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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father, Sergeant Frederick William Asher, 3rd (Cheshire) Field Squadron, Royal Engineers, who served with the Eighth Army throughout the North Africa Campaign, and to the memory of my father-in-law, Lieutenant (later Brigadier General) Pasquale Peru, who commanded a company of the Trento Division at Tobruk, and was captured by the British. Enemies for a time, but now united for eternity. Per Ardua Ad Astra.
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How can I live among this gentle obsolescent breed of heroes, and not weep? Unicorns, almost,


for they are falling into two legends in which their stupidity and chivalry are celebrated, Each fool and hero will be an immortal …


Keith Douglas Selected Poems
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1 OPERATION CRUSADER



DAY 2
19 November 1941 1345–1400 hours


It felt like a horse kicking him from behind. He went down, sprawling into the sand. Lieutenant John M. Pryor of the Special Boat Section lay on the beach, his thigh pumping blood, while enemy rounds licked up spurts of dust all around him. The bullet had been fired by one of the forty Italian colonial carabinieri who were now skirmishing towards him downhill under a hail of covering fire. The wound looked bad, but curiously, there was no pain. ‘I lay there and thought, well, I’ve often hit a rabbit in the back legs,’ said Pryor. ‘I hope it doesn’t hurt more than that, because that was nothing.’1


Minutes earlier, armed only with a Webley .38 revolver and a No. 36 Mills grenade, John ‘Farmer’ Pryor had advanced to within 150 yards of the enemy in a vain attempt to convince them that an outflanking movement was in progress. In fact, the only man with him – a commando private whose name he never knew – was pinned behind a rock, his Thompson sub-machine-gun jammed. Pryor had assured his one-man team that the carabinieri they were up against couldn’t hit a barn door at twenty paces, but closer up he had spotted a section of steel-helmeted Italian regulars on the hill behind the Arabs, taking careful aim. At that point he decided he’d got close enough. As he turned and tried to make his way back towards the command post as fast as he could, the bullet had taken him.


Now he crawled behind a flat stone and set it on its edge for cover, but when two ricochets pinged off it, he realized that he would soon be exposed to the advancing enemy. His legs were drenched in blood but, with a last titanic effort, he dragged himself on to his knees and managed to crawl ahead of the Italians a quarter of a mile back to where the men of 11 Commando lay in a defensive formation around the caves they had withdrawn to the previous night.


It was now some minutes past one in the afternoon and Operation Flipper, already a failure, was fast turning into a débâcle. The raiding party had returned to the beach the previous day minus its leader, Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Keyes, who was confirmed dead. His Second-in-Command, Captain Robin F. Campbell, had been badly wounded and captured by the Germans. Another officer, Lieutenant Roy Royston Cooke, and six men, were missing in action. Now the survivors of the raid were stranded on the beach of Khashm al-Kalb, a remote headland on the Libyan coast two hundred and fifty miles behind Axis lines, with no radio, no back-up, no air support, and little chance of escape.


Rifle fire was pouring into the position from the west, but the men were well dug in – some were actually inside the caves – and taking no casualties. They had been under fire by the carabinieri for two hours, but though their shooting was accurate enough, they had no automatic weapons: so far, the enemy had been cautious. A few of the commandos were armed with Thompson .45 sub-machine-guns, close-quarter weapons with a maximum effective range of only 175 yards, but most had Lee-Enfield .303 Mark IV rifles, accurate to 400 yards and over. They had one .303-calibre Bren light machine-gun and some pistols and grenades, but no heavy machine-guns or mortars.


Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Laycock, commanding Operation Flipper, had been confident that his force could hold the enemy off until last light, when they would withdraw to the beach for evacuation by Torbay, a submarine of the Royal Navy’s 1st Submarine Flotilla. Now, as Laycock examined the wound in Pryor’s thigh, he was not so certain. There was a lot of blood; it was probable that a main artery had been hit. ‘Damn it,’ he said. ‘That’s no good. We’d better bugger off!’


Bob ‘Lucky’ Laycock was thirty-three years old, and known as a tough nut – with his wide-apart eyes and boxer’s nose, he had a perpetual ‘punchy’ look. Married, with five children, he had attended Eton and Sandhurst: he was one of the British Army’s Wunderkind, later the model for Evelyn Waugh’s character Lieutenant Colonel Tommy Blackhouse in his novel Officers & Gentlemen. He had been commissioned in the élite Royal Horse Guards, but had done time at a desk in the War Office before being invited, in 1940, to form and head 8 Commando, one of the world’s first modern special forces units. Though he had not been in action before that year, he was believed to be a man of initiative, imagination and daring, and to possess what his wife Angie called a rare combination of upper-class nonchalant panache and professional efficiency. Within three years he would become Director of Combined Operations and, at thirty-six, the British Army’s youngest major general.


Scanning the landscape with his field-glasses, Laycock noticed that more red-turbaned carabinieri were arriving from the west, and a company of German infantry was approaching down a wadi from the north. To cap it all, another large force of Italian regulars had appeared on the brow of a hill about a mile away. He lowered the binos and glanced at his watch. It was almost 1400 hours on the afternoon of 19 November 1941, and the second major British offensive in North Africa, Operation Crusader, had been underway for 32 hours. If all had gone according to plan, the armoured and mobile infantry columns of Lieutenant General Sir Alan Cunningham’s Eighth Army would soon be pushing deep into Cyrenaica.


Laycock knew that there was no chance now of holding the Axis off until nightfall. Their only hope lay in those advancing British columns. If the raiding party broke up into small groups, they might be able to hold out, hiding in the brush on the slopes of Jebel al-Akhdar and evading the enemy until Cunningham’s units picked them up.


At 1400 hours precisely Laycock told the nearest of his men to pass on the order to bug out – to run for it – and then he looked again at ‘Farmer’ Pryor. Laycock guessed that Pryor’s reckless action had been compensation for mysteriously ‘losing’ their rubber dinghies the day previously; the commandos were to have used them to regain the submarine. Pryor looked pallid and was bleeding profusely and Laycock feared he would soon bleed to death. He asked Pryor if he could walk. ‘I was a bit knocked up,’ Pryor said, ‘and I dare say I looked worse than I was, with a lot of blood about.’ Laycock instructed Private Edward C. Atkins, a medical orderly from Manchester, to staunch the bleeding and told both to surrender to the Italians. Then, ‘under a storm of excited and inaccurate shots from the Eyeties,’ Pryor said, ‘[he] dashed off into the surrounding scrub.’2


Atkins was unhappy about being sacrificed to the enemy when his CO was not willing to do the same. As the Italians approached, he erected a makeshift white flag and studied it dubiously. ‘Do you think they’ll shoot us, sir?’ he asked Pryor.


Thinking this was hardly a decent bedside manner to adopt for a wounded man feeling cold and miserable, Pryor answered him truculently, ‘Yes, I’m sure they will.’ Atkins’s face was a picture.


It was an ignominious end to the most audacious raid ever carried out by British commandos, an operation which, had it succeeded, could have been the biggest propaganda coup of the Second World War.


Just five days earlier, the men of 11 (Scottish) Commando, with an escort of SBS canoeists, had been landed by the submarines Torbay and Talisman on this same beach. Their orders, revealed only after the subs had put to sea, were to disrupt communications behind enemy lines – and to kill or capture the commander of the Panzergruppe Afrika, Lieutenant General Erwin Rommel himself.





2 OPERATION CRUSADER



MINUS 18 MONTHS
June 1940


Twenty-two commandos on the beach at Khashm al-Kalb were virtually all that remained of Layforce, the 2,000-strong Special Service Brigade named after its chief, Bob Laycock, which had been assembled in Egypt in March 1941. The commando concept itself had been born nine months earlier out of Winston Churchill’s determination that the British Army, in the wake of its devastating defeat by the Germans on the plains of Europe in May 1940, would not lapse into the kind of defensive mentality he believed had sunk the French. To that end, only a week after the evacuation of 333,000 Allied troops from the beaches of Dunkirk, he had sanctioned the raising of a dozen self-contained, thoroughly equipped raiding units of up to a thousand men apiece, to harry the Germans along the Channel coasts.


‘Enterprises must be prepared with specially trained troops of the hunter class,’ he wrote to the Chiefs of Staff on 3 June 1940, ‘who can develop a reign of terror … against the whole German occupied coastline.’1


No one was quite sure how this was to be done, but the idea of putting an existing infantry division through special training was rejected early on, as all available regular troops were needed for defence of the islands, and in any case, the kind of warfare Churchill had envisaged required a new and different mentality. Ten Independent Companies had been raised from Territorial Army volunteers earlier in the year to wage a guerrilla war against the Germans in Norway, but these wouldn’t exactly fit the bill either, since they were ‘stay behind’ parties, trained to fight alone rather than in concert. Instead, the Chiefs of Staff decided to ask for volunteers from each regional command of the United Kingdom. Each was requested to supply the names of forty officers and a thousand other ranks for unspecified mobile operations.


The day after the first requests had gone out, General Sir John Dill, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, found himself saddled with a decision on how this new strike force was to be used. He delegated the task to his Military Assistant, GSO1 Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Clarke, a Royal Artillery officer gifted with unusual imagination, and the creator of what would later come to be called psyops.


Clarke had grown up in South Africa and had served in Palestine in the 1930s during the Arab Rebellion, where he had seen bands of Arab guerrillas tie down an entire corps of British Army regulars assisted by thousands of auxiliaries. He took the name ‘commando’ from a book of the same title by South African author Denys Reitz, about the lightly armed and fast-moving Boer Kommando companies who had held back British forces for months during the South African campaign. Despite grumblings from the old guard in the War Office, the name stuck. The commandos, Clarke said, should first of all be volunteers, and as physically fit as the finest athletes; they should be trained to the highest standards in the use of infantry weapons, and capable of killing or capturing the enemy quickly and silently. They should be able to operate in darkness rather than daylight, and should be familiar with ships and the sea. A commando soldier should be able to work in small groups or on his own, and to use independent initiative – he should think of warfare solely in terms of attack.


It has often been said that special forces – undoubtedly a British creation – grew out of an individualism inherent in the national character, but this is untrue: in fact, as Correlli Barnett has shown, the generation to which the officer corps of the Second World War belonged was the most hidebound and orthodox in the Empire’s history. The British Army of 1940, Barnett wrote, was an anachronism. ‘Although the army of a twentieth-century social democracy and a first-class industrial power, it was nevertheless spiritually a peasant levy led by the gentry and aristocracy. Its habits of mind and work, its mental and emotional life were those of a social order based on birth and lands that had passed from supremacy in the national life by the end of the nineteenth century.’2


Indeed, it was the Germans rather than the British who trained their officers to be flexible and self-reliant, and Rommel himself criticized British officers for their ‘lack of independent initiative and somewhat stereotyped and over-systematic tactical methods.’ An OKH (German High Command) assessment to which Rommel contributed significantly characterized British command as Schwerfällig or sluggish, citing ‘rigidity of mind and reluctance to change positions as swiftly and readily as situations demanded … great fussiness and over-elaboration of detail in orders which thus became inhibiting, inappropriate and excessively long, with subordinate leaders given little freedom of action or decision.’3


David Hunt, a British intelligence officer, was told during his training that the Germans were fiendishly clever, but inflexible, and unable to operate if their ingenious schemes went wrong, whereas the British were at their best when forced to improvise. In practice, Hunt found that the opposite was true. German subalterns were allowed far greater scope for thought and action than their British counterparts – their training encouraged them to believe that any action was better than no action at all. German officer cadets like Rommel usually served in the ranks for a year before entering the military academy; they knew the jobs of private soldiers and NCOs as well as their own. Their training included not only platoon tactics, but battalion tactics too, so that each subaltern could theoretically step into a battalion commander’s shoes if necessary. British officer cadets received only the rudiments of platoon-commanders’ training, and learned nothing of battalion tactics.


The concept of special forces grew not out of national character, but out of a geographical and historical necessity: the British Army had been crippled at Dunkirk – small, lightly equipped units carrying out tip-and-run raids across the Channel was, at that stage, the only way it could fight. ‘Guerrilla warfare,’ Dudley Clarke declared, ‘was always, in fact, the answer of the ill-equipped patriot in the face of a vaster though ponderous military machine; and that seemed to me to be precisely the position in which the British Army found itself in June 1940.’4


11 (Scottish) Commando was raised at Galashiels in the Borders region, where, in early August 1940, Lieutenant Colonel Dick Pedder, 35, an irascible martinet of the Highland Light Infantry, and Major Bruce Ramsay, of the Cameron Highlanders, set up their HQ in the Douglas Hotel. The commando establishment allowed for ten troops of about fifty men, each with a troop commander and one or two other officers. 11 Commando was one of several commando units raised, all over the country, at this time.


One of Pedder’s first troop commanders was Captain Geoffrey Keyes, of the Royal Scots Greys – although not obvious special forces material, he was an asset: his father, Sir Roger John Brownlow Keyes, was, in effect, Pedder’s boss.


Born in India in 1872, Geoffrey’s father, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger John Brownlow Keyes, had joined the Royal Navy as a midshipman at the age of just thirteen. He was promoted to commander after successfully blowing up and storming a Chinese fort during the Boxer Rebellion in 1899 and was a rear admiral by the time he was 45. It was while working as Director of Plans at the Admiralty in 1918 that Roger Keyes had come up with a dazzling solution to the German U-boat threat that had a stranglehold on vital British supply convoys in the Atlantic. The German subs were slipping through the Bruges ship canal and into the Straits of Dover before circling the British Isles and heading for Atlantic waters. Keyes realized that if the canal could be blocked at both its mouths – Zeebrugge and Ostende – by specially constructed ‘block-boats’ made of concrete, the U-boat menace would be discouraged, if not permanently plugged.


It was the kind of idea that rarely comes more than once in a lifetime. The raid, carried out on St George’s Day 1918, and led by Roger Keyes personally, accounted for no fewer than eleven VCs, twenty-one DSOs, twenty-nine DSCs and scores of other decorations. The Zeebrugge Operation, one of the few unconventional missions of the First World War, was the kind of heroic failure the British loved – for the Germans had promptly removed the obstructions and the U-boat threat had continued unabated. But it had brought Roger Keyes public adulation, a knighthood, and the lifelong friendship of Winston Churchill.


‘Keyes has frequently been compared with Nelson,’ Barrie Pitt has written ‘and possibly if he had died at Zeebrugge he would by now have been as deeply venerated.’5


Comparison with Nelson was a hard act to follow. All his life, Geoffrey Keyes had striven to emulate his father and to live up to his reputation, a particularly difficult task for him because he was not cast in the robust mould from which heroes are supposed to be made. Suffering from poor hearing and eyesight, he had been obliged to give up boxing at Eton because of potential damage to his ears, and to ditch rowing because of curvature of the spine. His mother, a woman who believed that to show affection to a child was to spoil it, obliged him to wear various contraptions – all of them unsuccessful – to cure this ailment, which only added to his sense of inadequacy. During his first term at Sandhurst he was rated below average physically, and he was never more than a mediocre shot.


In fact, Geoffrey’s talents lay on the intellectual rather than the athletic side, a quality that caused his father more consternation than pride. Sir Roger, 46 years old when Geoffrey was born, still held to the Victorian notion that manliness meant athleticism, and intellectual ability was to be equated with effeminacy and even ‘un-Englishness’. He once confided in a school friend of Geoffrey’s that he was worried because his son’s school reports were too good, and enquired anxiously – and perfectly seriously – if the friend thought Geoffrey would be all right.


From childhood, Geoffrey had desperately wanted to be a naval officer like his father. When he was told at Eton that his eyesight was below the standard required, he plumped instead for the army, taking a commission in his uncle’s regiment, the Royal Scots Greys. But even this had been a disappointment to his father, for the Greys was officered largely by the sons of businessmen and traders – Sir Roger would have preferred him to have been commissioned into the socially élite ‘Blues’, the Life Guards.


Even so, Sir Roger was soon able to exert some influence over his son’s career. Six years after he had retired from the Royal Navy with the rank of Admiral of the Fleet and become the Honorable Member of Parliament for Portsmouth, Winston Churchill brought his old friend out of mothballs to become Director of Combined Operations – with responsibility for the recruitment and deployment of the commandos. One of Sir Roger’s first acts as DCO was to wire Scottish Command and request that his son, Acting Captain Geoffrey Keyes, then serving with the 3rd Cavalry Training Regiment at Redford Barracks in Edinburgh, be posted to the new commando force.


Naturally, Geoffrey Keyes always resented the idea that his posting to the commandos had depended on his father’s patronage and he insisted that he had been selected thirty-six hours before Sir Roger’s wire of recommendation arrived from the War Office. This may be technically true; though his interview for the commandos took place on 24 July 1940, a full week after his father had been appointed DCO, the influence of the British ruling class worked in ways more subtle than official wires. The interviewing officer, Major Bruce Ramsay, was of First World War vintage, and even if he had not received a wire, and did not yet know that Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes had just become his chief, he was certainly aware that he was interviewing a national hero’s eldest son.


Keyes had brought with him to Galashiels a contingent of men, including a number of seasoned NCO instructors he had filched with great difficulty from his regiment: ‘First class chaps,’ he described them, ‘and they ought to be the right type.’6


As Keyes and his men arrived, would-be commandos from all over Scotland were converging by train on the small town, some of them regulars, some Territorial Army volunteers, others conscripts fresh out of basic training. John Mackay, a farm labourer from Thurso, was only 18 years old, but had already been serving in the 5th (Caithness & Sutherland) Battalion, the Seaforth Highlanders, for two years. He had enlisted in the Territorial Army at 16, giving a false occupation as well as a false age, and a year later, on 2 September 1939, his TA battalion had been mobilized. Mackay and his comrade, David Gunn from Wick, had expected to be sent abroad, but instead they had spent tedious months guarding docks and airfields – so-called key installations – in biting cold and teeming rain.7 To make matters worse, their sister battalions, the 4th and 5th Seaforths, had been sent to France, with the 51st Highland Division, and had been captured by Rommel at St Valery on 12 June.


Itching to get away from the cold and the boredom, to strike a blow in revenge for their regiment and do the job they had signed up for, Mackay and Gunn had volunteered for the ‘Special Service’ unit that had been advertised on their Part One Orders, and taken the train together to Galashiels. Here, together with an older Thurso man, 27-year-old William Campbell, who had been serving with the Black Watch (Royal Highland Regiment), they were told by their new CO, Dick Pedder, that they could stay together and form part of the 6th (Seaforth) Troop of the Commando, providing they passed what Pedder referred to ominously as ‘The Test’.


D.D. Drummond, aged 25, was also from the Seaforths. A professional gardener from Peebles, 18 miles from Galashiels, he joined 11 Commando ‘to get excitement’. He had put his name down for Special Service weeks previously while with his regiment at Torres in the north of Scotland.


‘We were on Church Parade one Sunday,’ he said, ‘and when we came back, the officer in charge said, “We want volunteers for a special unit. You must be immune from sea-sickness, able to swim, and drive any kind of car.” Well I could only swim a wee bit so that was me out, but all my mates handed in their names before 3 o’clock. About ten to three I put my name down.’8


There was a substantial contingent from the Black Watch, including John Herd from Arran, Sergeant John McCulloch from Lancaster and 35-year-old Sergeant Charles Bruce, who had been brought up in Australia and had worked there as a miner before returning to Scotland to join the army.


Lance Bombardier Joseph Kearney was a Canadian from St John’s in Newfoundland; in civilian life he had worked first as a customs clerk for the Newfoundland Civil Service, then for the Department of Natural Resources. He had enlisted in the Royal Artillery in March 1940, using a false birth certificate, and had arrived in Britain in April with the 57th (Newfoundland) Heavy Regiment, R.A. Kearney was one of 20 prospective recruits for 11 Commando from Newfoundland, only five of whom were to stay the course.


Sergeant Jack Terry and Charles Lock were English, the former a regular soldier from Nottingham who had been evacuated with his Royal Artillery battery from Dunkirk. Terry, who had also lied about his age, had been a butcher’s boy in Civvie Street; he was 16 when he enlisted in the army to get away from a stepfather he despised. Lock, 29, was from Canterbury; he played rugby for the city and his father owned a shop selling musical instruments. Lock joined the London Scottish, a Territorial battalion of the Gordon Highlanders, and was sent for basic training to the Gordon Highlanders’ Depot in Aberdeen. Among his 90 comrades were the huge Robert Tait, and John Anderson, a Londoner originally from Aberdeen. Though Anderson believed he had taken the right step by returning to his home town, August 1940 saw him, together with Tait and Lock, volunteering for Special Service and bound for Galashiels with another Gordon, Jimmy Bogle from Glasgow.


Malcolm Edward ‘Spike’ Hughes was 40, a reserved, stern-faced man from Chiddingford in Surrey, who had served in the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War and subsequently in the Grenadier Guards. Spike had married a London Irish girl in 1923, and they had four children. He was working as a London postman and sorter when the Second World War broke out. Despite his age, he had volunteered, telling his wife, ‘If the bloody Germans are coming I want a gun in my hand.’9 He had been posted to the Manchester Regiment after basic training and volunteered for 11 Commando, together with his friend Neil Sproule, also from the Manchesters.


Peter Barrand belonged to the London Rifles and had been brought along by his officer, Lieutenant Robin Farmiloe, who was soon to become 11 Commando’s adjutant. George Dunn of the Royal Artillery was another Londoner; a sign-writer in civilian life, he was a marksman with the Bren gun. His friend, Jim Gornall, was the son of a Preston trawlerman and RNVR skipper; he had joined the Royal Artillery only to find himself manning a searchlight battery in the Orkneys – the most frustrating job in the army, because there was no way of fighting back. Gornall was originally posted to Keyes’ No. 2 Troop, but felt out of place among the cavalrymen, whom he considered snooty. He was relieved when Pedder moved him to No. 3 Troop with fellow Gunners George Dunn and Lance Bombardier Terry O’Hagen.


Adam B. Archibald was 20, and came from Musselburgh, north of Edinburgh. He had received his call-up papers in April and had completed his basic training with the Royal Scots at Glencorse Barracks near Penicuik.


‘When the training was finished,’ Archibald said, ‘the CO had us assemble on the parade ground, and asked if any of us would like to volunteer for 11 (Scottish) Commando, if so please take a step forward. I stepped forward along with others – that is how I joined. The reason was that the CO told us we would receive 6s/8d a day extra. What he did not say was that it was to pay for the civilian digs we were billeted in.’10


Denis Coulthread was another Royal Scot, a married man from Clydebank, who eventually joined No. 2 Troop and became Geoffrey Keyes’ batman. Jimmy Lappin was a conscript from Dumbarton who had just completed his basic training with the 5th Battalion, the Cameron Highlanders, at Nairn. After a week’s leave, he and his friend, Hugh Canavan, a Glaswegian, took a train to Galashiels with a bunch of fellow 5th Battalion recruits, including Bill Pryde from Falkirk, John Phiminster, a married man from Campbeltown, Bob Fowler from Sterling, Charlie Paxton from Inverness, and many others who would go on to form 10 Troop of the Commando.


At Netherdale Mills, an ancient, dark, disused textile plant that had been assigned to 11 Commando as temporary billets, they rubbed shoulders with more recruits destined for 10 Troop, including a large contingent of Englishmen from the 9th Battalion the Sherwood Foresters, a Nottinghamshire regiment, among whom were Frank Varney from Nottingham City and Andy Simpson from Retford.


Bob Murray was an Aberdonian from the Highland Light Infantry who was fed up with square-bashing and liked the sound of ‘special duties’. When he arrived at the Douglas Hotel, Pedder had asked him whether he could swim or drive a car.


‘I said I couldn’t do either,’ he told his new comrades wryly, ‘but he still took me. I suppose they have to take what they can get.’


Among the officers at the Douglas Hotel with Keyes were Second Lieutenant William Fraser, a Scotsman, the son and grandson of Gordon Highlander sergeants who was immensely proud to be the first of his line to serve as an officer, and two Irishmen, Second Lieutenants Blair Mayne, 23, a former rugby international, and Eoin McGonigal, 19, who had served together in the Royal Ulster Rifles; they had both been solicitors before the war. They were as unlike as Laurel and Hardy – Mayne, a Protestant, huge and fair, and the Catholic McGonigal, compact and dark – yet they were close friends. Lieutenant Robin McCunn, 20, was a Londoner of Scottish descent whose father had been a captain in the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. A Cameron Highlander himself, he had attended Charterhouse School and Sandhurst where, as a keen all-round sportsman and athlete, he had won a soccer blue and set the pole-vault record. A fellow Cameron, 19-year-old Second Lieutenant R.T.S. ‘Tommy’ Macpherson, was a volunteer from a TA battalion who had recently left school at Fettes in Edinburgh. Like McCunn, he was a keen sportsman, fanatically fit, with a passion for rugby. Lieutenant Eric ‘Judy’ Garland was an officer of the Yorkshire & Lancashire Regiment; he had already won the Military Cross at Dunkirk.


Second Lieutenant Richard Carr of the Royal Artillery was a Londoner, a member of the Huntley & Palmer biscuit family, while Captain Charles Napier of the Gordon Highlanders was one of the famous Napier military clan.


There were, altogether, thirty-three officers. Fourteen were from Scots infantry regiments, six from English infantry regiments, two from the Royal Artillery, three from the Royal Engineers, two from Irish regiments and five from the cavalry.


Although of various ages and disparate origins, these men had this in common: a need to get out of the stagnation of the British Army under the threat of German invasion, and a desire to strike back at the enemy, hard. Dunkirk had bitten deep into the national psyche; the Germans, a defeated nation in living memory, had punched through a regular British corps like a fist through wet paper. The defeat had shattered many fond illusions the British had held about their army and the nature of war. The Commando idea was an attempt to dispense with antiquated traditions and get back to basics: an active counter to the monster of Blitzkrieg, for those who were not ready to wait passively about for Adolf Hitler’s stormtroopers to appear.


For most of August 1940 Pedder and his instructors put the officers and men of 11 Commando through a gruelling boot-camp course. Immediately after reveille at 0630 hours, the squads fell in for a mile run and physical training. After a parade and inspection at 0900 hours, there would be a battle-march of eight to ten miles in full kit, with some fieldcraft, cross-country work, map-reading and navigation thrown in. The afternoon was taken up with swimming and more physical jerks, with a 45-minute lecture by Pedder to finish up.


Pedder’s intention was to produce men who could march and run seven miles an hour in fighting order and be ready for action at the end of it, a unit which could cover up to 35 miles in 14 hours, in full battle order, and be ready to fight after two hours’ rest. It was a stiff demand, and he ruthlessly weeded out those who were not up to it, whether officers or men. As his fellow officers departed with monotonous regularity, Keyes, never a star of the route march or PT session to begin with, began to wonder whether his own days were numbered.


‘I am just working off my stiffness and getting fit,’ he wrote to his parents on 16 August. ‘We march and swim and do other violent things, so one goes to bed very weary and sleeps like a dog.’11


On 28 August Pedder paraded the boot-camp survivors and ordered them to march to Ayr, 100 miles distant. They had six days to get there, ready for transfer on 4 September, by train and ferry, to Lamlash on the isle of Arran. This was to be their final test, the one he had warned them about at the beginning.


The commandos were not dependent on support and logistics services: this was one of the radical aspects of the unit. They were free from the rear-echelon staff that weighed down regular units. There were no barracks, no permanent HQ offices, no cooks and no cookhouses. As Adam Archibald had discovered, each man was paid six shillings and eight pence a day (officers 13s/4d) to find his own bed and rations. That meant that the force was entirely mobile – it could be dismissed one evening and told to reassemble the following morning somewhere completely different, without timetables, movement orders or meals.


Neither were there provost staff or guard-houses. One of the traditions that would be continued by later special forces units was that no soldier of the Commando was officially ‘on the books’; each belonged to his parent unit and continued to wear his own cap-badge. Since all were volunteers, the only sanction necessary was ‘Return to Unit’ – RTU – a disgrace the commandos came to consider worse than death.


The march to Ayr was a killing one. The instructors set the pace.


‘We marched 20 or 30 miles a day and slept in the hedgerows,’ Jimmy Lappin wrote. ‘I changed my socks at every stop and washed through the pair I had taken off in a burn [stream]. Many of the men developed blisters and when they could not walk any more they got to ride in the transport that carried our kit. I remember them crowing as they passed. When we got to Ayr they were all RTU’d.’12


One of the casualties was Geoffrey Keyes, who dropped out on the first day, but whose social position prevented him from suffering the same fate. ‘The first day’s walk was rather a shocker,’ he wrote home, ‘as we started off from scratch with 11 miles nonstop in 3 hours, 20 minutes’ halt for lunch, then another 4 miles in one hour. No joke: I finished rather lame as did most of my cavalrymen … The CO sent me on the next day to arrange the night’s bivouac, despite my efforts to be allowed to march. I felt pretty lousy leaving my chaps … That afternoon … I was sent on with the Second-in-Command right down the route.’13


At Lamlash, on Arran, the men found their own billets with local families while Keyes and two other officers rented a cottage near the White House, a mansion belonging to the Duchess of Montrose, which they also took as an officers’ mess.


Lamlash was little more than a hamlet, and the men could be summoned easily from their billets by a bugle call or the blast of a whistle. Now Pedder started commando training in earnest. He continued the battle-marches, but day by day he made them longer, faster, and with heavier loads, until the commandos were bashing ten miles in only 90 minutes, in full fighting order. He trained them in advanced fieldcraft, infiltration behind enemy lines, street-fighting, occupation of terrain, concealment, crossing obstacles, rock climbing and cliff-scaling, with and without ropes, river-crossing and swimming in full kit. All ranks were taught navigation, map-reading and route selection; they were trained in night sense and night confidence.


Pedder and his instructors taught the men semaphore, Morse code and the use of the wireless. They learned first aid and the evacuation of wounded. He had them coached to excellence in infantry weapons – the Lee-Enfield .303 rifle, the Colt .45 automatic pistol, the Bren .303 light machine-gun, and most of all, the Thompson .45 submachine-gun. The Commandos were the first special forces troops to do live firing exercises, when ball ammunition was substituted for blanks, to give them the feel of a real battle. While they practised skirmishing, their officers and instructors would fire live bullets over their heads. Geoffrey Keyes was enthusiastic about this aspect of training: ‘We … fire live rounds at our Soldiery now,’ he wrote gleefully in a letter to a friend in November 1940, ‘to impress upon them the horrors of war, and make them utilize the best cover. Most instructive and effective, and brightens training no end.’14


Keyes was not so gleeful when the tables were turned on him, as Gunner Jim Gornall, from Preston, recounted: ‘If you showed yourself unnecessarily, Keyes used to put a bullet near you,’ he said. ‘So one day I put one near him. He didn’t know it was me, but he knew it was somebody in the area I was … I thought, right you bugger, if you’re going to shoot at me I’ll give you one back!’15


Actually, Keyes was in a far safer position than Gornall, for he was a poor shot, while Gornall was an excellent one.


Keyes was too unpredictable and inconsistent in temperament to be much liked by his men, but Pedder was feared and detested. ‘He was a hard man,’ D.D. Drummond remembered. ‘You had to have certain things in your battledress pockets: pay book, toilet paper, first aid bandage and a length of cheese wire. If the CO stopped you and asked you to turn out your pockets, and you didn’t have these items, God help you!’16


There were cross-country runs, combat survival exercises, initiative tests and arduous climbs of Arran’s highest peak, the 5,000-foot-high Goat Fell. ‘I think the CO loved Goat Fell,’ Drummond recalled, ‘the number of times we tackled it. You would be wet and miserable and glad to get back to the billet, when the CO’s bugler sounded “fall in”, and you started all over again. You would get back to the billets around 0300 hours, and be up again for PT at 0700.’17


Towards the winter they began practising seaborne landings in small boats off Clauchlands Point at the end of Lamlash Bay. Approaching hostile shores, securing a beachhead, re-embarkation: all these drills were repeated time and time again until they were perfect, initially in Troops, eventually with the whole Commando together, first by day and later by night. Eventually their small boats would be replaced by ALCs – Assault Landing Craft – which were flat-bottomed craft specially designed to carry the commando units. Each ALC carried a half-troop, about thirty men.


Although Pedder aimed to produce soldiers who were highly proficient in martial skills, and as fit as professional athletes, physical excellence was only part of the object. Fighting without the back-up of air support or artillery, and without heavy mortars, machine-guns or anti-tank weapons, his commandos had to be able to endure tremendous fatigue, to face overwhelming odds without flinching, and to persevere to the very end.


Since all the commandos were volunteers, and therefore committed soldiers, they did not require traditional discipline to perform well. While fostering an esprit de corps that came from shared hardship, and the mystique of belonging to a crack force, the commando course also emphasized a self-reliance and individualism for all ranks that had no counterpart in the traditional army. These men were not trained to be supermen, nor to think they were supermen, but they were encouraged to have supreme confidence in themselves, and to rely on their own initiative, rather than to depend on the leadership qualities of their officers.


This was revolutionary for the British Army of the 1940s. Here, on the wild shores of Arran, a whole new concept was being born: an idea whose aim was to break the mould of a thousand years of tradition. Consciously or unconsciously, it tended to erode the old values, the rigidity of mind, the blind faith in the old ways that had led to the defeat of Britain’s army on the plains of Europe in May 1940. Of course, it was as yet merely scratching the surface; relationships carved in stone over countless centuries could not be jettisoned overnight. But for all its flaws, for all the ways in which it obviously fell short of its own idealism, nothing quite like the Commando had ever been seen before.





3 OPERATION CRUSADER



MINUS 11 MONTHS
January 1941


In January 1941, before 11 Commando had completed its training, the situation that had sparked its formation had changed beyond recognition. The Battle of Britain had been won and the threat of invasion had receded. The Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, having seen how poorly the first raids had gone off, had experienced a volte-face about ‘the hunter class’. Now he favoured large-scale amphibious raids, using between five thousand and ten thousand men, to be planned for the winter: the existing commandos would be grouped together in a larger formation, known as the Special Service Brigade, for these attacks.


In the meantime, the Special Operations Executive had come into its own. An even more esoteric guerrilla force than the commandos, governed by the Ministry of Economic Warfare, it was tasked to insert individual agents – both men and women – inside occupied Europe. SOE’s function was to raise networks of resistance fighters to gather intelligence, carry out sabotage and spread propaganda against the Axis powers. Churchill did not want the commandos treading on SOE’s toes.


And, thirdly, though prospects in Europe were still grim, the situation in North Africa offered a ray of light at the end of the tunnel. In September 1940, Italian dictator Benito Mussolini had invaded Egypt; his massive force, under the leadership of General Rodolfo ‘The Butcher’ Graziani, had halted at Sidi Barrani, only fifty miles across the frontier. The British Commander-in-Chief in Cairo, Lieutenant General Sir Archibald Wavell, responsible for defending not only Egypt, but the entire Middle East, the Mediterranean, the Balkans and East Africa, had been unable to oppose the Italian offensive for lack of troops. Wavell had bluffed it out and bided his time until, in December 1940, his commander in the Western Desert, Lieutenant General Richard ‘Dick’ O’Connor, had taken the field. O’Connor, a small, shy, birdlike, intellectual man, was currently fighting a campaign of dazzling brilliance. What had started out as a five-day reconnaissance had turned into a 500-mile advance, during which O’Connor’s Desforce would eventually capture all Italian-held Cyrenaica, take 130,000 prisoners and annihilate no fewer than ten divisions. It looked as if Libya would soon fall too.


In these circumstances, a brigade of highly trained commandos might now be of more value securing key Mediterranean islands to support O’Connor’s advance than on the European coasts as initially planned.


In October, Geoffrey Keyes’ father, DCO Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, proposed a landing by the commandos on Pantelleria, an island off the coast of Sicily, which might be turned into a naval base and aircraft staging post to disrupt Italian lines of communication to Libya. The Pantelleria plan was shelved in favour of an even more urgent necessity: an assault on the island of Rhodes, off mainland Turkey, to prevent the Italians from striking at the main British naval base at Alexandria and to maintain British control of the Eastern Mediterranean.


On 31 January 1941, 1,500 men of the Special Service Brigade, codenamed ‘Force Z’ and comprising 7, 8 and 11 Commandos and part of 3 Commando, were dispatched from the Isle of Arran to Egypt in two commando landing ships, Glengyle and Glenroy, fast merchantmen converted to carry the davits needed for hoisting ALCs.


It was on this voyage that the men of 11 (Scottish) Commando had their first contact with other commando units, and they were not impressed. ‘No. 7 Commando here too,’ Geoffrey Keyes wrote in his diary the day his men boarded Glengyle. ‘A very undisciplined, badly officered mob.’1


No. 8 Commando’s officers were, if anything, even worse. As one of them – Evelyn Waugh – himself wrote, ‘each commando took its character from its CO’. 8 Commando did indeed take its character from its CO, Bob Laycock, who had been something of an adventurer in his youth. He had sailed from Copenhagen to East Africa on a windjammer; on another occasion he’d travelled to Australia and back on a Finnish grain clipper. Much barstool kudos was reaped from these experiences, but though Laycock talked a great deal about the initiative and self-reliance they could engender, in practice he belonged to the old school of officer privilege. His axiom – that one should be careful to choose the right man for the right job – actually meant choosing someone who had attended the right school.


Laycock did not believe in meritocracy. 8 Commando was supposed to have been raised from the whole of Eastern Command, but Laycock snobbishly chose his officers as far as possible from the Brigade of Guards. He recruited many of them literally in the bar of White’s, believing, as Tommy Blackhouse, the character in Waugh’s Officers & Gentlemen (supposedly based on Laycock), declares: ‘It’s going to be a long war. The great thing is to spend it among friends.’2


The problem was that many of Laycock’s friends were also paid-up members of what the enlisted men came to call the Silver Circle Club, an informal assembly of ‘wealthy, smooth-talking, playboy-cum-gambling young blades who appeared to have jumped on the bandwagon when [8] Commando was formed.’3 These included the Prime Minister’s own son, Randolph Churchill, a subaltern of the 3rd Hussars who smoked large Cuban cigars in his father’s style, gambled and lost up to £400 a night (11 years’ pay for an enlisted man), burst into tears when frustrated, and was unable to get on with anyone except Lieutenant Evelyn Waugh, Royal Marines, with whom he nevertheless bickered endlessly; Lieutenant Edward Fitzclarence, later the sixth Earl of Munster, who boasted on Arran of how he was going to shoot Germans down like rats but once in Cairo got himself a staff job, telling Waugh, ‘You know, old boy, I don’t like this idea of a spot being “forever England”’;4 Lord Peter Milton, Life Guards, who would distinguish himself by drunkenly shooting a pigeon through the window of Shepheard’s Hotel, Cairo, shattering the glass, hitting a house on the opposite side of the street and causing a great furore at GHQ, and Lieutenant David Stirling, Scots Guards, who neglected his duties, gambled ferociously with poor card players like Randolph Churchill, and slept so prodigiously that he was known to his brother officers as ‘The Great Sloth’.


Most of these men did not lack courage, and some later distinguished themselves when the chips were down, but many were incompetent and poor material for the special forces. Waugh himself wrote, ‘The indolence and ignorance of the [8 Commando] officers seemed remarkable … there was very high gambling … boisterous, xenophobic, extravagant …’5


The ‘Bar of White’s’ became a legend and cliché among the upper-class officers, reflecting precisely the right brand of ‘easy-going non-professionalism’ they wanted to affect. Laycock’s specifications for commando training – that there should be ‘comradeship between officers, NCOs and men’ and that ‘the soldier must think for himself, study the whole problem and make his own solution which he discusses with his superiors … Every soldier has the right to state his own views … and can give his own opinion’6 fell on stony ground as far as the Silver Circle Club were concerned. Despite the knowledge that they were supposed to be in the process of ‘unlearning their guardsman-like ways’, old traditions died hard and many of Laycock’s officers had no real conception of the new kind of force they were supposed to be helping create.


‘For the officer must at all times set an example to the men,’ wrote one of Laycock’s White’s Club cronies, Old Harrovian Lieutenant Carol Mather of the Welsh Guards, ‘in turnout as well as in bearing, and he must be relieved of mundane chores to achieve this end if he is to concentrate upon the real business of leadership, where men’s lives may be saved as well as lost.’7 Mather wrote affectionately of a brother officer of 8 Commando, Captain Frank Usher, who once refused to go to bed in the desert because his servant, a giant guardsman he called Ethel, had not brought him his hot water-bottle.


That 8 Commando was entirely different from Dick Pedder’s keen-as-mustard, hard-disciplined 11 (Scottish) Commando, was a fact that even Waugh, who was soon to become Laycock’s intelligence officer, noticed. ‘11 Commando were very young and quiet,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘over-disciplined, unlike ourselves in every way, but quite companionable. They trained indefatigably …’8


On the day the Special Service Brigade left British waters, Bob Laycock was appointed its acting brigadier. Redesignated Layforce in his honour, the Brigade arrived at Suez on 7 March 1941.





4 OPERATION CRUSADER



MINUS 8 MONTHS
April 1941


Mussolini’s Tenth Army had surrendered to Lieutenant General Dick O’Connor at Beda Fomm on the Gulf of Sirte on 7 February, a week after Layforce had left Arran. A day earlier, on 6 February, Major General Erwin Rommel had been summoned to Berlin. At a personal meeting with Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch, Chief of the General Staff, he was told that he was to be sent to Libya. He set foot on African soil for the first time six days later, on 12 February.


Half of his Deutsches Afrika Korps – the 5th Light Division – had begun to disembark at Tripoli two days later, and had gone into action – against a British reconnaissance patrol of the King’s Dragoon Guards – within ten days of landing. Rommel had been instructed to attempt no offensive until the 15th Panzer Division landed in May, but skulking in the desert for three months was not his style. He had persuaded his Italian boss, General Italo Gariboldi, to push his Brescia, Pavia and Ariete Divisions out east to face British lines at the Gulf of Sirte twenty-four hours before his Afrika Korps units had started to disembark.


As the German-Italian units pressed forward, with Rommel taking a bird’s eye view from the Fieseler Storch spotter-plane he often piloted himself, he noted that British resistance lacked its expected fortitude. He could not know that they had been ordered to withdraw if attacked, but with that apparent sixth sense his men called Fingerspitzengefühl, he sensed weakness. He knew they would yield to a smashing blow.


On 24 March, while Layforce was still acclimatizing at Geneifa in the Suez Canal Zone, Rommel’s spearhead unit – the 3rd Reconnaissance Battalion – attacked the British forward position at al-Aghayla. As the wall of panzers and light tanks thundered towards them out of the haze of heat and dust, the Royal Artillery opened up with twenty-five pounder field-guns, and a battalion of infantry from the Tower Hamlets Rifles sallied forth in Bren-gun carriers, only to be virtually wiped out in minutes by a close combination of armour and screaming Stuka dive-bombers. It was the first time the British had come up against close air-support, and it was a sobering experience.


They pulled out east to the next post, Mersa el-Brega, and dug in, but a week later they were encircled by the 5th Light Division. Mersa el-Brega folded, and the next day German spotter-planes revealed the British withdrawing in confusion. Rommel unleashed all his muscle, German and Italian, on Cyrenaica for the knockout blow. It was 2 April. Ultra intelligence decrypts – the codename for the intelligence gleaned from the Enigma and Geheimschreiber signals – had suggested that he would not even begin to move until 1 May.


Rommel now divided his troops into three columns. The left thrust north along the coast of Cyrenaica to Benghazi, the right veered across the desert to savage isolated posts and sever the British escape-route at Derna and Tobruk. The central column – including the crack 5th Panzer Regiment – went for the jugular, rolling due east on Mekili and Msus.


It was not simply the speed of the advance that awed the British, but the shock of confronting a technique of warfare that was entirely new to them. British technical ingenuity had produced the tank in 1915, and by 1934 the Royal Tank Corps had developed a modus operandi for armoured units so complete that Germany’s tank supremo, Heinz Guderian, used it as the basis for his panzer forces.


The theoretical techniques of mobile warfare that would become the German Blitzkrieg were developed by an Englishman, Major General John Frederick Charles Fuller, but while Hitler was building a new panzer army partly on borrowed British principles, in Britain itself Fuller’s ideas were sneered at – except by Royal Tank Corps officers who were themselves despised as grease-monkeys by the great and noble. The tactics and strategy they had worked out were given short shrift. Instead of creating an entirely new armoured formation, the War Office had made the fundamental mistake of simply armour-plating the cavalry, lock, stock and barrel, in the fallacious belief that there was an analogy between the traditional roles of horsemen and those of modern armour.


‘In rapidity of decision and velocity of movement the Germans completely outclassed their enemy,’ wrote Fuller. ‘It was not that the British generals were less able than the German. It was that their education was out of date. It was built on the trench warfare of 1914–18 and not on the armoured warfare they were called upon to direct.’1
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