

[image: image]




The Mammoth Book of


INSIDE THE


ELITE FORCES




Also available


The Mammoth Book of 20th Century Science Fiction


The Mammoth Book of Awesome Comic Fantasy


The Mammoth Book of Best New Erotica 7


The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 14


The Mammoth Book of Best New Science Fiction 16


The Mammoth Book of British Kings & Queens


The Mammoth Book of Celtic Myths and Legends


The Mammoth Book of Fighter Pilots


The Mammoth Book of Future Cops


The Mammoth Book of Great Detective Stories


The Mammoth Book of Great Inventions


The Mammoth Book of Hearts of Oak


The Mammoth Book of Heroes


The Mammoth Book of Historical Whodunnits


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: America


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: Ancient Egypt


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: Ancient Rome


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: Battles


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: In Britain


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: Everest


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: Naval Battles


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: WWI


The Mammoth Book of How It Happened: World War II


The Mammoth Book of International Erotica


The Mammoth Book of Jack the Ripper


The Mammoth Book of Maneaters


The Mammoth Book of Mountain Disasters


The Mammoth Book of Native Americans


The Mammoth Book of New Terror


The Mammoth Book of Private Eye Stories


The Mammoth Book of Prophecies


The Mammoth Book of Pulp Action


The Mammoth Book of Roaring Twenties Whodunnits


The Mammoth Book of Roman Whodunnits


The Mammoth Book of SAS & Elite Forces


The Mammoth Book of Science Fiction Century Volume I


The Mammoth Book of Seriously Comic Fantasy


The Mammoth Book of Sex, Drugs & Rock ’n’ Roll


The Mammoth Book of Sorcerers’ Tales


The Mammoth Book of Space Exploration and Disasters


The Mammoth Book of Special Forces


The Mammoth Book of Storms and Sea Disasters


The Mammoth Book of Short Erotic Novels


The Mammoth Book of Sword and Honour


The Mammoth Book of The Edge


The Mammoth Book of Travel in Dangerous Places


The Mammoth Book of True War Stories


The Mammoth Book of UFOs


The Mammoth Book of Vampires


The Mammoth Book of War Correspondents


The Mammoth Book of Women Who Kill


The Mammoth Encyclopedia of Extraterrestrial Encounters


The Mammoth Encyclopedia of Modern Crime Fiction


The Mammoth Encyclopedia of Unsolved Mysteries




The Mammoth Book of


INSIDE THE


ELITE FORCES


Training, Equipment and Endeavours of British


and American Elite Combat Units


NIGEL CAWTHORNE


[image: image]




 


 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd


55–56 Russell Square


London WC1B 4HP


www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the UK by Robinson,


an imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2008


Copyright © Nigel Cawthorne, 2008


The right of Nigel Cawthorne to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication


Data is available from the British Library


UK ISBN 978-1-84529-821-0


eISBN: 978-1-78033-731-9


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


First published in the United States in 2008 by


Running Press Book Publishers


All rights reserved under the Pan-American and International Copyright


Conventions



This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher.


9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Digit on the right indicates the number of this printing


US Library of Congress number: 2008926178


US ISBN 978-0-7624-3382-7


 


Running Press Book Publishers


2300 Chestnut Street


Philadelphia, PA 19103-4371


Visit us on the web!


www.runningpress.com


Printed and bound in the EU




INTRODUCTION


The Special Forces are in action now. Units are deployed on covert actions in Iraq and Afghanistan, carrying out specialist actions that ordinary soldiers are not equipped or trained for. Others are on standby, waiting to counter the latest move by terrorists or insurgents, or undertaking special operations for friendly governments who have no elite forces of their own.


It takes a special kind of person to join the Special Forces and those who pass the stringent entrance requirements are subjected to the most rigorous training. They are trained to be super-fit, taught to survive in the most adverse conditions and turned into killing machines. Although they must be good team players, they must also be able to work on their own initiative. And they are trained to use a whole variety of specialist equipment.


Although Special Forces personnel are usually picked from serving soldiers and marines, few have the physical stamina to qualify for elite units. Many potential recruits who arrive at the SAS training centre in Hereford, England, cannot even complete the first week of endurance exercises. Only 10 per cent complete the induction course. The final exercise in the selection process is a 40-mile endurance march over rough terrain, carrying 80 lb of kit, usually in adverse weather conditions, navigating by map and compass and completed in just twenty hours. The US Delta Force has adopted the same test and finds that only one in four of the men they have pre-selected make it.


Of the thousands who apply to join the Green Berets, only a handful are picked for the Q (Qualification) Course. When they arrive at the training centre in North Carolina, they are required to run the mile-and-a-half to their makeshift barracks carrying their kit. Some fail the Q Course before they have even reached the barrack gates. Fifty per cent fail the physical part of the training. Another 25–40 per cent drop out during their specialist training, before they are even allowed on a simulated “unconventional warfare” exercise.


The US Navy SEALs go through “Hell Week”, which is designed to drive recruits to the absolute limits of their physical endurance, so that in action they can overcome pain and fatigue by sheer willpower and concentrate thereby on completing the mission.


“Even if a guy is an absolute physical stud, it doesn’t mean he’s going to get through Hell Week,” one instructor said.


Their UK equivalent, the SBS, are recruited from the Royal Marine Commandos, already an elite unit whose assault course even hardened US Marines on secondment are loath to attempt.


Once recruits have been selected they are taught basic first aid and survival. They get to use weapons they have never handled before and learn the combat procedures that separate the Special Forces from regular units. These include covert manoeuvres, reconnaissance techniques, insertion methods, signalling, encryption, communications, navigation and contact drills. They are taught demolition, the handling of various combat vehicles, patrol techniques, the use of camouflage, ambushing, hostage-rescue procedures and live-fire drills. Combat survival training takes recruits to the Arctic, the desert and the jungle, where they are taught how to find food and water, how to make fire and shelter, and how to survive natural disasters. These techniques are put to the test when recruits are abandoned, alone, in only the clothes they stand up in, in the most hostile environments.


Recruits are given parachute training, taught escape and evasion techniques, and subjected to realistic, even brutal, interrogations. If it appears a recruit is going to break at any point, he is sent back to his unit. Language and engineering skills are put to the test. Weapons training gives them the chance to familiarize themselves with foreign weapons – the kind they may be up against – as well as the specialist tools of the trade. In all, they will learn to handle thirty to fifty small arms. They are taught to abandon the regular soldier’s “spray and pray” method of fighting and to make every bullet count. Alongside small arms, recruits are trained to handle large anti-personnel, anti-aircraft and anti-armour systems, including the Russian RPG7, now the most common anti-tank system in the world which, a recent edition of Soldier magazine said, could be picked up from street markets in the world’s trouble spots for as little as $10. They are also taught unarmed combat.


Special Forces have access to very sophisticated vehicle-mounted weapons. They are taught how to call in artillery and air strikes, and targeting for laser-guided bombs. They practise how to throw grenades and lay mines. The recognition of planes, tanks, armoured vehicles and other military hardware has to be mastered; and they must learn how to use night-vision goggles, homing beacons, radio transmitters, surveillance equipment and a host of other kit.


US Navy SEALs and the SBS must learn to dive and handle a canoe, as well as landing craft and inflatables. They must be familiar with specialized scuba equipment that recycles the air to produce no bubbles, underwater escape and rescue, various types of submarine and underwater explosives. They are forced to run, even eat, waist deep in water.


Everything Special Forces recruits learn is put to the test in realistic combat situations before they are allowed to join their unit. Only then can they call themselves one of the elite.


This book tells you everything you need to know to become a member of one of the UK’s or US’s elite forces. It covers the origins of the various units and their role in modern warfare. It details their training and examines their equipment, and shows how these skills are being put to good use in Iraq, Afghanistan and other conflicts worldwide. With the growth of asymmetric wars around the world, the role of Special Forces is set only to increase.




PART ONE


THE UNITS




1


THE SAS


Second World War


Britain’s Special Air Services Regiment – better known as the SAS – is the precursor of all other modern Special Forces units. The Green Berets, Delta Force and the US Navy SEALs all drew their inspiration directly from the SAS. The Regiment was founded in 1941, by a young lieutenant named David Stirling. Born in Keir, Stirlingshire, on 15 November 1915, he was the son of Brigadier-General Archibald Stirling of the Scots Guards. An unenthusiastic scholar, he dropped out of Cambridge with the intention of climbing Mount Everest. After initial training in Switzerland, he was in North America developing his climbing ability in the Rockies when war was declared in 1939.


Returning to Britain, Stirling joined the Scots Guards Supplementary Reserve as a subaltern, but volunteered for the commandos as soon as he had been commissioned. He became a member of Layforce – three specialist commando units under his friend Brigadier Robert Laycock – and was sent to the Middle East. By this time the war in North Africa had become a series of advances and retreats along the coast. The aim of the unit was to make amphibious raids down the coast behind enemy lines but, due to a shortage of naval craft, Layforce was disbanded by the time Stirling reached Egypt.


But Stirling believed that they idea of hitting the enemy in the rear was sound. Lacking the equipment needed to infiltrate by sea, he toyed with the idea of making airborne assaults or skirting the enemy’s landward flank by sending raiding parties through the supposedly impassable sea of sand in the desert to the south to destroy targets far behind enemy lines. To put these plans into action, he joined forces with the Australian “Jock” Lewes, an officer with the Welsh Guards. They would become the nucleus of the Special Air Service Regiment.


Lewes scrounged fifty parachutes and he and Stirling started to make training jumps, but disaster struck when Stirling’s parachute snagged on the tail of an aircraft. Injured in the fall, Stirling spent months in hospital, but it gave him time to do more detailed planning of his new unit. Until then, the operational thinking in the commandos was to make raids with anything up to 200 men. This had inherent logistical problems as a large proportion of the force had to be used just to secure the beachhead. Stirling’s idea was that a smaller force operating behind enemy lines could do more damage, particularly to lightly guarded targets miles from the front. His plan was to insert small teams by parachute which would be collected by a second units in wheeled vehicles.


When he was released from hospital in July 1941, Stirling decided to take his plan to the Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East, General Sir Claude Auchinleck, but he was refused entry to Auchinleck’s headquarters. Despite the fact he was on crutches, he clambered over the perimeter fence and barged into the office of Auchinleck’s Chief-of-staff, Major-General Neil Ritchie. Ritchie was so impressed with the young man’s audacity that he presented Stirling’s plan to Auchinleck who quickly saw its virtue. Stirling was promoted to captain and ordered to raise a new unit of six officers and sixty men. It was to be called L Detachment of the non-existent Special Air Services Brigade.


There had been, however, a Special Air Service Battalion whose men had staged a daring raid on an aqueduct spanning the Tragino Gorge in southern Italy in November 1940 in what was known as Operation Colossus. It was formed from 500 men from No. 2 Commando who had been parachute trained, the object being primarily to see if the RAF could successfully deliver men accurately to an enemy target. This was to be a combined Army–Air Force–Navy operation and, after attacking their objective, the men were to be extracted by a submarine waiting off the coast of Salerno. The assault force was known as X Company of No. 2 Special Air Service Battalion, to differentiate it from the seaborne commandos.


As it was, five of the Whitley bombers used on the raid managed to drop their men near the target. But a sixth suffered navigational problems and dropped its men and much of the mission’s explosives two hours late and two miles to the north. The aqueduct turned out to be made of concrete, not brick as intelligence had indicated, the explosives caused only minor damage and the men of X Company were captured. The remains of No. 2 Special Air Service Battalion formed the nucleus of the 1st Parachute Brigade. However, Lieutenant-Colonel Dudley Clark, founder of the commandos, wanted to give the impression that a large parachute force was stationed in North Africa, so Stirling’s unit was christened the Special Air Services, and the SAS was born.


Within a week, Stirling had assembled his men at a camp near Kabrit in the Suez Canal Zone. All they had were a few old tents, so the SAS’s first operation was a raid on a nearby New Zealanders’ camp to get new ones. Training began, concentrating on desert navigation, physical fitness and familiarity with all types of weapons, including Italian and German ones. They began parachute training by jumping off the back of a Bedford 15-cwt truck travelling at 30 miles an hour, but this caused so many ankle injuries that a proper scaffolding training tower was built. The SAS then took to the air, but the first time up they went in a plane they lost two men due to faulty attachment rings. This shook morale so the next time they went up Stirling was the first man out of the plane.


After a week of planning, L Detachment of the Special Air Services Brigade set off on 16 November 1941 to make its first attack on five enemy airfields around Timimi and Gazala. The unit was to be dropped in teams of twelve, 20 miles from their targets, their mission to destroy as many planes as possible. To do this, they were armed with a special device – the Lewes bomb, the invention of Jock Lewes. He worked out that the easiest way to destroy a plane was to punch a hole in its wing and set fire to the fuel in the tanks inside. So what was required was a bomb that was both an explosive and an incendiary. A specialist sapper said that this was impossible, but after two weeks’ experimentation Lewes came up with a solution. He took a little plastic explosive and rolled it in thermite from incendiary bombs, dousing the whole device with old engine oil to make sure the fire spread. The result weighed just 1 lb, so one man could carry enough to destroy a whole squadron of aircraft. For the SAS it became standard issue.


Once the mission was completed they would rendezvous with a Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) patrol in their trucks, who would take them back to Kabrit.


On the night of the raid, there was a storm, the planes were blown off course and after the drop, none of the teams found their target. On their way to the rendezvous point, they were lashed with rain, then scorched by the sun. Of the sixty-two men sent out, only twenty-two returned. The SAS’s first mission had been a disaster.


Stirling went to Auchinleck to report his failure but managed to persuade the General that, despite the high losses, his unit was still viable. As the SAS were having little luck with aircraft, in future they would go into action – as well as come out of it – courtesy of the Long Range Desert Group. On 8 December 1941, the SAS set out for the LRDG patrol base at Jalo, far behind enemy lines. From there, they attacked enemy airfields at Tamit and Agedabia, destroying sixty-one aircraft before they disappeared back into the desert. A few days later they attacked the airfield at Tamit again, destroying another twenty-seven aircraft, but Jock Lewes was killed by a German plane that attacked the LRDG patrol returning from the mission.


The following month they staged another successful raid on the port facility at Bouerat. With Stirling promoted to major and the future of the SAS seemingly assured, he set about designing its famous badge. It was supposed to have been the sword of Damocles, but ended up looking more like a winged dagger, with the motto “Who dares wins” underneath. At the same time he began expanding his force with fifty Free French paratroopers, later known as the French Squadron SAS, the Greek Sacred Squadron, the Special Interrogation Group of anti-Nazi Germans and more commandos.


In July 1942, the SAS got Vickers “K” machine guns and American Willys jeeps with mounted heavy-calibre Brownings, and racks for extra jerry cans of petrol and water. These were fast and more manoeuvrable than LRDG trucks and Stirling developed the tactic of simply speeding down the lines of aircraft, guns blazing.


With this large force making lightning attacks, no enemy soldier, no matter how far behind the lines, felt safe, so special units were set up to pursue the raiders after an attack. In January 1943, one of these hunter units captured David Stirling who, after a number of daring escape attempts, ended in Colditz Castle, the German special prison for persistent escapers in Saxony. Command was passed to Irish rugby player “Paddy” Mayne, who had been in the SAS since its inception. By that time, numbers had swelled to regimental size with 750 officers and men. L Detachment of the SAS Brigade became 1 SAS and Lieutenant-Colonel William Stirling, David’s brother, formed the 2nd SAS Regiment with men from 62 Commando in May 1943.


With the surrender of the Axis forces in North Africa, the SAS was reorganized. Number 1 SAS became the Special Raiding Squadron, or SRS. Its job was to attack German and Italian coastal installation in the central Mediterranean and the Balkans, while number 2 SAS was to be dropped behind the lines to support the landings on Sicily by attacking enemy supply lines. This were so successful that during the Italian campaign they were given a free hand to blow bridges, hit airfields and co-ordinate local partisan groups.


During the run-up to D-Day, 1 and 2 SAS returned to England to form a brigade as part of the 1st Airborne Division, along with 3 and 4 SAS, comprising French troops, and a Belgian squadron, which later became 5 SAS. In the four months after D-Day, some 2,000 SAS men operated in uniform from forty secret bases up to 250 miles behind enemy lines, disrupting communications, raiding supply depots, blowing up railway lines and gathering intelligence.


In February 1945, Brigadier Michael Calvert took over as brigade commander. A former Chindit, a long-range penetration group that worked deep behind the Japanese lines in Burma, he brought new expertise in unconventional warfare. With the Western Allies closing in on Germany, the SAS worked as independent squadrons or with armoured units to protect the advancing army’s flanks, or speeding up to 70 miles ahead of the front line to clear pockets of resistance. During the campaign in northwest Europe, they had killed or wounded 8,000 enemy soldiers, suffering just 350 casualties of their own – including twenty-four who were captured by the Germans and executed. At the end of the war, an SAS War Crimes Investigation Team, led by Major Eric Alistair “Bill” Barkworth Somerset, traced all the SS and Gestapo personnel responsible for these killings and handed them over to the Allied authorities for trial as war criminals.


After disarming the German Army in Norway, the SAS was broken up. The French and Belgian units returned to their own national armies, while 1 and 2 SAS were trained for operations against Japan. But the war ended before they could be put into operation and the SAS was finally disbanded on 30 November 1946.


Post-war


Malaya


On 1 May 1947, the SAS was reraised as a Territorial Unit, the 21st SAS, also known as the Artists Rifles after a famous volunteer unit formed in 1860. But the real heirs to the SAS’s fighting tradition was the Malayan Scouts formed in 1950 under Major Michael Calvert to track down and eradicate Communist insurgents in Malaya. Alongside the hundred men of Calvert’s A Squadron were B Squadron, who were recruited from 21 SAS in London, and C Squadron from Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). In 1952, they were re-organized to become the present-day 22nd SAS Regiment.


By 1956, the height of the Malayan Emergency, the SAS had 560 officers and men. The Rhodesians had returned home, but were replaced by a New Zealand Squadron and a short-lived Para Squadron from the Parachute Regiment. Operating in four-man teams, penetrating deep into the jungle on assignments that could last up to three months, their services were much in demand.


One of the novel techniques they evolved in Malay was “tree-jumping”. They would parachute into the jungle canopy from as low as 500 feet, breaking their fall by allowing the parachute lines to snag on the branches, then abseiling to the ground on a 250-foot rope. But this was dangerous and later patrols were inserted by foot or helicopter.


Carrying two-weeks’ rations, they had to be resupplied by air. As the sight of parachutes would attract the insurgents, patrols would have to move on after a drop, setting up a fresh camp near running water. They learnt jungle techniques of making sharpened-bamboo booby-traps and laying trip flares to protect their bases. Deep in the jungle they had a routine: no smoking, no cooking, no talking, and they had to crawl 300 yards out of the camp to urinate or defecate. Their only communication with HQ was a nightly radio message.


In one operation thirty-seven men of D Squadron parachuted into the Telok Anson swamp in Selangor and, after an action that lasted fourteen weeks, forced the rebels to surrender. The Malayan Emergency came to an end after the SAS discovered that the insurgents were communicating with their leaders in Thailand via a radio transmitter in the Valley of No Return. To get there B Squadron were flown to Kota Bahru before being taken by boat down the Kelantan river to Tanah Merah, from where they climbed over the 600-foot Anak Reng ridge. It took twelve days to reach the summit in the steaming jungle heat, by which time the men had lost a considerable proportion of their body weight. The squadron commander, Johnny Cooper, knew that they had just fourteen days to put the transmitter out of action as a supply drop would alert the enemy, so they would move fast. On the thirteenth day, the patrol heard running water. Moving forward to reconnoitre, they found a waterwheel that turning the generators powering the radio. The subsequent attack destroyed the radio transmitter and ended insurgent activity in the border region.


Oman – Jebel Akhdar


The SAS then moved from the jungles of south-east Asia to the deserts and mountains of the Middle East. The ruler of Oman, Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur, found himself in the midst of a full-scale rebellion and requested assistance from the British. In November 1958, D Squadron of 22 SAS arrived. They initiated aggressive patrols on the rebel stronghold of Jebel Akhdar, regularly scaling the walls of the bare mountain at night. The rock there was so hard and metallic that regulation nail-shod boots made a great deal of noise and fell apart quickly. Deep ravines cut through the plateau, echoing loudly as the SAS men climbed their faces, made even more difficult as they had to carry all their food and water with them. The donkeys imported from Somalia to carry their equipment perished in the searing heat of the day and the freezing temperatures at night.


By Christmas it was clear that a full-scale assault was going to be needed to shift the rebels in vastly superior numbers from their well-entrenched positions on the Jebel. A Squadron were flown from Malaya, directly into the freezing Omani winter that had now closed in. They prepared their local donkey handlers for an attack from the village of Tanuf, instructing them, on pain of death, to tell no one – knowing that this was the quickest way to get a message to the rebels. They fell for it and within hours they were massing on the heights above Tanuf.


The SAS then attacked positions on twin peaks known as Sabrina, after a pneumatic 1950s movie star, some miles away. When rebel reinforcements began heading there, the SAS abandoned that position and moved swiftly in the rebel headquarters at Saiq. This involved a perilous climb, during which they abandoned much of their gear, but at the summit they seized an enemy Browning and were resupplied by air. Having lost their headquarters the rebel leaders fled across the border, leaving few pockets of resistance. The remaining tribesmen were easily disarmed and were given a display of SAS firepower, while SAS medics started a “hearts and minds” programme with free clinics. It was a classic SAS operation – swift and decisive.


Borneo


In 1959, a second territorial regiment was formed, 23 SAS, but the SAS was to see no further action until 1963 when they were sent to Borneo, where guerrillas from Indonesia were infiltrating across the border into the newly formed Federation of Malaysia. Their job there was to support a Malaysian, British and Commonwealth force of just five battalions to maintain security over 80,000 square miles. According to the British commander of the combined force, Major-General Walter Walker, the SAS’s contribution was invaluable.


“I regard 70 troopers of the SAS as being as valuable to me as 700 infantry in the role of hearts and minds, border surveillance, early warning, stay behind, and eyes and ears with a sting,” he said.


The task the SAS had been given was a daunting one. A squadron of not even a hundred men was asked to guard a frontier nearly a thousand miles long, and so wild and rugged in places that it was not even mapped. But their earlier time in Malaya had taught them valuable lessons. It also meant that many of the SAS men spoke Malay, so they could communicate easily with the local people.


Again the SAS sent four-man patrols out deep into the jungle for weeks on end. The patrol would be led by a local scout, followed by the patrol’s commander, medic, signaller and another specialist – a linguist or an explosives expert – at spaced intervals. The last man usually carried a 7.62-mm general-purpose machine gun or a Bren gun, while the others carried the standard British Army SLR or the new American Armalite M-16.


At the time, military theorists were against these small patrols, believing them to be too vulnerable to enemy attack, but in Borneo they worked well. As the guerrillas had the advantage of knowing the jungle and the local tribesmen, the SAS had to adopt a “softly-softly” approach, key to which was the medic. While the commander chatted with the headman, the medic set up a clinic that would have to tackle everything from childbirth to gunshot wounds. Meanwhile there would be a small exchange of gifts. If the villagers had any urgent needs, these would be conveyed to base by the signaller and anything they requested sent. After a meal and more conversation, the patrol would withdraw, reappearing a few days later to continue this confidence-building exercise. SAS men would also help the villagers with planting, weeding and harvesting crops. In return, local people would alert them to telltale signs in the forests that revealed the presence of the enemy.


The SAS would also pay locals who would work for them and pay for their food, unlike the guerrillas who simply took whatever they needed from the villagers. There were, of course, more aggressive “Claret” cross-border incursions to attack enemy forward bases in Indonesia and ambush them on their infiltration routes. This had to be undertaken with the utmost care as Britain was not at war with Indonesia and risked being accused of escalating the conflict if detected. At one point they even attacked the Indonesia Army which was staging a build-up in the area and escape unscathed. Together these tactics were so effective that the guerrillas rarely penetrated much beyond the border and, after the Indonesian President Ahmed Sukarno was overthrown in 1966, Indonesia made peace.


Oman – Dhofar


Between 1970 and 1976, the SAS were back in Oman, this time in the Dhofar region, waging another counter-insurgency campaign. The guerrillas who fought in Dhofar were known as the adoo (enemy). They were members of the Dhofar Liberation Front, Arab nationalists who were supplied arms by the Communist government in South Yemen and were subsumed into the Marxist People’s Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf. Their arms originated in the Soviet Union, so the insurgents had considerable firepower in the form of Kalashnikov assault rifles, RPG-7 rocket-propelled grenades, 12.7-mm heavy machine guns and 122-mm Katyusha rocket launchers.


However, most of the Dhofaris were not Marxists and were more concerned with material progress than ideology. But the Dhofar rebellion had sparked a palace coup with the autocrat Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur, who had banned radios, spectacles, medicine and bicycles, being replaced by his son, the Sandhurst-trained Sultan Qaboos, who introduced cabinet government for the first time and was attempting to modernize the country. The SAS also formed a bodyguard for the new Sultan and put in what were officially known as British Army Training Teams (BATTs).


Again the SAS’s main tactic was to win hearts and minds with medical and veterinary services. They also encouraged ex-guerrillas to join the firqat, a militia force trained by the SAS. Although it was rarely effective in combat, it provided considerable intelligence for the Sultan’s regular forces.


The SAS’s tactics were clearly working and the adoo knew that they had to do something in response. On 19 July 1972, they decided to attack Mirbat, a small town defended by a firqat unit under the command of a nine-man SAS team, who were at the end of their tour.


They chose to attack during the monsoon season when there was fog in the morning and low cloud base, so the defenders could not rely on air support. The adoo attacked with 250 men armed with AK-47s, heavy machine guns, mortars, 75-mm recoilless rifles and a 84-mm Carl Gustav rocket launcher. The adoo were highly professional soldiers and the previous day they had lured most of the firqat away into the hills. Taking the town should have been a walkover.


The nine SAS men from B Squadron, under 23-year-old Captain Mike Kealy, were lodged in the BATT house. Around 100 yards to the north-west on the shoreline was an old fort, inside which were thirty firqat warriors armed mostly with Lee Enfield .303 rifles. About 700 yards inland was another fort belonging to the Dhofar Gendarmerie with twenty-five gendarmes inside. Next to it was a gun pit with a vintage 25-pounder manned by an Omani gunner. Beyond it, the town’s perimeter was ringed with barbed wire.


Some 800 yards north, outside the wire, was another DG outpost with eight gendarmes inside. At around five o’clock in the morning, an adoo scouting group attacked it, killing four gendarmes. The rest fled. Then six mortars, some 2,100 yards to the north, opened up. Meanwhile two other groups of adoo attacked the town from the east. Things were getting serious, but the SAS men, now manning the roof of the BATT house, did not open fire, not wishing to give their position away prematurely.


As explosions rocked the building Lance-Corporal Pete Wignall radioed for help, while Trooper Talaiasi Labalaba, a Fijian, raced to the gun pit to assist the Omani gunner. The DG fort then received a direct hit from a 75-mm recoilless rifle.


At about 0600 around forty adoo approached the DG fort. As they straddled the wire Pete Wignall with a .50 Browning and Roger Chapman with a 7.62-mm general-purpose machine gun started shooting. Bob Bradshaw in the command sangar calmly picked off the leader with a well-aimed shot with his SLR. Nevertheless adoo kept on coming ten at a time, pulling on the barbed wire with their bare hands – until the 25-pounder scored a direct hit at point-blank range.


Although the DG fort and the 25-pounder were the focus of the attack, other adoo penetrated the town. Then the firing rate of the gun slowed down. A message came over the walkie-talkie that Labalaba had been shot in the chin. Sek Saveseki, another Fijian, volunteered to race over to him with medical supplies. It was a 700-yard dash though a hail of bullets. Saveseki, a rugby player, made the run of a lifetime and got to the DG fort unscathed.


The Omani gunner, named Khalid, had been shot in the stomach. But together Labalaba and Saveseki kept the gun firing, though they had to crawl back and forth to load and shoot it due to the intense small-arms fire. When Saveseki was hit in the shoulder, head and back, he was only able to use his SLR. With an almost superhuman effort, the wounded Labalaba continued to load and fire the gun on his own.


At 0700 there was a lull in the shooting. Wignall radioed HQ at Salalah for helicopters to medevac the wounded and sent a request for air support. Meanwhile, they could make no radio contact with the gun pit, so Kealy and Tommy Tobin race over to the gun. They found the Omani gunner mortally wounded, but Labalaba was still firing the 25-pounder and Saveseki was covering the west side of the fort with his SLR. Just then there was a huge explosion and more adoo came rushing through the wire towards the gun pit. As Labalaba reached for another shell, he was shot in the neck and killed. Tobin, too, was hit and mortally wounded. As Kealy fired his SLR point-blank at the attackers, he called the BATT house for mortar support and machine-gun fire on each side of the fort. “Fuzz” Harris could not make the elevation with the mortar so he held the tube to his chest to adjust the firing range.


A grenade rolled into the gun pit, but it turned out to be a dud. In the nick of time, Strikemaster jets came in at a hundred feet, strafing and rocketing the adoo. As Kealy and Bradshaw directed the jets on to the important targets, twenty-three men from G Squadron SAS – formed in 1966 in Borneo – landed by helicopter on the beach south of the town. They had arrived in Oman just twenty-four hours before and were on their way for acclimatization training in the hills when they heard of the situation in Mir bat. They brought with them nine GPMGs and soon the adoo were forced back; with help of some local firqat, the town was cleared. By 1230 the battle was over.


The SAS lost two men in the action, Labalaba and Tobin; Saveseki was badly wounded. After the fight thirty-eight dead adoo were found on the battlefield. Other bodies were taken by the retreating adoo and it is thought that they lost eighty all told. The battle had been a close-run thing, but proved to be a turning point in the war, which ended in 1976.


Mike Kealy was awarded a DSO for his actions, after volunteering to go and lead the firqat patrol, which had been lured away, back to safety. Tobin and Bradshaw were awarded the Military Medal, and Labalaba got only a Mention in Despatches. His comrades thought he should have got the Victoria Cross for what he did but, at the time, Britain was keeping a low profile about its involvement in Oman.


Counter Revolutionary Warfare


The SAS’s role change in the 1972 in response to a new threat – terrorism. At the 1972 Munich Olympics, eight Palestinians from the terrorist organization Black September stormed the Olympic village, killed two Israeli athletes and took nine more hostage. They demanded the release of some 200 Palestinians in Israeli jails, along with two well-known German terrorists. After a day of unsuccessful negotiations, the terrorists were allowed to take their hostages to the military airport in Munich for a flight back to the Middle East. But at the airport, German sharpshooters opened fire, killing three of the Arabs. A horrifying gun battle ensued, claiming the lives of all nine of the hostages, along with one policeman and two terrorists.


It was clear that the Germans did not have a specialist force who could deal with such a crisis – nor did anyone else. Plainly it was time that security forces worldwide put in place such provisions. In Britain the job fell to the SAS. Given their lack of previous experience in bodyguarding and close-quarter urban warfare, they had to prepare for such an eventuality. With no limit placed on it budget or resources, a special wing of the Regiment was formed called the Counter Revolutionary Warfare Department. It kept a low profile until the Iranian Embassy siege of May 1980. But they had not been idle. At Bradbury Lines, the SAS headquarters in Hereford, they had built a close-quarters battle house, where they practised the use of small arms in enclosed spaces. SAS men would sit in a room in the CQB house surrounded by straw “terrorist” dummies, while their colleagues burst in and, hopefully, only riddled the dummies with live rounds. This training is not for the faint-hearted.


The unit was already up and running by the time of London’s Spaghetti House siege of 1975. Employees of a Spaghetti House restaurant in Knightsbridge were held hostage for five days by a Nigerian and two West Indians who claimed to be members of the Black Liberation Army, an offshoot of the American Black Panthers, though, in fact, they were just common thieves. The SAS were prepared. But in the event they were not called in and the siege ended peacefully when the gunmen surrendered. However, later that year, IRA men holding a couple hostage in their flat in Balcombe Street, Marylebone, surrendered when they heard on the radio that the SAS were in the vicinity. It was thought that this was because of the fearsome reputation the Regiment had built up fighting terrorists in Northern Ireland, where the SAS had been used for intelligence gathering and covert operations. Most of their activities there remain classified to this day.


In 1977, the two SAS men were on hand with stun grenades developed by the Regiment when Germany’s new Grenz Schutz Gruppe 9 anti-terrorist unit freed the hostages being held on a hijacked Lufthansa passenger plane at Mogadishu Airport in Somalia. The stun-grenade – known as a “flash-bang” in the Regiment – had been specifically developed by the SAS for hostage situations. When detonated, the grenade creates an ear-deafening bang together with a blinding flash of light, causing disorientation for a few seconds. This allows the attacking force to enter and overwhelm the terrorists before they could regain their senses and react. There are several types – one, for example, causes a shockwave that blows out electric lights, plunging the terrorists into darkness and giving the advantage to Special Forces operatives equipped with night-vision goggles.


During the Mogadishu operation, the SAS got to see GSG9’s Heckler & Koch MP-5 sub-machine gun in action. As the SAS are the only unit in the British Army who get to pick their own weapons, the CRW Department now carry German-made Heckler & Koch MP-5s. In the spirit of reciprocity, the founder and leader of GSG9, Ulrich Wegener, was invited to observe the SAS in action with their newly acquired H&K MP-5s at the Iranian Embassy Siege in London in 1980.


The siege began at 1132 hours on Wednesday, 30 April 1980, when six armed terrorists stormed into the Iranian Embassy at 16 Princes Gate in Kensington, West London. They were armed with two Polish versions of the Russian Scorpion machine-pistol, one Spanish .38 revolver, three Browning 9-mm pistols and a number of Russian RDG-5 fragmentation grenades. Inside the Embassy was Trevor Lock, a policeman on diplomatic guard duty, who managed to alert his superiors by radio before the terrorists had got the Embassy and the hostages locked down. Within minutes specialist police squads had arrived. They included the marksmen of D11, the C13 anti-terrorist squad, C7 technical support branch and the Special Patrol Group. Meanwhile a former SAS man, then a police dog handler, contacted the Regiment and at 1148 hours the beepers of the Blue and Red team of the SAS went off. Soon Special Forces operatives in plain clothes were on the scene.


Initially, it was not clear how many people had been taken hostage, but it turned out to be twenty-six: nineteen Iranians and seven non-Iranians, including two men from the BBC, who were visiting, and PC Trevor Lock.


The terrorist leader was named Oan, but he called himself Salim. It seemed that he was the only one would could speak English. He made the demands on behalf of an Arabic organization known as the Group of the Martyr. These included freedom for Khuzestan, an oil-rich part of Iran inhabited by Arabs who have traditionally suffered persecution at the hands of the non-Arabic majority, and the release of ninety-one Arab prisoners held by Iran who were to be flown to London. He also insisted that an Arab ambassador be brought in to mediate. If these demands were not met by noon the following day, the hostages would be killed and the Embassy would be blown up.


The police set up an incident room, Zulu Control, down the terrace and began negotiating with the terrorists. Meanwhile preparations were made for an armed assault. That night, police carpenters built a scale model of the Embassy. The next day, work began on a life-sized replica, built in timber and hessian, in Regents Park Barracks.


Technicians from C7 lowered microphones and surveillance devices down the chimney to monitor the movements of the terrorists. And when two hostages were freed – a pregnant woman and a man who had stomach pains – they were debriefed. It was then confirmed that there were six terrorists; previously there were thought to be only five.


As the siege progressed and deadlines passed, the negotiators began to make headway. Plainly the liberation of Khuzestan was not in their gift and the terrorists dropped their demand for freeing the ninety-one Arab prisoners. It turned out that the men concerned had already been executed. The terrorists then asked for a coach to Heathrow Airport and a plane to take them and their Iranian hostages to a Middle Eastern country.


Although it seemed as if the hostage crisis might be solved peacefully, the debacle of Munich was still on everyone’s mind so the SAS continued making plans of their own. They were briefed by the embassy caretaker who knew every corner of the fifty rooms inside. From him they learnt that the windows and the front door were reinforced, so it would be impossible to burst in using sledgehammers. However, C7 men in the next-door building had removed part of the adjoining wall brick-by-brick, leaving only a thin layer of plaster. To cover the noise of removing the brickwork, an emergency crew from the gas board, armed with pneumatic drills, had been called in to repair a fictitious gas leak outside, while planes to Heathrow were diverted to fly low over the building. The SAS also discovered an unlocked skylight on the roof that gave access to a bathroom.


After five days, the terrorists were beginning to get desperate. They picked a political argument with the Iranian hostages and began to get suspicious about the noise they heard from outside. The male hostages were moved together into the telex room and PC Lock appeared at the window to say that the terrorists were going to start shooting the hostages if there was no news of the long-waited Arab mediator.


At 1331 hours three shots were heard from inside the Embassy. At 1850 hours three more shots were heard and the body of the Embassy’s press officer was pushed outside the front door. Ten minutes later the police handed over control to the military. The SAS were now going into action.


At 1923 hours, the negotiators got Oan back on the phone so that he, at least, could be located. Then the SAS’s Red Team abseiled in pairs from the back roof down to the balcony and ground floor. Another group burst through plaster from the building next door. At the front, Blue Team used frame charges to break the windows. When a terrorist appeared a sniper killed him with a single shot. Stun grenades and CS grenades were thrown in, but the terrorists had put newspapers soaked with lighter fuel under the windows so a fire rapidly broke out.


The raiders were wearing black so that they were visible against smoke, their torsos protected with Nomex body armour. Their faces were covered with gas masks and flash hoods to protect them from fumes and blast – this was also to instil fear in their opponents and protect their identity for fear of reprisals.


Other things were not going so smoothly. Only one of the charges lowered by rope down a light well went off – and prematurely. At the back one trooper got entangled in his ropes so his colleagues could not use their frame charges. He had to be cut down later. Instead, a sledgehammer was used on the lock of the French windows. Nevertheless, front and back, the SAS were in.


When an SAS man appeared through the front window, Oan raised his gun to fire. But Trevor Lock sprang into action, grappling with the terrorist leader until the SAS man could shoot him.


In the telex room one of the terrorists started shooting into the hostages; one hostage died and another was wounded. When the SAS burst into the room, two terrorists hid among the hostages on the floor. When they were pointed out by the hostages, they were killed, but the terrorist guarding the women in another room was spared.


The last terrorist was by the stairs between the hostages when a SAS trooper saw a grenade in his hand. With the hostages at such close quarters it was not possible to shoot him, so the trooper hit him with the stock of his MP-5 on the neck. As he fell down the flight of stairs, he was hit by thirty-two bullets from four SAS weapons, killing him. Fortunately, the pin remained in the grenade.


But the action was not yet over. All the rooms had to be systematically cleared and checked for booby-traps. Locked doors were opened with a burst of 9-mm rounds. The SAS men could not be sure that they had accounted for all the terrorists, so the hostages were thrown down the stairs from trooper to trooper and bundled into the back garden. There, everybody was handcuffed and searched for weapons and proof of identity, just in case terrorists were hiding among them. Once the SAS were sure that everyone in the garden was a hostage and there were no more terrorists at large in the buildings, command was then handed back to the police.


The action was over in seventeen minutes. Of the twenty-six hostages, two died, five had been released and nineteen rescued. Five of the terrorists were dead; the one survivor was sentenced to life imprisonment. The SAS, who were expecting 40 per cent casualties, had three wounded – one suffered burns, one had a leg wound and one had an injured finger.


The Falklands War


Until the embassy siege, the SAS had been a shadowy, secretive organization. Now they were front-page news in their new antiterrorist role. But just two years later, the SAS were back doing what David Stirling had first devised them for – blowing up enemy aircraft. Indeed, the Falklands War of 1982 gave them the opportunity to practise all the soldierly skills they had acquired in the Second World War. These would include the strategic ones of infiltration for surveillance and intelligence gathering, as well as the tactical ones concerned with diversionary attacks and seizing key features in front of the main force.


But their first task was reconnaissance of South Georgia, an island 1,000 miles to the east of the Falkland Isles, with the object of recapturing it. The Argentines had claimed sovereignty over the Falklands Islands – or the Islas Malvinas as they called them – which lie some 300 miles off their coast since the early nineteenth century. However, the islands had been occupied and administered by the British since 1833, so that the inhabitants were of British descent and owed their allegiance to the British Crown. At the beginning of 1982, the Argentine military junta under Lieutenant-General Leopoldo Galtieri gave up on long-running negotiations over the status of the islands and decided to invade, in the hope that the patriotic fervour engendered by the “recovery” of the Malvinas might help prop up his discredited regime. An invasion force trained in secret. Then when a dispute blew up between Argentine salvage workers and British scientists stationed on South Georgia, the government in Buenos Aires seized this as an excuse to move against the British possessions in the South Atlantic. On 2 April 1982, Argentine troops invaded the Falklands, quickly overcoming the small force of Royal Marines garrisoned in the capital Port Stanley. The following day, they took South Georgia. As the dispute in South Georgia had been the original excuse for the Argentine invasion of the Falklands, it was decide to retake that island first. The job was given to the SAS. On 21 April 1982, a helicopter inserted sixteen men of Mountain Troop – D Squadron, SAS – to establish an observation point at a place called Fortuna Glacier. The weather was horrendous. Weapons froze up and the men only managed to advance 500 yards before camping for the night. In severe danger of frostbite and hypothermia, they requested extraction the next day. But one of the Wessex extraction helicopters crashed just after picking up seven SAS men at around 1330 hours. One SAS soldier damaged his back.


A second helicopter also crashed. A third helicopter managed to extract some of the men, but when it returned to collect the rest of them, it was unable to land. Later that day, after five attempts, the pilot managed to set down and pick up the remaining men. Overloaded, and flying in appalling flying conditions, the pilot crash landed, but he managed to get the men safely on board a Royal Navy ship. He was awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross for his actions.


The next attempt to reach the island was by boat. Five inflatables set out for Grass Island, South Georgia, but only three boats made it to the shoreline. Later, SBS troops were inserted by helicopter. The SBS, or Special Boat Squadron, are the Royal Marines’ equivalent to the SAS and train with them.


There was not much enemy activity on South Georgia, which was garrisoned by only 150 poorly organized enemy troops. On 25 April, the patrol on the island itself directed naval gunfire on them, helicopters inserted another thirty SAS troops and the Argentineans surrendered. Just the threat of facing British Special Forces was enough for the young conscripts. South Georgia had been retaken without bloodshed. Next to come were the Falklands themselves.


From 1 May, G Squadron, SAS and SBS patrols were inserted on the Falklands to look for sites suitable for an amphibious landing. Eventually, the SBS found San Carlos Bay, which was almost undefended. Other four-man patrols located the enemy’s position, and ascertained the weapons and equipment they were using, having been inserted up to 20 miles from their objectives. Heavily laden, carrying stores for up to fourteen days, the patrols moved by night and laid up during the day.


Observation posts were set up. As the ground was too hard to dig into, they made hides. A fold in the terrain would be covered with chicken wire and hessian netting. This was then covered with local vegetation to blend in. These hides worked well and the Argentines did not discover a single one of them, even though they almost stepped on them. However, for the SAS men, manning the hides was not a pleasant task. The hides were cold, wet and cramped, and trench foot became a problem. One man would remain on watch as the others tried to cook and get some sleep. It was only possible for them to stretch their legs at night and even then it was dangerous. Although they only had rations for fourteen days, one patrol lasted twenty-six days on Beagle Ridge overlooking Port Stanley. Another OP watching Bluff Cove held out for twenty-eight days.


Air reconnaissance discovered an airstrip and possibly a radar station on Pebble Island, just north of West Falkland. Argentine aircraft using this base could attack the amphibious force landing at San Carlos, so it had to be dealt with, but Falkland Islanders lived nearby so it could not be bombed from the air.


On 11 May, two four-man SAS patrols approached the island in Klepper canoes and made a reconnaissance of the area. Eleven aircraft were discovered and a small garrison housing 114 Argentineans, but no radar station. There were problems establishing an OP as there was very little cover.


On 14 May, the rest of D Squadron – another forty-five men – were flown in from HMS Hermes Sea King helicopters, landing 4 miles from the target. They had just thirty minutes to reach it. After a bombardment by their 81-mm mortar and naval gun fire had started the action, the Mountain Troop attacked the bunkers on each side of the airstrip, neutralizing them. Two seven-man groups then destroyed the aircraft with explosives, machine guns and hand-grenades. All eleven aircraft were damaged beyond repair. There was only one SAS casualty when a landmine blew one British soldier backwards and injured him slightly with shrapnel. The job done, helicopters extracted all the SAS men safely. It was a classic success, but there were problems ahead.


On 19 May, during a night cross-decking operation from HMS Hermes to HMS Intrepid, disaster struck when a Sea King helicopter dropped from an altitude of 400 feet into the freezing water of the South Atlantic. It is thought that an albatross flew into the engine intake. Eighteen SAS men from D and G Squadrons were killed, though ten men survived the crash. It was a severe blow for the Regiment as experienced soldiers had lost their lives. However, the Commanding Officer of 22 SAS, Lieutenant-Colonel Michael Rose, said at the time: “The Regiment has taken it well and are getting on with the fighting.” But he added that he would be happier when all his men were ashore and their lives were in their own hands.


Their next job was to stage a diversionary attack on East Falkland itself. D Squadron was inserted to simulate an attack on Darwin and Goose Green. After a twenty-hour approach they were to make a lot of noise by attacking the 1,200 Argentineans there with 81-mm mortars, machine guns and Milan missiles. The enemy returned sporadic fire but, thinking they were under fire from a much larger force, did not dare counterattack. Their attention was also diverted from other areas and the main British ground forces landed at San Carlos on 21 May, untroubled by the enemy.


G Squadron put an observation post on Mount Kent, a key strategic position overlooking the Falklands capital, Port Stanley. When they reported that the mountain was not manned by the Argentines, D Squadron moved 36 miles across enemy-held territory to seize it, holding the mountain against Argentine attack for almost a week until the Royal Marines arrived there in force.


To replace battle casualties, B Squadron was flown in from Britain. After a twelve-hour flight from Ascension Island, they joined the Royal Navy Task Force by parachuting into the Atlantic to be picked up by HMS Glamorgan.


On the night of 13 June, 2 Para were attacking Wireless Ridge. One of their companies was commanded by a former SAS officer. As the attack was in danger of getting bogged down, the SAS decided to help their old comrade out by launching an attack on an ammunition dump between the eastern edge of the ridge and Port Stanley. They planned to go in on board helicopters, but when the weather closed in this proved impossible. Instead they requisitioned four Royal Marine Rigid Raider assault craft, along with the coxswains, and launched an attack on Stanley itself, accompanied by three SBS teams.


The town was defended by around 8,000 Argentine soldiers, armed with armoured cars, anti-aircraft guns, and 155-mm and 105-mm artillery. The attacking force was just sixty men – three SAS troops and a six-man SBS section. However, they were supported by other SAS troops on the northern shore who descended from their positions on Murrell Heights to lay down machine-gun and Milan missile covering fire.


Thinking they were facing a full-scale amphibious assault the Argentine defenders – including those on Wireless Ridge – turned their fire on the raiders, who had to turn tail. Despite the withering fire, only three men were slightly wounded, though the Rigid Raiders were badly holed. Nevertheless, this took the pressure off the Paras on Wireless Ridge who quickly overcame the opposition.


This was the SAS’s last action in the Falklands, but not their last contribution. On 14 June, with a general ceasefire in place around Port Stanley, it was the SAS Commanding Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Michael Rose, who helicoptered in to Port Stanley with a Spanish-speaking officer to broker peace. The Argentine commander, General Mario Menendez, offered to surrender the forces under his control on East Falklands, but he said that he could not speak for the garrison on West Falklands. This would have been acceptable to the commanders of the British Task Force as the Army were now down to six rounds per gun and were suffering other shortages. But Rose would not have it. A partial surrender, he said, was no surrender at all. He insisted that Menendez instruct all forces on the Falklands to lay down their arms. After two hours, Menendez gave way.


The following day, when Menendez and the commander of the British Land Forces, Major-General Jeremy Moore RM, signed the instrument of surrender, the SAS hoisted the Union Jack on Government House alongside their own regimental flag. The SAS had made a huge contribution to the victory in the Falklands, at a cost of twenty of its men.


Peterhead Prison, Scotland


In October 1987, the SAS were called on to deal with a problem nearer to home. This time they would need no guns. Prisoners at Peterhead Prison in Scotland had taken over the prison and had taken a prison officer hostage. He had to be rescued and the prison retaken. The SAS was the only unit at the time with the means to carry out such a mission.


The team pumped a mixture of smoke and tear gas into the building before an assault team went in, entering the building through a hole in the ceiling that the prisoners had made. As they would not be facing armed terrorist, the SAS would not be carrying guns. Instead of packing MP-5s, the SAS men were armed with long staves or batons. As the team emerged through the hole, they were greeted by a prisoner. A flash-bang disorientated him and he was quickly subdued. Then the team found the officer who had been taken hostage by the prisoners. They hurried him out of the building into the arms of more SAS men and order was restored.


As well as being a successful action on the ground, this was an extraordinary PR coup. It showed that the SAS were not just a bunch of action men. They could also employ good judgment and they did not always need guns to achieve success.


Overseas the SAS would see action again in the Gulf War, the Balkans, Sierre Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq.
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THE SBS


The Second World War


The SBS can claim that it predates the SAS. The idea for a special boat force came from Robert Courtney, a young subaltern who tried to convince the then commander of the commandos, Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Laycock, to form units that could assault the enemy using folding kayaks – initially with little success. In order to convince the British armed forces of the effectiveness of such an outfit, he staged a daring one-man raid on a British commando ship by kayaking up to it, climbing the anchor chain, stealing a gun casing and leaving the way he had come, undetected. He then presented the trophy to a group of high-ranking commando officers in a nearby pub. He was promoted to captain, and given command of twelve men, the first Special Boat Section (SBS).


The SBS was provided with 16-foot long collapsible sports canoes made by the Folbot Company. These were easy to assemble, consisting of a rubberized canvas skin over a wooden frame. When dismantled, the canoe folded into a pack 4½ foot × 1 foot and weighed about 48 lb. They could easily be stowed on board a submarine, which would be used to deploy and extract the raiders, and easily hidden on a beach. The joints between the wooden struts would usually be bound with heavy insulating tape during operations to prevent them coming apart.


The two-man crews were equipped with double-bladed paddles which dismantled into two parts and the craft was steered with lines running from the rudder to the coxswain. As the SBS evolved its raiding techniques, it became common practice for the crew to have specific tasks. Usually one would be the canoeist whose job was to look after the craft, while the other – the swimmer – attacked the target, usually attaching a mine to the hull of an enemy craft. Although the Folbot was fairly seaworthy and was described as being very fast and silent in official reports, it did have several weaknesses. Most worrying was that it was very fragile and prone to turning turtle in all but the calmest seas. The canoe was also too lightly built to survive being dragged across a beach when loaded with heavy equipment.


The fledgling SBS trained on the Scottish Island of Arran, their first action being demolition work on the Lofoten Islands off Norway. In another daring raid of 22 June 1941, they paddled ashore from a submarine and blew up a railway tunnel in Italy with a train in it.


Courtney’s command had increased to fifteen when they were sent to the Middle East with Layforce as Z Section. There it was reinforced and transferred to the 1st Submarine Flotilla in April 1941. Usually working in two-man groups, paddling ashore on canoes launched from submarine motherships, the teams would seek out and sabotage high-value targets such as rail and communication lines. They made attacks on Greece, Crete and Rhodes. The fledging Special Operations Force also developed anti-shipping skills, using canoes to sneak into harbours and plant limpet mines on the hulls of enemy ships.


By the end of the year, Z Section and the Special Boat Section (Middle East) – a raiding unit formed in the spring of 1941 at Kabrit – had suffered heavy losses. They were therefore absorbed into D Squadron of Layforce’s other offspring, the 1st Special Air Service Regiment, along with three groups of canoeists under the command of Earl Jellicoe. Jellicoe then set about reorganizing them into three Special Boat Sections in the autumn of 1942.


Operation Frankton


In November 1942, the SBS made its most famous raid of the Second World War – the Cockleshell Heroes raid on Nazi-occupied Bordeaux. Since the fall of France, merchant ships had used the port at Bordeaux to supply the German military stationed in that part of the country. The Royal Navy had prevented merchant ships supplying the Germans use of the channel, but plenty were willing to sail into the Bordeaux harbour. With German U-boats using the Atlantic ports as a base, there was little the British could do about it as a bombing raid on the port facilities would have led to many French civilian casualties, and was ruled out.


The only thing to do was mount a seaborne commando raid. This was to be named Operation Frankton. Its aim was to destroy as many ships in the port as was possible, blocking the harbour with wreckage and rendering it unusable.


The raiders were to be Royal Marine Commandos serving with the SBS. They got their new name from the nickname they gave their canoes – “cockleshells”. During their months of training, the twelve-man team were not told what their target was – this was only made known to them once the submarine HMS Tuna had surfaced off the French coast. The plan was for the six two-man teams to paddle across 5 miles of open sea to the mouth of the River Gironde, then paddle another 70 miles up the river and plant limpet mines on the ships in the harbour. After that they were to abandon their canoes and make their home by way of Spain, which had remained neutral. It was an ambitious plan.


The raid started badly when one of the canoes was holed as it was being made ready on the Tuna, which meant that two Royal Marines – Fisher and Ellery – had to be left behind. Then, as the canoes approached the mouth of the Gironde, they hit a violent rip tide. The waves were 5 feet high and the canoe “Conger” was lost, so that the crew – Corporal George Sheard and Marine David Moffat – had to be towed along in the water by the other canoes, slowing them down. Once near the shoreline they let go, leaving the men to swim to the shore, but neither made it and they are assumed to have drowned.


The crew of the canoe “Coalfish” – Sergeant Samuel Wallace and Marine Jock Ewart – were caught by the Germans and shot. The crew of the “Cuttlefish” – Lieutenant John Mackinnon and Marine James Conway – had to abandon their canoe after it was damaged. They, too, were caught by the Germans, handed over to the Gestapo and shot. This left the raiders with just two canoes. The leader of the raid, Major “Blondie” Hasler, and his shipmate, Marine Bill Sparks, were on board the canoe code-named “Catfish”. The other canoe, “Crayfish”, was crewed by Marine William Mills and Corporal Albert Laver.


By then, the Germans knew that something was up and had increased their patrols along the river. However, the two crews, hiding by day and paddling by night, managed to elude them. As the canoes reached the harbour they were spotted by a sentry who somehow failed to raise the alarm, possibly mistaking their canoes for driftwood as the crews had been trained to remain motionless as they drifted by. The crews then placed limpet mines on the merchant ships they found in the harbour. The mines were armed with an eight-minute fuse, giving the Marines time to get away.


They succeeded in sinking one ship and severely damaging four others, which did enough damage to greatly disrupt the use of the harbour for months. Such was the significance of the raid that Winston Churchill said that it helped to shorten the war by six months.


“Crayfish” and “Catfish” escaped on the tide. Once out of danger, they abandoned their canoes and travelled on foot. They assumed the Germans would think that they would head south to neutral Spain. Instead, they turned north. Along the way, Laver and Mills got separated from Sparks and Hasler, were caught by the Germans and shot.


Some one hundred miles north of Bordeaux – a journey that took them two months – the two survivors linked up with the French Resistance at the town of Ruffec. With the help of the Resistance, Hasler and Sparks reached Spain, then moved on to Gibraltar. But even there, their problems were not over. The Chief of Combined Operations, Lord Louis Mountbatten, had assumed all the raiders were dead, so anyone claiming to be them was treated with the utmost suspicion. Hasler used his rank to get transport back to Britain, but Sparks was arrested. However, ever resourceful, he managed to give his military police escort the slip at Euston Station and, after visiting his father, made his way to Combined Operations Headquarters.


In the spring of 1943, the SBS was amalgamated with the SAS, now minus David Stirling. Continuing their raids on Crete, they were trained on caiques, Greek sailing ships. However, they did not lose their identity for long. Jellicoe’s Special Boat Squadron was transferred to Brigadier D.J.T. Turnbull’s Raiding Forces Middle East and was renamed the Special Boat Service. They set up a new specialist training base at Athlit in northern Palestine and went on to conduct operations in the Mediterranean, Adriatic and Aegean Seas.


In May 1943, when operations in North Africa were drawing to a close, S Detachment under Captain Sutherland made a daring raid on Crete, destroying three airfields. The SBS made further attacks on Sicily in the run-up to Operation Husky, the Allied landings there.


Following the Italian capitulation in November 1943, they became involved in attempts to gain control of enemy-held islands in the eastern Mediterranean. Although several islands fell to small raiding parties, the Germans soon stiffened their defences. In early November 1943, the Germans dropped paratroopers on the island of Leros, just 15 miles from the Turkish coast, to counter-attack. After five days of fighting the British surrendered after losing, with 400 killed. Only a small SBS team escaped.


But the SBS kept up raids on Leros, Kos and other Greek islands, forcing the Germans to maintain large garrisons there and tying up men who could have been used against the Red Army or Allied forces on the mainland of Europe. Their last major operation in the Aegean took place on Simi, when eighty-one SBS men accompanied the Greek Sacred Squadron as they fought their way back onto the island


Post-war


At the end of the Second World War, the Special Operations Group in the Far East was returned to the UK. Many SBS men stayed on in the armed forces, moving to non-amphibious units as few commanders and politicians saw any use for Special Forces in the post-war atomic age. However, while the other Special Forces units were disbanded altogether, the War Office decided to raise and train shallow-penetration Special Forces under the Royal Marines.


Those sections of SOG that remained intact, including the Special Boat Section, were transferred to the Royal Marines. Now numbering less than sixty, they came under the command of “Blondie” Hasler, who produced a paper outlining his vision of the future, defining the role of modern amphibious Special Forces. Despite the fate of his Cockshell Hero comrades, Hasler maintained that the SBS and Special Forces groups were not about sending men on suicide missions. Inadequately trained men would face certain death and badly planned operations spelt disaster. If Special Forces operations were to succeed, training and planning were vital, he insisted. The Admiralty agreed. In early 1946, it gave its approval for the opening of the School of Combined Operations, Beach and Boat Section (SCOBBS), at Fremington, Devon.


SCOBBS would train a core of men for beach surveying, intelligence gathering and sabotage, and within a year was placed under the command of the Royal Marines. At the end of August the two units of thirty-nine men and their stores moved to the Royal Marines base at Eastney, Portsmouth. By the summer of 1948 the Combined Operations, Beach and Boat Section had been renamed the Small Raids Wing of the Royal Marines Amphibious School at Eastney. Their first mission was to remove limpet mines from ships in Haifa harbour.


A row ensued about the title of SBS, which the Royal Marines won, and they began to use SBS as a functional title for their Special Forces unit. At this point the guidelines for the SAS and SBS were laid down. From then on, the SAS were to be responsible for reconnaissance at divisional level, deep-penetration raids, behind-the-lines harassment and training partisans, while the SBS were responsible for operations against ships and coastal installations, shallow, waterborne, penetration raids, beach reconnaissance, landing preparation and ferrying agents into and out of hostile territory.


Either could harass coastal targets, undertake landward reconnaissance, capture prisoners and eliminate undesirable people. However, at this time, the SBS were regulars, while the SAS remained part of the Territorial Army.


The Cold War


When the Cold War began to threaten Western Germany and the Western-occupied sectors of Berlin, a detachment of the Small Raids Wing was formed as part of the Royal Navy Rhine Flotilla based at HMS Royal Prince at Krefeld on the Dutch border. This detachment was originally known as the Royal Marine Demolition Unit, shortly to be reformed as 2 SBS. In 1951, 3 SBS was formed and the Small Raids Wing at Eastney was renamed Special Boat Wing. In the event of war, the SBS at Krefeld would form stay-behind parties to gather intelligence and carry out harassment of Russian troops before they reached the Rhine. Both 2 SBS and 3 SBS were part of the Rhine Squadron, with the SBS taking part in major BAOR exercises each year, their numbers being bolstered by the temporary inclusion of 4 SBS and 5 SBS formed from the Royal Marine Force Volunteer Reserve.


During the Cold War, the SBS were responsible for inserting and extracting agents from Eastern Bloc coastlines and gathering intelligence on Soviet naval capabilities. A pair of SBS divers covertly examined and photographed the hull of a new Soviet battle-cruiser when it docked in the port of Gibraltar.


Along with the SAS, SBS would frequently play the role of the Soviet Spetznaz – the Red Army’s Special Forces unit – in mock attacks on NATO installations. Some military analysts believe that this resulted in the West overestimating the Spetznaz’s capabilities.


In the mid-1950s, 6 SBS was hurriedly formed to support NATO navies in the Mediterranean against any breakout of Russian submarines from the Black Sea. The SBS also undertook coastline reconnaissance. Beaches and harbours of potential hotspots around the world were clandestinely examined with the aim of preparing the way for amphibious landings. SBS training teams also passed on their expertise to Cold War allies and strategic friends. Among those they instructed were the US Navy Seals and the Shah of Iran’s Naval Special Forces.


The Korean War


When the Korean War broke out in 1950, the SBS joined the specially formed 41 Independent Commando of the Royal Marines and US troops to lead sabotage teams blowing up railways and vital installations along the North Korean coastline. The SBS teams and the Royal Marines were among the first British units into action, operating from the USS Perch, Bass and Wontuck. In attacks on coastal railways, lines, tunnels, bridges and general targets of opportunity were blown up by the raiding parties, damaging the North Koreans’ lines of supply and communications. The 41 Independent Commando was reassigned to the US Marines when China entered the war, continuing with night-time raids against enemy coastal targets with US support. Further SBS reinforcements joined the combined force, with their headquarters in Japan.


This force operated from bases in the islands off Wonsan along the eastern coast of Korea some 60 miles behind enemy lines. They made mainland reconnaissance raids using two-man canoes, rubber inflatable boats and motor boats. However, in December 1951, 41 Independent Commando was formally stood down and returned to England to be disbanded.


Egypt


In 1952, the SBS carried out a reconnaissance of the harbour near King Farouk’s palace near Alexandria, in preparation for an evacuation of British residents from Egypt. As usual the teams and their canoes were delivered by submarine. However, one swimmer failed to make the rendezvous. He was picked up by the Egyptians and was handed over to Naval Intelligence.


The SBS were also readied to send in a raiding party to rescue Farouk, if the nationalist leader Gamal Nasser had attempted a violent coup. As it was, Farouk was forced to abdicate and was exiled. Later, 6 SBS was alerted to be prepared to evacuate King Idris from Libya, but in the event, some gunboat diplomacy achieved the desired effect. The SBS were stood down, but they did not waste the journey to North Africa and conducted reconnaissance along the coast from Tobruk to Tripoli.


The Suez Crisis


During the Suez Crisis of 1956, 1 SBS were tasked with cutting cables laid across the Suez Canal that prevented passage to shipping. They were flown to Malta, but before the operation could get underway, it was cancelled and they returned to the UK. Six SBS were also mobilized to prepare a detailed reconnaissance of possible beach landing sites, but again the task was cancelled before they got underway. Instead, 6SBS boarded HMS Ocean and were sent to Port Said with 3 Commando Brigade.


In 1958 a manual titled The Organisation and Employment of the Special Boat Sections, produced by the Commandant General’s Office of the Royal Marines, spelt out the ground rules of their operation, distilling what the SBS had learnt so far. It says:


It is important that SBS of sub-units avoid being engaged by superior forces. Success depends on detailed planning and rehearsals. It is essential therefore that all intelligence is made available and that adequate time is allowed for preparation before an operation is launched . . .


In accordance with the Supreme Allied Commander’s policy governing Special Operations . . . directives for Special Boat Sections will be broad so far as carrying out the operation is concerned but precise in defining its object and in imposing any limitations on the operation . . .


The success of a small-scale amphibious operation depends mainly upon a carefully prepared and feasible plan in which sufficient time must be allowed for delays and taking alternative action if a turn of event or deterioration of the weather makes this necessary. The plan must be simple yet flexible, with every possible contingency thought through at planning stage. This will ensure that alternative courses of action are decided upon at planning stage . . .


The detailed plan will contain specific information and timings that are of paramount importance to each individual man taking part and which in fact must be committed to memory . . .


Planning requirement: up-to-date intelligence reports, large-scale maps, all available charts, detailed interpretation report; tide tables and Atlas of Tidal Streams, the Nautical Almanac for obtaining bearing and timings of Sun, Moon, etc. Appropriate list of lights . . .


SB operations may be considered in progressive stages of planning, preparation and rehearsal: 1) approach in parent vessel or aircraft to operational area, 2) the final approach by raiding-craft or by swimming or a combination of both, 3) carrying out the task, 4) recovery and withdrawal, 5) debriefing, 6) report writing.


In execution of the above and especially where a reconnaissance raid is a prelude to a larger operation, the following measures are essential: a) time must be allowed for at least one alternative method of recovery, b) alternative swimmer recovery positions must be laid down, c) an alternative craft homing position must be arranged, d) a suitable lying-up position must be pre-located, e) recovery on a subsequent night at an emergency rendezvous, f) if all else fails, escape overland.


Little has changed.


Borneo


In the build-up to the confrontation in Borneo, a section of SBS was formed from the ranks of 3 Commando Brigade, specifically to find and capture a guerrilla leader. It also played a part in freeing hostages taken by Indonesian-backed guerrillas. As the situation grew more heated, 2 SBS joined 42 Commando in Singapore, where they were later reinforced by 1 SBS. They remained in the theatre until 1971. The SBS were used to provide reconnaissance in the most inhospitable terrain where the guerrillas were most active. They joined the SAS in the “hearts and minds” campaign, winning the support of villagers with medical care and supplies.


Teams of three or four men would also be sent into the jungle or swamps to scout for Indonesian army patrols. In the jungle they would build hides and stay for three to five days, radioing back with hourly reports. Generally avoiding firefights, the teams monitored guerrilla activity, providing information that the assault force would use to attack the guerrillas. However, in October 1964, 2 SBS were flown in to the Sarawak area of Borneo to create the Tawau Assault Group with 40 Commando RM. This force was equipped with cabin cruisers, dories and native craft powered by outboard motors, as well as SBS canoes.


The border between Indonesia and Sarawak was difficult to follow as it ran through thick jungle along the backwaters of the River Serudong. The Indonesia border with Sabah State runs across Sebatik Island. Just south-west of Sebatik Island, across a channel just 2 miles wide, was Nanukan Island, where the Indonesian Marines had bases, which they used to disrupt the vital timber trade in Sabah.


Intelligence reports indicated that the Indonesians were also planning operations along the coast of the Sibuk Bay coast, where mangrove swamps and tidal rivers made it a difficult area to patrol. Nearby was the district capital of Tawau, a small port with a population of 4,300 and to the north-west lay Cowie Harbour, an anchorage north of Sebatik Island. In it was Wallace Bay, which would be 2 SBS headquarters. From there they would patrol southwards down the coast in Gemini inflatable boats.


In addition to using an observation post high in a dead tree near the border, the Indonesians also manned a harbour launch which openly watched the passing coasters, junks and local boats. Meanwhile, Indonesian Marines kept watch from the south-west coast of Sebatik Island, with a clear westward view across the waters to other Indonesian bases on Nanukan Island.


While the observation post posed no threat to 40 Commando in the Tawau area, the destruction of the Indonesian post was an obvious target that would undermine their morale. But before an attack could be launched, a recce would have to be made to determine the state of the ground just beyond the beach and ascertain whether there were barbed-wire entanglements and mines hidden along the edge of the jungle. Two SBS swimmers were sent in on a moonless night. With their inflatables just out of view of the Indonesian watchtower, the two swimmers slipped over the side. Coming ashore at a beach a little way south east of the tower, they found no defences in the palms and scrub nearby. The beach was sandy and wide enough to land several inflatables.


They could make out a hut to their right, about 80 feet from the tower, where the lookouts off watch were sitting round a flickering fire. The swimmers did a detailed recce, estimating the distance from the tower to the hut and locating the impenetrable clumps of scrub and thorn that could be used as cover. Then they withdrew.


Their report was studied by 40 Commando who decided to mount a raid in force against the post by fifteen Marines led by a SBS lieutenant. They sailed down the coast in a small motor cruiser on the night of the raid, before launching three inflatables a short distance from the border. One stayed near the border to give covering fire from a general-purpose machine-gun to deter any patrol boats from pursuing the commandos as they withdrew.


The other two were paddled south for the 5 miles to the beach by the watchtower. But as the lead craft beached, it was plain that the observers in the tower had spotted them and somewhat inaccurate machine-gun fire rained down. The Lieutenant told his assault team to spread out and move forward as he ran towards the hut. His Sergeant, with a GPMG gunner to the right, waded waist deep along the shore guided by the gunfire. Meanwhile the Lieutenant crossed the open ground and raced towards the hut.


His shout of “Grenades!” sent the Sergeant and his GPMG gunner ducking for cover under the water, holding their weapons over their heads. The Lieutenant had lobbed two M26 grenades into the palm-leaf hut, followed by a burst from his sub-machine gun. The assault team came up and, having counted the bodies, prepared to leave as the patrol was under strict orders not to get involved in any prolonged fire-fight. The element of surprise had been lost early on in the raid and there was no alternative but to withdraw before the enemy could organize an effective counter-attack. Back aboard the Geminis, the raiders soon had enough water under them to open up the throttles of the outboards, making good their escape just as mortar bombs began falling close to the observation post.


The situation in Borneo also allowed SBS sections to practise landing by canoe from submarines. In early May 1965, they made a reconnaissance on moonless nights across the Strait of Malacca to Labuhanbilik. The submarine lay well clear of the island until nightfall, when she floated off a Gemini and four canoes 5 miles from the shore. The Gemini and canoes beached without mishap. There was no sign of any enemy activity and the Marines paddled back to rendezvous with the submarine. But a recce on a second dark night found Indonesian patrols on another island. Covered by a canoe a little way offshore, two teams scaled a rocky cliff to observe the movements of enemy personnel. On a third occasion they reconnoitred a small river estuary looking for the boats used to smuggle arms across to Borneo. Similar carefully co-ordinated recces and raids continued to help Headquarters Far East Land Forces in Singapore to plan cross-border operations. By the summer of 1965, there were signs that Indonesian incursions were decreasing in Borneo. Ambushes set up through the summer by the security forces found fewer Indonesian intruders than they had for several years. By 1966, the 70,000-strong security force was intercepting Indonesian forces as they crossed the border. The Royal Marines fought their last action of the confrontation in mid-March, pursuing Indonesian Commandos south of Biawak. A truce was finally agreed in August. The total number of casualties of the Commonwealth military forces in this undeclared war, which lasted over four years, was 114 killed and 181 wounded, a fifth of the Indonesian losses.


Training and Further Operations


In 1965, the SBS had set up courses in Singapore to train Malaysian troops, along with men from the South Vietnamese Army and, later, US Marines preparing to fight in Vietnam. Trials were also carried out with the 7th Submarine Squadron to see if it was possible to launch SBS teams from submarines while they were still submerged in order to help the raiders infiltrate undetected – and pick them up the same way. These were code-named the “Goldfish” experiments and involved the British politician Paddy Ashdown, the High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina from 27 September 2002 to 30 May 2006, who was a member of the SBS at the time.


One problem with these operations was that it was difficult to brief the SBS teams on the latest intelligence while underwater; in addition, men and their gear took up valuable space within the submarine, which was already cramped. One way around this was to airdrop the SBS team at a pre-arranged rendezvous where the submarine would pick them up for the last leg of their journey. The trials were all carried out successfully with rubber inflatable craft rather than rigid canoes.


Later, Royal Navy engineers adapted a Mark XXIII torpedo as an underwater tug. It was codenamed “Archimedes” and had extra batteries for sustained operation. Paddy Ashdown was one of the test drivers. But while Archimedes itself was not successful, similar craft remain in service today.


During the 1960s, the SBS were active in the Mediterranean making coastline surveys, gathering intelligence and conducting operations throughout the area. Based in Malta, 6 SBS sent a detachment to Bahrain. From there they would deploy to any trouble spot throughout the Gulf. Exercises were also conducted throughout the Middle East including amphibious landings, developing new procedures and formats for signals.


Before the revolution in Iran in 1979, the SBS provided training and advice to Iranian Special Forces and helped several other friendly countries in the region. When India and East Pakistan began to threaten each other in 1971, the SBS were sent on board HMS Albion to assist in the evacuation of British nationals, if necessary. In the event, they were not needed.


As the British Empire shrank, Gibraltar became the only remaining British bastion in the Mediterranean. At the time it was under blockade by Spain. Six SBS were deployed to conduct reconnaissance around the Rock to ensure Spain was not planning an assault. When that fear proved groundless, the SBS found itself with little active role outside training friendly forces.


In the early 1970s, the SBS began taking on a drug enforcement role in support of civilian police forces in the Caribbean. During the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, the SBS were also deployed in Northern Ireland. Their main role was covert surveillance and, apart from its own operations, many SBS operators joined 14th Intelligence Company, or “the Det” – a branch of Military Intelligence specially created for surveillance operations in Ulster. The SBS were also used to monitor and interdict gun running along the coastline and on inland waterways and lakes.


In 1972 the SBS assumed a more high-profile role when blackmailers threatened to blow-up the cruise-liner Queen Elizabeth 2 (QE2), which was then in the mid-Atlantic. Men of the Royal Marines’ Special Boat Squadron, along with an SAS sergeant and a bomb-disposal expert, were parachuted into the Atlantic from a RAF Hercules a thousand miles from Britain. The bomb-disposal expert, Captain R. Hacon Williams, was not parachute trained and had to be given instruction en route. The team was not advised of the ship’s location until after take-off and had to jump into a rough sea before being picked up by the liner’s lifeboat. Once on board, they were rushed to the ship’s captain, who briefed the team while their equipment was mustered. The suspect packages were two suitcases on the boat deck and four large containers in the car deck, all of which proved to be harmless. The ransom money was delivered but not collected and the FBI eventually picked up the hoaxers.


Every member of the jump team received the Queen’s Commendation for Brave Conduct and the exercise provided valuable experience in inter-service co-operation, with a RAF Nimrod providing secure and instant communications between the team and its British base. After this operation, some bomb-disposal experts were parachute-trained and the SBS kept a team on standby for future operations of this type.


Later that year, the SBS were on board the QE2 again, following the Black September terrorist attacks at the Munich Olympics. The liner was carrying a sizable Jewish contingent on a cruise to Israel and it was thought advisable to put them under SBS guard. Another QE2 cruise to Israel in 1976 again required the protection of the SBS. This time members of the unit posed as tourists aboard the liner with their Browning 9-mm pistols concealed under their T-shirts. Some SBS men brought their wives to add to the mission’s cover. As before, the cruise was completed without incident.


With the threat of terrorism coming to the fore, security forces began to foresee the danger of a terrorist group taking control of a North Sea oil rig. In 1979 the Admiralty and Chiefs of Staff approved the formation of a new counter-terrorist force of 300 Royal Marines called Comacchio Company, based at RM Condor in Arbroath, and charged with oil-rig and ship-protection duties at sea. It was also to provide a quick-reaction force to protect nuclear weapons both in transit and on site. The SBS deployed a counter-terrorism-dedicated team to Comacchio, which became 5 SBS. In 1987, 5 SBS and 1 SBS – now a counter-terrorism force based in Poole, Dorset – were merged to form M Squadron of the SBS, dedicated to maritime counter-terrorist operations. By 1990 it had three troops.


The Falklands War


The SBS were engaged in winter exercises in northern Norway when Argentina invaded the Falklands. Due for leave as soon as they returned from Scandinavia, their departure was blocked when they returned to Britain and were put on standby.


Within twenty-four hours of the signal ordering the SBS to stand to, the SBS were on the move. On 1 April 1982, 2 SBS set off with the command team by air to Ascension Island, from where they would sail south. They were soon joined by D Squadron of the SAS, giving the Special Forces a combined force of around fifty men. M Company of 42 Royal Marine Commando also arrived. The men were at sea on board RFA Fort Austin before they learned that South Georgia was their intended destination.


Six SBS joined HMS Conqueror at Faslane and set off for the South Atlantic. Three SBS was the last section to leave aboard RFA Stromness, with a further twelve men joining them at Ascension. One SBS remained in Poole to deal with any counter-terrorist emergency closer to home.


The assault on South Georgia was code-named Operation Paraquat. On the way the SBS and SAS tested their equipment and practised launching from the Fort Austin. The elderly outboard motors often failed and the men found themselves having to paddle back to the ship in these practices.


On 12 April, they sighted HMS Endurance and over the next day the SBS and SAS men heading for South Georgia were cross-decked to the Endurance with their equipment and stores by two Wessex helicopters. The Endurance and Fort Austin were joined by HMS Antrim, HMS Plymouth and the RFA tanker Tidespring.


The reoccupation of South Georgia was planned aboard HMS Antrim. The Endurance would put the main body of the SBS ashore at Grytviken and King Edward Point, with the SAS landing at Fortuna Glacier to reconnoitre Leith Harbour, Stromness and Grass Island.


The retaking of South Georgia was delayed by an Argentine submarine, the Santa Fe, which had to be sought out by helicopter and depth-charged. Damaged, she limped back to Grytviken where she was scuttled. There then followed the disastrous insertion of the SAS. Finally a 75-man-strong force made up of SBS, SAS and Royal Marines were landed from the Antrim, only half the strength of the Argentine garrison. However, when it reached Grytviken, the entire place was covered in white sheets and the Argentineans surrendered.


After the Argentinian surrender on South Georgia, 6SBS moved to join 3 SBS in the advance fleet. The SBS would reconnoitre three separate areas of the Falklands and maintain patrols in advance of the main landings. Sea King Mk4 helicopters were used to fly the patrols in, although occasionally the Geminis were used to go ashore. Helicopter movements were only carried out at night, and once dropped off the SBS teams dug in to the bare hillsides and remained hidden for days at a time as the Argentine forces searched for them. The SBS were hampered by the fact that they had to send reports back using Morse code, far too simple a system to relay beach recce reports which essentially had to be accompanied by maps and charts. SBS personnel therefore had to make dangerous exfiltrations to deliver these in person.


As the conflict progressed, the SBS had teams scattered throughout the islands, with patrols deployed to various locations for up to a week at a time before withdrawing to report, and then being inserted to another location. The teams usually numbered four men who, once landed, would proceed on foot to their observation posts, lying up in temporary hides during the daylight hours. A trio of hides would be built, one for the men and the other two for the substantial supplies necessary for a seven-day recce.


Although the Argentine forces came close to discovering SBS patrols on numerous occasions, they never actually succeeded. However, on one occasion two SBS corporals went missing, causing SBS Control a great deal of worry. The two corporals were part of a team that had run into an Argentine patrol and although they avoided actual contact, they were split up. Following their standard evasion procedures, the two missing corporals went to ground. Eventually, seven days later, they were picked up and returned to the Task Force.


The SBS were also sent to take over an Argentine fish-factory-ship, but while 2 SBS were en route, the ship was attacked by two Harriers and was listing badly by the time they arrived and boarded her. When the SBS discovered charts and operational orders showing that she had been shadowing the British fleet, they took off the crew before setting charges and blowing up the vessel.


Immediately prior to the landing of the main British ground forces at San Carlos, an Argentine company moved into the area and the SBS were tasked with clearing them out. Using a thermal imager, the SBS located the Argentineans from a Wessex helicopter and HMS Antrim bombarded the position with 4.5-inch naval shellfire for two hours, while the Wessex landed the SBS nearby. The SBS then moved in, calling for the Argentines to surrender. Their answer was a volley of small-arms fire. The SBS men gave the Argentines one more chance to give up before moving forward. They killed twelve, wounded three, and took nine prisoners.


The Argentineans they had taken out had been on Fanning Head manning anti-tank guns and mortars which would have been able to inflict considerable damage on the British landings if they had not been put out of action. However, the rest of the Argentine company were hiding in houses in Port San Carlos and were not discovered until after the landings began. In the meantime they had shot down two Royal Marine Gazelles.


As the landings at San Carlos continued unopposed, 6SBS from HMS Fearless were inserted on the north coast to establish a forward base on Green Island ahead of the Commandos’ advance. The section carried out a recce of Port Louis and Green Patch before the Commandos arrived. Two SBS joined them and operated in the Teal area, guiding 3 Para into Teal, before moving on to observe an enemy company on Long Island Mountain. When the SBS set about removing an enemy observation post, during the operation the team leader strayed into the SAS operational zone and was sadly killed in a friendly fire incident. From then on there was closer co-operation between the two units.


The SBS continued its operations, scouting West Falkland for enemy bases and airstrips. Although the SAS had already destroyed the planes at Pebble Island, there was still a garrison there, so the SBS planned an attack with thirty-six men, supported by two Harriers. Although the raid never took place as the Argentine commander had surrendered at Port Stanley, an SBS major nevertheless took the surrender of Pebble Island and its 114-strong garrison.


The SBS had also been in on the final action as the main force advanced on Port Stanley. On 12 June, while 2 Para were attacking Wireless Ridge, 5 miles west of them a six-man team from 3 SBS formed a volunteer raiding party with D and G Squadrons SAS to divert enemy attention from the main thrust, by creating a diversionary assault from the sea. The task was unplanned and a spur-of-the-moment operation.


The SBS team spent a day in an observation post before moving across the Murrell River in Rigid Raiders with a troop from D Squadron of the SAS, who were ferried by men from the Royal Marines 1st Raiding Squadron. The raiders then hid off Kidney Island until they were ready for the assault.


On the night of 13 June, the men approached the target area, bypassing the berthed Argentinean hospital ship Bahia Paraiso. As they did so, the hospital ship turned on its searchlights. Spotting the raiders, the Argentines opened fire with everything they had, certain they faced a full-scale seaborne assault. The British force did not open fire on the hospital ship, but were not displeased when it was hit by Argentine artillery fire.


The raiders had no choice but to withdraw, with one of the craft badly damaged, an SBS corporal and two SAS troopers having been lightly wounded. Nevertheless the effort provided the much-needed diversion for 2 Para and saved lives by diverting Argentine attention from the Paras’ assault.


There also seem to have been SBS operations on the mainland of Argentina but for the time being the details remain classified. The SBS have drawn up plans to counter any future attack or invasion of the Falklands by the Argentines. They also have plans to protect Belize from Guatemala, which claims the territory as its own.


Following the Falklands War, there was a new debate about the need for Special Forces. In 1987, the Special Forces Group was formed, taking the SAS, SBS and 14th Intelligence Company under the control of the Directorate of Special Forces. It was under this new command structure that the SBS would join Operation Desert Storm, stage security exercises at British nuclear power stations, take part in UN peacekeeping operations in East Timor, stage a daring raid on a Mauritian cargo ship heading for a London port carrying “terrorist materials”, and see more action in Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq.
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US ARMY SPECIAL FORCES – THE GREEN BERETS


Although the Green Berets are a relatively new outfit, Special Operations are nothing new to the American soldier. There were frontiersmen stalking the woods of New England during the French and Indian War of 1754–63. Known as Rogers’ Rangers after their commander Major Robert Rogers, they were the first of America’s unconventional forces.


Rogers’ Rangers fought in terrain regular soldiers avoided. “Move fast and hit hard” was Rogers’ motto. However, during the American Revolution, Rogers backed the British. But his tradition of guerrilla fighting was continued by the “Swamp Fox” Francis Marion, who led daring raids on British forces in South Carolina and Georgia. His irregulars harassed the enemy and, exploiting the element of surprise to its fullest, had success out of all proportion to their numbers.


In the Civil War, Colonel John Singleton Mosby of Virginia raised a band of Confederate raiders that became the terror of the Union. Operating from the outskirts of his enemy’s capital, Mosby’s 300 hand-picked volunteers wrecked railroads, raided headquarters behind enemy lines, and cut off communications and supplies. Well-trained and well-disciplined, Mosby’s men set a model for guerrilla warfare. They aimed to weaken the enemy’s infrastructure and his front line, and win the support of the populace. Mosby did this by protecting the local population from plundering Union soldiers and by sharing any booty they captured with those in need. Because of his stealth and almost uncanny ability to elude capture, Mosby came to be known as the “Gray Ghost".


The Second World War


In the Second World War special-operations units began to multiply, and the public found themselves regaled with the daring exploits of the Devil’s Brigade, Darby’s Rangers, Merrill’s Marauders and the Alamo Scouts.


The Devil’s Brigade was known formally as the 1st Special Service Force, the direct predecessor of the Green Berets. It was in fact a joint US-Canadian outfit created on 9 July 1942 at Fort William Henry Harrison, Montana. Parachute-trained, the Devil’s Brigade saw most of its action in Italy, but it also fought in southern France. Its forte was close-quarter combat against numerically superior forces. It was disbanded on 5 December 1944 after capturing the village of Villeneuve-Loubet near Antibes. With the fighting in southern France coming to an end, its men were returned to Canadian and American airborne units.


Darby’s Rangers were the 1st Ranger Battalion under the command of Major William O. Darby, the unit being activated on 19 June 1942 at Carrickfergus in Northern Ireland. Darby’s Ranger fought throughout the campaign in Western Europe, but achieved their greatest fame when they scaled the cliffs of Pointe du Hoc as part of the D-Day landings in Normandy to take out the batteries there that overlooked both Omaha and Utah beaches.


Merrill’s Marauders was the name given to Colonel Frank D. Merrill’s 5307th Composite Unit (Provisional). The 3,000-man force fought the Japanese in the jungles of Burma, beating them in five major battles and seventeen smaller skirmishes. One of the Marauders’ greatest feats was their march of miles through thick Burmese jungle to capture the airfield at Myitkyina. This would prove an inspiration to US soldiers when they returned to the jungles of Asia twenty years later.


In the Pacific, Lieutenant-General Walter Krueger, a native of San Antonio, set up a small elite volunteer force called the Alamo Scouts. Famously, the Scouts led US Rangers and Filipino guerrillas in an attack on a Japanese prison camp at Cabantuan on Luzon, freeing all 511 of the Allied prisoners held there. Never numbering more than seventy men, the Alamo Scouts earned forty-four Silver Stars, thirty-three Bronze Stars and four Soldier’s Medals. In just under eighty dangerous missions, they never lost a man in action.


Besides these official units, a number of US Army officers conducted their own guerrilla operations behind enemy lines in the Philippines. Colonel Russell Volckman, who later would play an important role in the birth of the Green Berets, escaped from the Japanese and formed a Filipino guerrilla band in northern Luzon. By 1945 he had five regiments under his command. Major Windell Fertig, a reservist, also raised his own guerrilla force, which eventually totalled around 20,000 men.


Another important forerunner of the Green Berets was the Office of Strategic Services. Established in June 1942 at the suggestion of British spymaster William Stephenson, it was put in the hands of his friend William J. Donovan, a winner of the Medal of Honor in the First World War, who had since become a wealthy Wall Street lawyer. His free-wheeling attitude had earned him the nickname “Wild Bill”.


When America finally joined the Allies in the Second World War, Donovan was made a colonel and put in charge of an agency called the Coordinator of Intelligence. In Donovan’s hands COI blossomed quickly, forming operational units in England, North Africa, India, Burma and China. At Stephenson’s suggestion, the agency was vastly expanded and renamed the OSS; Donovan was promoted to major-general. Its job was to collect and analyze strategic information required by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and to conduct Special Operations not assigned to other agencies. But it did not have jurisdiction over all foreign intelligence activities – that remained the responsibility of the FBI, which it jealously guarded. Although the military also ran their own intelligence operations, the OSS helped arm, train and supply resistance movements in occupied countries during the Second World War.


In Nazi-occupied Europe, these operations were called Jed-burgh missions. Three-man teams were dropped into Belgium, Holland and France, where they trained partisan resistance movements and conducted guerrilla operations against the Germans in the run-up to the D-Day landings. Other OSS operations took place in Asia, where they aided the Viet Minh in Indochina and Mao Tsetung’s Red Army in China. In Burma, OSS Detachment 101 organized 11,000 Kachin tribesmen into a force that eventually killed 10,000 Japanese, at the cost of just 206 of its own men.


Post-war


When the war was over, President Harry S. Truman disbanded the OSS, but it left an important legacy. From its intelligence-gathering operations came the Central Intelligence Agency which was formed on 18 September 1947 – its first directors were veterans of the OSS. From its guerrilla and training operations behind enemy lines came the US Special Forces, formed in June 1952.


Ex-OSS operative Colonel Aaron Bank and Colonel Russell Volckmann, who both remained in the military after the war, tried to convince the US Army to establish its own unit dedicated to unconventional warfare. They had an ally in Brigadier-General Robert McClure, head of the Army’s psychological warfare staff in the Pentagon. Eventually Bank and Volckmann convinced the Army chiefs that there were areas in the world not suitable for conventional warfare – notably Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe. There, the only way to attack the enemy was by the type of harassment and guerrilla actions that they had developed during the Second World War. Their men would operate as a force multiplier – that is, a small number of men who could create a disproportionately large amount of problems for the enemy. They would sow confusion in the enemy ranks and objectives would be accomplished on enemy territory with extreme economy of manpower. Such ideas went against traditional Army thinking, but in 1952 the Pentagon finally grasped the nettle of unconventional warfare.
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