based in London.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1950:

            
            	Maj J. M. Calvert raises the Malaya Scouts to fight Chinese Communist terrorists in Malaya.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1951:

            
            	The Malaya Scouts and M Squadron 21 SAS combine to form 22 SAS.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1952–7:

            
            	22 SAS in Malaya.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1958–76:

            
            	22 SAS serve in the Gulf, in Oman, Dhufar, Aden.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1963–5:

            
            	22 SAS serve in Borneo during ‘confrontation’ with Indonesia.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1970–82:

            
            	SAS deployed in counter-terrorist role in Northern Ireland, Britain and elsewhere.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1982:

            
            	The SAS in the Falklands War.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1982–94:

            
            	The SAS serve in Ulster and standby. The CRW serve at Hereford.

            
         

         
         
            
            	1991:

            
            	The SAS in ‘Desert Storm’.

            
         

         
      

      




      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      WHAT IS THE SAS?

      
      Until one day in May 1980 it is fair to say that few people outside the enclosed world of the British army had even heard
         of the SAS Regiment. Then, thanks to the presence of television cameras and the assembled mass media, the regiment sprang
         to the attention of the world. For the past week, the staff of the Iranian Embassy had been held hostage by a group of Iranian
         dissidents. Whether they were terrorists or patriots, the situation could not continue, and when one of the hostages was killed,
         the regiment moved in.
      

      
      Black-hooded figures came abseiling dramatically down the walls of the Iranian Embassy. Swinging on ropes, they crashed through
         the windows. Then came explosions, gushes of flame, short bursts of gunfire and a siege that had electrified and infuriated
         television audiences for a week or more came to a sudden and bloody close. The SAS Regiment, to which these mysterious soldiers
         belonged, became the talk of the town, if not the world; the very stuff of adventure and romance.
      

      
      The Special Air Service Regiment had then been in existence for nearly 40 years and served with distinction in every corner
         of the world. Now everyone wanted to know their story.
      

      
      Writing the story of this unique regiment presents a problem, even when the writer concentrates on published and available
         facts. The Special Air Service Regiment does not like publicity, either for its men or its activities. Such reticence is largely dictated by its current role as a counter-terrorist and surveillance unit, but while such secrecy
         is understandable, it does give rise to speculation which can be unfounded and is often unfair.
      

      
      During the research for this book I was assured by one journalist ‘as a fact’, that most SAS troopers were ‘psychopaths, trained
         to kill anyone’. Another, of a more left-wing persuasion, described the SAS as ‘Maggie’s Muscle … and we’ll disband them when
         the next Socialist government comes to power.’ This seems unlikely. In the present world most governments find it necessary
         to maintain a striking force against the ungodly; in many countries, such a force is drawn from the police, but Britain has
         chosen the military path and the counter-terrorist role in the UK is filled by the SAS. As a regiment, the SAS have powerful
         friends and many enemies, so one might do worse than set the record straight at the beginning and make it clear exactly what
         the SAS Regiment is, who joins it, what its role is and where it fits in the military world and contemporary society.
      

      
      The 22 SAS Regiment is a unit of the British army. The men who join it are regular serving soldiers of the British army who
         apply for SAS selection and training (for more details see Chapter 12). If accepted they join the regiment for a few years,
         in the case of the officers or, if they wish, for the rest of their service in the case of NCOs and other ranks.
      

      
      The SAS selection and training course, in the harsh damp terrain of the Black Mountains and the Brecon Beacons around Hereford,
         of which much has been written, has been designed to weed out unsuitable types and select the best possible recruits for service
         with the SAS. It also shows potential recruits exactly what they are up against should they be selected for service. The SAS
         themselves are keen to point out that rejection is no reflection on a man’s ability as a soldier. The SAS role requires certain
         personal qualities which are demanded by the tasks they undertake. SAS troopers usually work in small close-knit groups, and
         not infrequently alone. A man might serve with distinction in the artillery, the tanks or the line infantry, and yet find the SAS role not at all to his taste.
      

      
      It is also fair to point out that, certainly in the early days, many SAS soldiers were misfits in their original regiments.
         One of their most distinguished officers, Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, was under close arrest for striking his superior officer when
         recruited to serve in the original SAS.
      

      
      Gerald Bryan, an officer of No. 11 Commando remembers Paddy Mayne well:

      
      

         Blair Mayne was an Ulsterman, a natural soldier, a born fighting man. He never really settled down in the peace. When sober
               a nicer, a gentler, or more mild mannered man you could not wish to meet but when drunk or in battle he was frightening.
         

         I am not saying he was a drunk, but he could drink a bottle of whisky in the evening before he got a glow on. He also had
               great physical strength, stood six feet four inches tall and had been both a boxer and a rugby international.
         

         I remember one night when he had been on the bottle he literally picked me up off the floor by the lapels of my tunic and
               punched me with the other hand, sending me flying across the room. Next day he could not remember a thing about it. He saw
               my face and my black eye and said, ‘Tell me who did that to you, Gerald.’ I told him I had walked into a door. He was a very
               brave man and I liked him very much.
         

     



      
      After joining the SAS, Paddy Mayne went on to win four DSOs and become the most decorated British soldier in the Second World
         War. As far as the SAS are concerned it is ‘horses for courses’, and they aim to find, train and command disciplined soldiers,
         suited to a testing and highly specialised role.
      

      
      The SAS Regiment has now survived for over 50 years of peace and war, overcoming disbandment, amalgamations and a steady erosion
         of service manpower that has reduced the size of the British army and eliminated many famous regiments, because it has always been willing to adapt to circumstances and can always find a fresh and useful role
         in a changing but never peaceful world.
      

      
      This basic role has changed considerably since the regiment was originally formed in 1941, but the character remains much
         the same. SAS soldiers are trained as a small-scale fighting force suited to raiding, reconnaissance, deep penetration behind
         hostile lines, intelligence gathering and close-quarter combat. Constant adaptability has been the main reason for the regiment’s
         revival and survival; whatever the nature of the threat facing the country at home or abroad, the SAS had adjusted to counter
         it. In the Western Desert they raided enemy airfields and logistical centres, destroying the enemy’s fixed bases and supply
         routes. In the post-war campaigns of Malaya, Borneo, Oman, Northern Ireland or the Arabian Gulf the SAS found a role in pursuing
         the terrorists – or ‘guerrillas’ or ‘freedom fighters’ – to their strongholds. As the Empire ended and terrorism raised its
         ugly head in the West, the SAS adapted their role yet again. When all else fails, when other methods of persuasion have been
         exhausted, they and their colleagues in the counter-terrorist special force units of other democratic nations become Ultimo ratio regis – the ‘King’s Last Argument’ – a noted, implacable force.
      

      
      At the end of the day, even democratic nations have to be prepared to use force against those who choose to ignore the rules
         of civilised society or go outside the law to make their case. Given the limitations of the democratic process, and that even
         the terrorist, the gunman and the subversive must be given a fair crack of the whip and justice under the law – rights that
         they usually deny to others – this force, when used, must be used sparingly, accurately, and with the minimum effect on innocent
         bystanders. Although this aim has not always been achieved, it is in this delicate application of force that the SAS has proved
         most useful over the last two decades.
      

      
      As the soldiers might put it, the SAS don’t ‘muck about’. Once deployed, their role is to strike the enemy hard, and since
         taking prisoners must be a secondary consideration in such circumstances, when the SAS are called in to resolve a situation the end is often swift, violent and bloody. On the
         other hand, the SAS have learned to work with local people, practise ‘hearts and minds’ techniques as a matter of course,
         learn native languages, eat local food and offer medical advice to the people among whom they soldier.
      

      
      Their aim is to avoid the use of force until and unless it is absolutely necessary. The SAS were among the first to realise
         the importance of using the ‘hearts and minds’ of the local population, and thereby their support, during the Malayan Emergency
         of the 1950s and 1960s, and they have applied the techniques they learned there ever since.
      

      
      When General Templar, then commanding British forces in the Malayan Emergency declared that ‘the solution to countering the
         Communist threat lies not in putting more troops into the jungle, but putting democracy into the hearts and minds of the local
         people’, the SAS were among the first regiments to apply that principle.
      

      
      Wherever they are deployed, they work with the local people, helping with schools, civic works and medical aid and conforming
         to the local customs and habits. Their selection of the right techniques for any given situation is another well honed SAS
         skill; hand-to-hand combat is not the principal skill of an SAS soldier.
      

      
      To carry out their tasks with success demands a high level of skill and nerve – achieved by constant specialised training.
         Yet despite their current mystique, and the acclaim of the media, the SAS trooper is not a superman. Any regiment recruited
         exclusively from ‘heroes’ would be a very small force indeed. It is the basic qualities of character, self-discipline and
         a high state of fitness backed by constant training and regular experience of high-risk situations which give the SAS soldier
         his fighting edge, rather than any willingness to expose life and limb carelessly to hazard.
      

      
      In the last few years the basic purpose of this unique and very British regiment has become obscured by extravagant tales
         in the media. Some of these tales are highly suspect, and some of the characters who claim to have served in the SAS have never been within a mile of Hereford. This account
         aims to avoid hyperbole and tell the story of the SAS as it really is; sensible, useful, soldierly. It will also give a clear
         answer to the question: ‘What is the SAS?’ It charts the SAS through a wide variety of roles, each an adaptation of a basic
         technique, each drawing strength and purpose from the guiding ideals of the regiment – discipline, training, fitness, expertise.
         These qualities may not be glamorous, but they achieve results.
      

      
      The book is not a regimental history but a series of stories, each set into the context of a larger, longer campaign, which
         will illustrate the changing roles of a unique British regiment from the dark days of 1941 to the ever-doubtful days of the
         mid-1980s. The true story of a regiment is told in deeds rather than words, and the SAS would surely prefer it that way.
      

   



      
      
      PROLOGUE

 BEGINNINGS IN THE DESERT 1940-1

      
      The Western Desert, and the mountains of Tunisia, where the North African campaign of 1940-3 was fought out, is a vast, bleak,
         waterless place, almost the size of India. Along the coastal strip, which runs for some 1500 miles from Tunis to Cairo, the
         land is irrigated and cultivated and contains a number of towns, each of which became a landmark on the maps of the Desert
         War: Tobruk, Mersa Matruh, Agheila, Benghazi, Sirte, Tripoli. Behind that coastal strip lies the desert and to the north lies
         the Mediterranean; both hemming in the fertile, populated coast, both a path for invading armies or raiding forces.
      

      
      In 1940-1 the British forces enjoyed considerable success against the mainly Italian enemy, driving them to and fro across
         the desert in a series of advances and retreats that became known among the troops as the ‘Benghazi Handicap’. Then, in the
         spring of 1941, the Germans, fearing defeat for their Italian allies, despatched to the desert a formidable expeditionary
         force, the doughty ‘Afrika Korps’, under a general who was to become famous among both the Axis and Allied armies: Field Marshal
         Erwin Rommel.
      

      
      In ten days of April and May 1941 Rommel drove the British back in full retreat up to the frontiers of Egypt. The Allied position
         became desperate, for if Egypt fell so would the Suez Canal, the oil countries of the Middle East, the beleaguered island
         of Malta – Britain’s last outpost in the central Mediterranean. Even India would be vulnerable if Egypt could not be held. To hold Egypt was vital, but Rommel was seemingly invincible.
      

      
      There was, however, one small shred of hope. The Desert War was very much a war of logistics, of supply. In war, the supply
         factor can be as crucial as the results of the actual fighting – and in the Western Desert, campaign after campaign petered
         out as each army outran its supply line. All the stores and equipment, German as well as British, had to be transported first
         by sea or air to North Africa, and then to and fro along and across the coastal plain. These long supply lines were very vulnerable
         to disruption by raiding forces and before long the British began to produce small-scale irregular units, often commanded
         by rather eccentric soldiers, usually with less than military names: Popski’s Private Army and the Long Range Desert Group
         were just two of the most famous and effective, but there were also ‘Jock Columns’ provided by the regular army, roving patrols
         from units like the 11th Hussars, and Commando raids by a brigade of British troops known as Layforce. Their routes towards
         the vulnerable store depots and supply lines were the wide deserts which lay south of the coast or the Mediterranean sea.
         Curiously enough, the Germans never developed similar formations and this sea of sand remained the preserve of British raiding
         forces throughout the years of the Desert War.
      

      
      There was, however, a problem: mobility. Raiding forces require mobility both to strike and to get away again. This in part
         limits their numbers, but the problem was acute in the Western Desert in 1941 because the British army was dangerously short
         of transport and all manner of other resources. To get to their targets, the special forces could choose between the air,
         the sea or the land, but the sea route was exposed to German air power, and ships caught off the North African coast in daylight
         did not stay afloat for long. A shortage of transport aircraft and parachutes limited the air option, and that left the desert
         below the coastal plain.
      

      
      The coastal plain was not wide, perhaps 50 miles at the most, and the vast sand seas of North Africa to the south, where armies could not manoeuvre, was a waterless place of dust,
         heat and flies. In this wilderness, however, small, specialist, raiding and reconnaissance units did manage to move and in
         this unguarded expanse of frontier a young British second-lieutenant saw an opportunity.
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      THE SAS IN THE DESERT WAR

      
      When the Second World War broke out in 1939, David Stirling, the founder of the SAS, was climbing in the Rocky Mountains,
         training for an attempt on the summit of Everest. Stirling was a Scot, the scion of an aristocratic family, educated conventionally
         at Ampleforth and Cambridge. He returned home in 1939 and enlisted in the Scots Guards, where he remained until the end of
         1940 when he joined No. 8 Commando, which then sailed for Egypt as part of a Commando Brigade commanded by Colonel Robert
         Laycock and known therefore as Layforce.
      

      
      Commando forces were a new idea at the time and were being raised in some quantity as a means of learning and improving the
         techniques of amphibious warfare with which to raid the long coastlines of occupied Europe and to spearhead the eventual Allied
         invasion of the Continent.
      

      
      Layforce was sent to the Mediterranean to carry the war to the Italians and Germans along the southern front, but a shortage
         of shipping and the complete failure of the higher command in the Middle East to realise their potential brought all the good
         intentions of Brigadier Laycock to nothing. As a result, Layforce was never employed in the Desert War, largely because it
         could not be transported into action. There were no ships available and no suitable target small enough to be captured or
         large enough to warrant the employment of a full brigade. The regiments in the Western Desert were short of men, and before long greedy eyes were cast upon Laycock’s brigade of trained soldiers. Gradually Layforce began to disintegrate as
         men either returned to their parent units or were sent to reinforce infantry battalions in the line. Those who had joined
         the commandos in the hope of swift action were bitterly disappointed.
      

      
      Meanwhile, an officer of 8 Commando, Jock Lewes, had laid his hands on some parachutes and invited Stirling and some others
         to try them out. A highly unsuitable aircraft was acquired from the Royal Air Force and their jumping trials near Mersa Matruh
         were hazardous in the extreme. The aircraft was not equipped for parachuting and the men secured their ‘static lines’, which
         pull the parachute canopy from the pack, by simply lashing the lines to seats near the aircraft door. The result was inevitable:
         Stirling’s parachute caught and ripped on exit. He descended far too rapidly and hit the desert with considerable force, severely
         injuring his back and legs. For some days it was thought he would be permanently paralysed, but after a week or two in bed
         he began to recover.
      

      
      Stirling’s stay in hospital gave him time to think, to put some ideas on paper, and consider the problems of getting at the
         enemy. The desert, as he saw it, was like the open sea, unguarded and unguardable. If men could be dropped into the desert
         by parachute, surely they could infiltrate the enemy supply lines, destroying dumps, airfields and tank depots. The desert
         was indeed like a sea, on which small units could move at will, undetected, striking hard and then fading away into the waste
         of sand. He scribbled furiously, his bed covered with maps and notebooks, and by the time he limped out of hospital he had
         a plan ready to present to the commanding generals. The generals unfortunately, were not interested. They had a full-scale
         war to fight and other things to do with their time than listen to a guards officer who should have been with his parent battalion
         and not messing about with parachutes and hare-brained schemes for special forces.
      

      
      Stirling finally brought his proposals to the attention of the authorities by shinning over a barbed-wire fence, evading sentries at GHQ and accosting General Ritchie, the deputy chief of staff, in his office. Somewhat to Stirling’s surprise,
         especially after all the previous resistance, his idea of a small-scale raiding force was now accepted with alacrity. He was
         given permission to assemble six officers and 60 men, to be impressively entitled ‘L Detachment, The SAS Brigade’. The SAS
         stood for Special Air Service, which did not exist, but Intelligence officers on the general staff wished Rommel to believe
         that strong British parachute forces had arrived in the Middle East. Whatever happened to his raiding forces in action, Stirling’s
         parachute activity, when training in the Delta, would certainly be spotted by Axis spies and help to aid this deception.
      

      
      Stirling recruited his force inside a week, mostly from Layforce and the Brigade of Guards. His officers included Jock Lewes
         and a man who was soon to rank among the great fighting soldiers of the war, the Ulsterman, Paddy Mayne. The infant SAS set
         up camp at Kabrit, on the edge of the Suez Canal, and began to train hard and in earnest.
      

      
      From the start Stirling insisted on a high standard of discipline and turn-out, with the rider that once operations started
         these could be relaxed. Training consisted of long, 30 mile marches into the desert on one bottle of water per man per day,
         plenty of PT to gain that essential fitness, and weapon training which included familiarisation with all kinds of weapons,
         German and Italian as well as British. Much of this training took place at night since the SAS raiders would most often be
         operating under cover of darkness. As getting to the objective was the first task, everyone had to be parachute trained.
      

      
      Stirling had the parachutes, but no RAF instructors were available, so the SAS developed their own parachute training techniques,
         jumping from ever-higher platforms or from the backs of lorries moving at 30 miles an hour. These methods did not always prove
         wise. Broken ankles, bruised shoulders or wrenched backs soon became commonplace, and everyone was relieved when they finally
         moved on to the actual jumping – from Bristol Bombays, an obsolescent bomber-type aircraft then going out of service.
      

      
      The parachutes used by military paratroops are not of the free-fall variety. To prevent the force being scattered widely on
         the ground, paratroops usually drop from a low altitude and their chutes are opened – or ‘deployed’ – by a static line from
         the chute which is attached to a wire inside the aircraft. Stirling led the first two jumps, of twelve men each time, and
         then stayed on the ground to watch the aircraft approach for the next drop.
      

      
      The first two men jumped but their parachutes failed to open, and the third was stopped just in time by the horrified RAF
         despatcher. The aircraft circled away and landed its shocked cargo of troops for a hurried inquest, in which it was discovered
         that a safety clip which should have stopped the static line-hook twisting loose from the wire had somehow been omitted. New
         clips were fitted and next day the aircraft took off again, Stirling sitting by the door to lead the jump. When the red and
         green lights came on Stirling led his men out of the door. This time, all the parachutes opened safely, and with their training
         thus dramatically completed, the SAS were ready for action.
      

      
      With their training completed, the SAS were now ready for their first raid, but Stirling decided that a dress rehearsal would
         be advisable. Stirling therefore sharpened his men for their first operation with a training raid on the large RAF base at
         Heliopolis outside Cairo. Although the airfield guards had been warned of their coming, daily aircraft reconnaissance over
         the desert had failed to detect the approach of the raiders and the perimeter guards and patrols could not keep them out.
         The SAS marched 90 miles across the desert in three nights, hiding under sacks during the day, tormented by flies and heat
         and thirst. On the third night they penetrated the airfield defences and placed labels representing bombs on 45 aircraft before
         fading away quietly into the darkness. The RAF was not amused, and airfield security was promptly reinforced. This Stirling regarded as irrelevant; given the advantage of surprise,
         the trained raider will always get through.
      

      
      The first real attack was scheduled for the night of 17 November 1941, when five SAS groups would parachute into the desert
         near Gazala and attack the five forward German airfields. ‘With luck,’ Stirling told his troops, to wild applause, ‘we’ll
         wipe out the entire German fighter force.’ But their luck, alas, was out.
      

      
      Parachuting demands good weather and light winds, but on the morning of 16 November 1941 the weather already looked ominous.
         The wind was already strong and rain was forecast, the wind soon rising to a full gale. In spite of this, Stirling decided
         to launch his force, partly because the higher authorities in Cairo expected it, and partly because many of his men had joined
         the SAS in disgust at the cancellation of other operations. To call off this one might be very bad for morale, so in spite
         of the weather he ordered it to proceed.
      

      
      As was then the custom, the men were to jump unarmed, their weapons and explosives packed into containers which would be dropped
         separately, and not, as now, attached to the men by rope. At dusk, men and containers were loaded into five Bombays and the
         aircraft set off into the sunset, first heading out to sea, then turning inland to cross the coast well behind the German
         lines. The aircraft were bucketing wildly in the storm, and the ground below was totally obscured by darkness and the whirling
         sandstorm.
      

      
      The drop itself was a disaster. Stirling records jumping out and then waiting and waiting for the shock of landing as the
         wind sent his parachute soaring above the surface of the desert. When the landing shock finally came, it knocked him senseless.
         He recovered to stagger about in a maelstrom of wind and driven sand, unable to see, his shouts drowned by the ceaseless roar
         of the storm, his raiding force scattered across the desert in the howling night.
      

      
      It took hours for the group to assemble. One trooper and eight of the ten weapons containers were missing and never found. Virtually unarmed, their supplies and explosives missing,
         there was nothing to do but call off the attack and attempt to walk out to the British lines, avoiding captivity if possible,
         heading for a rendezvous 40 miles deeper in the desert where a motor patrol of the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) was awaiting
         them.
      

      
      It took several days for the SAS, split into small parties, to reach the LRDG rendezvous and some never made it. When Stirling
         arrived and counted his troops, he had four officers and 18 men left out of the force of seven officers and 45 men who had
         jumped into the storm three nights before. One abortive operation had virtually wiped out the SAS in their first action. Any
         other man might have given up the whole idea.
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      SAS AND LRDG

      
      Fortunately for Stirling, the Eighth Army generals had more to think about at that time than the misfortunes of a few parachute
         troops. The main counter-offensive against Rommel was not going well against tough German resistance, and when Rommel’s inevitable
         counter-attack came in, the Eighth Army supply lines again became extended. Rommel therefore threw the British back and actually
         penetrated the frontiers of Egypt. While all this was going on, Stirling withdrew with the remains of his band to the remote
         oasis at Jalo, to recruit more men and rethink his tactics.
      

      
      Clearly, parachuting was too hit-or-miss for sustained raiding, but one possible source of transportation might lie with his
         new-found friends, the LRDG. The Long Range Desert Group had been operating in the Western Desert for most of the war, essentially
         as a reconnaissance unit behind the Axis lines, reporting back to GHQ on enemy strengths, movements and position, though they
         could, and did, attack the enemy when the opportunity presented itself. Stirling suggested that they might add transporting
         his SAS raiders to their list of tasks and the LRDG took to the idea at once. ‘Of course we’ll help,’ they told him. ‘You
         tell us where you want to go and we’ll take you there, and bring you back.’ Stirling gathered his officers together and began
         to brood over his maps.
      

      
      In the next few months this happy conjunction of SAS and LRDG brought death and destruction to the enemy. LRDG patrols carried the SAS far behind the enemy lines, letting them off to raid airfields and supply depots, and providing
         transport for wild raids along the coastal road, where the SAS were able to attack enemy transport and troop movements almost
         at will, shooting up any camp or transport park that loomed up in the night. Before long SAS patrols were in action every
         night, the crash of their bombs and the glow of the fires they started becoming familiar features of night-time in the desert.
         Many SAS soldiers found raiding very much to their taste and became ‘one-man waves of destruction’ once loose behind the enemy
         lines.
      

      
      On one occasion, Paddy Mayne attacked the fighter airfield at Sirte, destroyed 24 aircraft and took the time before leaving
         to gatecrash a party in the German officers’ mess and spray the revellers with bullets from his tommy-gun. He then paused
         to destroy one final aircraft on the way out and, having run out of bullets and explosives, crippled the aircraft by tearing
         out its control panel with his bare hands. Jock Lewes raided a roadhouse and transport park, shooting the drivers and placing
         bombs on twelve petrol and tank transporters; Bill Fraser took a small patrol into the airfield at Agebadia and destroyed
         37 aircraft – without the loss of a man. These raids proved highly effective. Every aircraft they destroyed, every litre of
         petrol they burned, had been brought at some cost across the Mediterranean, and it would take another painful voyage before
         these items could be replaced. The Germans and Italians, quite understandably, became seriously concerned.
      

      
      After this first flurry of activity the pace steadied, but the attacks continued, gaining in strength and audacity as the
         SAS honed up their techniques. Mayne went to the airfield at Tamit and destroyed 27 aircraft, while Stirling took his own
         patrol – in LRDG transport – for an excursion down the main coast road, blowing up trucks, machine-gunning troop encampments,
         setting vehicles on fire and having a high old time. The SAS path was marked by a long swathe of destruction; but they had
         their own losses, some of them severe.
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