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‘Not By Strength, By Guile’


The motto of the Special Boat Service is like a clue to a cryptic crossword: there’s a hidden meaning. Its operations are spectacular and dangerous, but every one of them has a twist to it, some extra element. Everyone knows that members of the Special Forces the world over are, generally speaking, portrayed as fearless hard cases who barge in, guns blazing, where others fear to tread. Even for the most overt of these groups, such as the SAS, it is never like that, of course. The ‘charge’ is the last act of an operation that requires meticulous planning, days, possibly weeks, of undercover surveillance, specific pre-operational training and split-second timing for the assault – otherwise the men would be falling dead in their droves when they finally went in.


This is doubly important for operatives of the Special Boat Service because they are also waterborne, and that ingredient to their operations alone requires levels of training, fitness and real-life work-outs of an extraordinary nature, which no one ever sees, nor can anyone assess, and which makes them among the most highly skilled, technically adept and versatile units anywhere in the world. The sheer diversity of their range of skills and disciplines, which will be demonstrated throughout this narrative, calls for dedicated proficiency in approaching their tasks by land, sea or air, and increasingly the SBS is in the vanguard of operations confronting military forces around the world.


They are skills that are applied to tackling the ever-threatening potential of today’s world of localised wars and the growth of international terrorism but which are rooted in past endeavours. As will be evident from the text, the history of the Special Boat Service from its foundations onwards is comprehensively explored in these pages.


Many of the SBS’s major operations are recorded and recalled, often by those who were there. In undertaking this task for the first edition of this work, in 1996, the author was given unprecedented access to former SBS personnel who traditionally have kept a low profile and are exceedingly security conscious for a number of reasons. Additional material has since been researched for this new edition, bringing the SBS story up to date.


The result is an intriguing and gripping story, already praised by former SBS officers, which respects their anonymity but which allows more than a glimpse into their ultra-secret world, which embraces everything from the safety of coastal installations around the United Kingdom, national security, counter-terrorism and intelligence-gathering techniques ahead of large-scale troop movements, which involve procedures and equipment of the highest secrecy classification.


Apart from the interests of national security and their compliance with the terms of the Official Secrets Act, SBS members must also consider their own safety. In the diversity of tasks confronting them in this modern age, they are well aware that they themselves may become targets, a fact which the author acknowledged in setting out on this project.


Even so, former members of the Special Boat Service and its associated units of the Second World War assisted in the compilation of this work. Their first-hand recollections, reports and private memoirs form the basis for a running narrative from its beginnings in 1941. They have been quoted throughout the ensuing chapters, along with extracts from a vast collection of archive material, much of it previously classified but now accessible at the Public Records Office and published here with permission of the Crown Copyright Office.


The author wishes to record his sincere thanks and appreciation to all those who participated and gave their time and hospitality so freely during the numerous interviews, meetings and telephone conversations. Responsibility for accuracy of this work, however, rests solely with the author.




PART ONE


Legends and Heroes


1940 to 1945


The modern Special Boat Service emerged from a number of now-famous groups and virtual private armies formed during the darkest days of the Second World War and which were wound up at the end of it. Skills, disciplines and traditions in the particular art of clandestine amphibious raiding, invented and learned in times of great need, came forth, sometimes through careful planning but often simply from the sheer courage and determination of individuals. Many of their swashbuckling tales have been told in voluminous accounts of those wartime activities. While it is not possible to cover them all, a recap is necessary to set the scene for all that was to follow in the remaining half of the twentieth century. Part One of this book focuses on stories that, even today, remain largely untold or incomplete through official secrecy or individuals shunning publicity.


It is with the benefit of much previously unpublished material and dramatic, if reluctant, first-hand accounts that those early days and some legendary figures are remembered. A few historical vignettes are recalled from a catalogue of hundreds that abound from that era of the founders, with apologies to those involved in the many operations whose acts of bravery have, for reasons of space or repetition, been omitted. The intent here is to signpost the development of principal wartime units whose equipment and traditions (though not necessarily personnel) were merged at the end of the war to form the basis of today’s SBS. The units are described on the next page.
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CHAPTER ONE


Jumbo’s army


The twenty-second of June. The date was chosen as the one on which we were to make contact, but the quiet, unassuming voice of advancing years gave me no clue that he recognised its significance. If he did, he was not the one who was going to mention it. For Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Wilson, DSO and Bar – ‘Tug’ to his service comrades – the day was just another, like every other 22 June that has passed during his retirement in the relative calm and total anonymity of that Regency watering-place of Royal Leamington Spa. He said he was no different from thousands of other servicemen and -women, who were just doing a job at the time. And that’s right.


Their numbers are declining but, thankfully, as these words are being written there are still many silver-haired heroes of that era, able to recall, when specifically asked, what exactly they got up to, in detail so graphic that it must be imprinted on their brain cells. Any one of dozens of their escapades could have been chosen to begin this account, and we will meet more of them as these pages progress to the present day. This escapade was historic; a pinprick in the panoply of wartime activity, sure enough, but historic none the less.


Tug Wilson and his former colleagues don’t make a fuss about the past because in accord with SBS tradition they dislike exaggerated accounts of their exploits, preferring to this day to remain shadowy silhouettes compared with their upfront compatriots of the SAS. Also, in the early days it was bows-and-arrows stuff compared with the operations of their successors in the Service today, who are as finely tuned fighting machines as the high-tech weaponry surrounding them. What cannot be taken away is that the original founding principles of the SBS still hold good.


Tug Wilson and others like him were the advance party. They wrote the guidebook and plotted the course. They were the forerunners of all those who followed in the derring-do traditions of Special Forces the world over and specifically in the terms of reference for this book, the SBS.


Wilson was a trailblazer in Special Operations. As novelist John Lodwick, a later volunteer to the service, wrote of him: ‘As leader of the first successful raids . . . he occupies a position in our hierarchy not unlike that of St Peter in Holy Mother Church.’ The date of his first mission, and the first ever successful sabotage strike in wartime Mediterranean – which became the model for so many in the future – was exactly 55 years before the present author made contact for this work: 22 June 1941.


UP PERISCOPE. Lieutenant-Commander Tommo Tompkinson gave the order as His Majesty’s U-class submarine Urge hovered under a calm sea three miles off the east coast of Sicily between Taormina and Catania. On the surface, the Mediterranean was shimmering under the late-afternoon sun of that hot summer. Mount Etna was hugely visible, a dramatic rising backdrop to this particular theatre of war as the periscope cut a wide arc through the water.


Tompkinson was on his assigned patrol for what was known by submariners as a ‘billet’, roaming the Straits of Messina off the coast of southern Italy along the route used extensively by enemy shipping, and lately to supply Rommel’s burgeoning presence in North Africa with the Afrika Korps.


Today, Tommo had a secret weapon aboard: two founding members of 1SBS, Lieutenant Tug Wilson and his partner, Marine W. G. Hughes, a lean, small man, but tough. Wilson himself was no tough guy – he was handsome, slender and middle-class – but he and Marine Hughes shared a common bond: they were canoe fanatics, and both were desperate for action.


Their first outing together as a partnership in sabotage had been a month or so earlier, when they sailed in HMS/M Triumph with the object of attacking shipping in enemy harbours with limpet mines. The mission had been aborted through rough weather, and their only action on that occasion had been to sink an Italian copper-bottomed schooner, named Tugnin F, loaded with macaroni. Triumph had dropped the pair off in Alexandria but, anxious for another mission, Wilson and Hughes had hitched a ride to Malta and the HQ of the 10th Submarine Flotilla in search of action.


Captain Shrimp Simpson, boss of the 10th, was among those yet to be persuaded as to the value of such clandestine missions by free-ranging saboteurs, of sending out two men in a flimsy little canoe on demolition and attacking tasks. More bloody trouble than they’re worth! In the end, and more by way of getting them out of his office, Simpson had signed the docket that gave them permission to go to sea with HMS/M Urge when she came in to refuel in the third week of June; he entered their departure in his log.


The pair stowed their collapsible canvas canoe, known as a folboat (originally spelled ‘folbot’) deep in the bowels of the submarine along with their cache of explosives, tommy-guns and knives, and Urge set off on a hunting expedition towards the southern Italian coast. They had no particular target in mind. The plan was that they would scan the shore looking for something important to blow up.


That day, as Urge lay submerged off the coastline just short of Catania, Tompkinson called Tug Wilson to the periscope as he swung it slowly across his horizon. Almost at the foot of Mount Etna he had spotted what looked like a tunnel serving the main railway line, which was surely a key transport link for Sicily’s hefty population of Axis troops and their civilian associates. They studied their charts and confirmed the sighting.


‘Will that do you?’ asked Tompkinson in a challenging tone.


‘Just the job,’ Tug replied. ‘Just the job.’


‘OK. I’ll drop you off a mile or so from the coast.’


Wilson and Hughes went to the wardroom to eat some ham sandwiches, study their maps for a suitable landing-site and prepare for their attack as soon as darkness fell. Then they gathered together their gear, swallowed a couple of benzedrine tablets and brought their flimsy-looking boat towards the forehatch, ready to launch when the submarine surfaced. They unravelled the canoe from its canvas stowing-pack. It was 4 feet 7 inches (1.4 metres) by 1 foot (30 centimetres) by 1 foot (30 centimetres) and weighed just 48 pounds (22 kilogrammes). They assembled the jointed rods that slotted together to form the frame over which the canvas was stretched.


The frame, in turn, was kept solid with six cross-members of marine plywood to make it pretty sturdy whatever the weather; or at least that was the theory. Buoyancy aids were fitted in the bow and the stern and then a canvas sheet was fixed to the top by metal clips; the sheet fitted around the two canoeists supposedly to keep them and their cargo of explosives, weapons and stores relatively dry.


The risk of capsizing, especially when the canoe was floated off the submarine casing in heavy seas, was ever present. Everything that might float away – like the paddles, the waterproof map case and the two tin tea-mugs, used as bailers – was attached to the frame by a length of fishing-line.


The summer sun had given way to moonless sky and a light mist shrouding the sea as Urge’s captain prepared to surface later that night. Tompkinson took his craft to within a mile of the shore, as close as he dared. Wilson and Hughes were ready, the adrenalin running high as the effects of the bennies kicked in. With the water still surging over the casing, they moved their canoe through the forehatch and completed its construction, replacing the timber cross-members that had been removed so that the canoe could be squeezed through the hatch, and loaded the 110 pounds (50 kilogrammes) of explosives.


They positioned the canoe at the bow of the casing, clambered gingerly into their positions, faces blacked up, clothes greased, paddles in hand and tommy-guns slung over their shoulders. When they were ready, Wilson gave the signal and the submarine advanced slowly forwards and then dived, allowing the canoe to float off. Wilson and Hughes paddled in unison towards the shore.


Their somewhat minimalist training, plus make-do-and-mend equipment (which included no form of communications other than a torch for signalling, covered by an old sock or some such to dim the beam) for operations that had grudging approval from the wartime hierarchy, hardly prepared them for this moment. But as Wilson recalled, nothing could prepare the human psyche for the nervous excitement that welled up as they pressed on cautiously towards the Sicilian beach and the first mission of this skilful partnership which was to do the enemy a good deal of damage.


As they struck out towards the shore, Urge vanished from view. She would return at a given time to an agreed position and surface when the captain spotted the pre-arranged signal by torch that the two saboteurs were heading back. As ever, the disappearance of the mother vessel left a twinge of anguish: ‘Will she be there when we get back? Will we find her in the dark?’ One day, as Tug Wilson would discover to his cost, she would not be, and he would be left high and not very dry. That day lay in the future. This time, the first time, everything looked to be set fair.


But on the outward journey they hit trouble.


Hughes suddenly stopped paddling. ‘Voices!’ he hissed.


Tiny Sicilian fishing-craft, working in darkness and not visible through the mist were dotted along the coastline. Fishing-boats were to become the bane of many SBS operations in enemy waters, not least to Tug Wilson in his future missions. On this occasion, Wilson and Hughes manoeuvred their canoe around and past them, zigzagging towards the coast without being spotted.


They had no predetermined landing-spot but discovered an inviting deserted cove with a shingle beach and a few convenient rocks where they could unload their explosives and hide their canoe before they set off inland in search of their target. The embankment from the cove was steeper than it first looked, but once at the top they could see a row of telegraph poles which Wilson knew from his maps ran by the railway line. They were less than a quarter of a mile from the tunnel, which appeared to have no guard. Even so, they had to make a couple of trips to carry their gear and explosives from the beach.


Tug Wilson selected a point 30 metres or so inside the tunnel to lay the gelignite, which they buried out of sight under the sleepers. Hughes had brought a pick with him, but they decided that using it might attract attention, the sounds echoing through the tunnel, so they moved the shale with their bare hands. The fuses were to be laid to the underside of the rail line so that the raised studs on the casing would get pressed down by a train passing along the line, igniting the detonators attached to the gelignite the moment the train passed. The exercise was, in all honesty, a bit of a hit-and-miss affair, almost a trial run – only for real – in what would become an art form of the saboteurs which the SBS men learned to perfection.


They were an hour and a half making their way to the tunnel and setting the charges. Then Hughes tapped his partner on the shoulder. The rail signals in the distance had changed to green, which meant a train was heading in their direction. Wilson tenderly pulled the safety bar from the fuse while Hughes collected the rest of their gear. They made a rapid exit and moved back down the embankment to the beach and the canoe, still behind the rocks.


At that moment there were voices again. Hughes nodded towards a couple of fishing-boats, oil-lanterns glowing on their masts, swaying back and forth on the gentle waves directly in their path 500 metres out. Wilson pointed skywards. The moon was on the rise and would be breaking through very soon. The train heading towards them would, if all went to plan, blow up at any moment, and all hell would be let loose. They had to go now.


They launched the canoe into a few inches of water and paddled silently, using single paddles, until they reached the headland and were out of the way of the fishermen. Then they stopped to refit their double paddles and moved swiftly towards the pick-up point, where, hopefully, the submarine was lingering below the surface. Urge came up to their starboard, and in a short time the two men were hauling themselves on to the gun platform, dragging their canoe on to the casing behind them. They stood for a moment looking back at the coastline with exhilarated satisfaction tempered by concern that there had been no explosion. Had it failed to go off? Damp, perhaps, or wrongly connected?


Quickly, they collapsed the canoe and loaded it back through the forward torpedo loading hatch and headed below themselves as Urge glided towards deep water. As they went, the captain summoned Wilson and Hughes to the bridge on the conning tower. Through his binoculars, he had caught sight of dim lights on the shore. The train was just entering the tunnel when Tug saw it. He was counting the seconds . . . and then – boom! – the distant sky was lit by a flash of red.


To complete his report on the attack, Tommo Tompkinson hung around the area overnight, though in the safety of deeper waters. The following morning he turned Urge back towards Mount Etna and, with Wilson, scanned the attack site. Activity at the tunnel entrance confirmed the hit. Scores of workers were removing debris from the scene. His log for Urge that day recorded the satisfaction of all concerned, especially Wilson and Hughes.


What may in hindsight be viewed as a minuscule piece of wartime history at the time was in fact important. The mission marked the first successful raid for the Special Boat Section in the Mediterranean, but for Tug Wilson and Marine Hughes the Sicilian jaunt was not quite over. With the success of the raid confirmed, Urge resumed her billet patrol and moved on to the south of the Messina Straits, where a new target was spotted: a pair of 10,000-ton Italian cruisers surrounded by six destroyers. Tompkinson lost no time in selecting his target, the cruiser Gorizia. Within minutes she was sinking, with a couple of nasty gashes in her side sustained from his salvo of torpedoes. The Italian destroyers came looking for him and dropped a hundred or more depth-charges. The submarine shuddered and shook as if it were about to break into pieces, the noise deafening and frightening.


Tug Wilson had never experienced anything like it, and the moment might have caused him to reflect: How in God’s name was he, Robert Wilson, until recently quietly pursuing his rather staid career as a draughtsman in Bristol, harming no one, and with a new young wife at home with whom he should have been raising a family, now holed up in the corner of the control-room of a submarine somewhere deep under the Med, being bombed out of his mind by depth-charges, having just blown up a railway line and causing goodness knows what damage or loss of life and already thinking about his next mission?


He wanted action. He’d got it! And it was nothing like anything he had ever imagined when he volunteered for service in the Territorial Army just before the war began, or even contemplated when he was commissioned into the 5th Survey Regiment of the Royal Artillery when the balloon went up. His new wife, Marjorie, whom he had married in the early stages of the war at the local register office, honeymooning briefly in Bath, had kissed him goodbye and off he’d gone to his billet in a dirty, disused, eighteenth-century workhouse in Stroud, Gloucestershire.


Tug Wilson’s story is not untypical of SBS personnel in the early years. They just appeared, as if from nowhere, to take up their duties with a strange new commando unit that die-hard military men regarded with suspicion and generally dismissed as made up of a bunch of foolhardy, undisciplined eccentrics, often scruffily attired, paddling about in canoes and carrying backpacks full of curious gadgets. It was a world away from conventional military thinking in every respect. But that was the point – it had to be.


Special units of commando-style troops had long been on the drawing board. As early as 1924 the Madden Committee on defence, which examined some of the military disasters of the First World War – including huge losses incurred in amphibious troop landings at Gallipoli – proposed that a 3,000-strong Royal Marines brigade be set up to undertake raids on enemy coastlines and bases. But like so many other shortfalls in the British military contingency in 1939, not very much had been done about getting it formed. In fact, it took the German invasion of Norway on 9 April 1940 to spur the British military planners into action, and the first Special Forces were finally rushed into service. The move came after a British force under Major-General P. J. Mackesy landed north of Narvik on 14 April. Another force went ashore at Namsos two days later, and more troops were on their way, including contingents from the French Chasseurs Alpins, the Foreign Legion and Polish forces who had escaped during the German invasion of their own country. It quickly became apparent, however, that the vast and rugged Norwegian coastline was no place for ill-equipped British troops who had neither the clothing, boots nor transport for such conditions.


General Carton de Wiart took a scratch contingent raised from county regiments, including the Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire. He landed on 14 April with orders to attack German positions at Trondheim, supported by the guns of the Royal Navy ranged along the shore. On that day, HMS Warspite sank seven enemy destroyers in the Narvik fjords, while several other enemy ships were scuttled outside Oslo. On land, successes were harder to come by. Most of Wiart’s men had hardly ever seen a hill, let alone climbed through treacherous, rocky terrain. Furthermore, while the Germans were kitted out in white uniforms and were equipped with skis and other made-to-measure accoutrements to suit the conditions, the ‘special clothes’ provided for the British troops consisted of fur coats, thick knitted jumpers, heavy-duty socks and gardening boots that leaked. As the general opined later: ‘If my troops wore all of those things together, they were unable to move about and looked like paralysed bears. As far as guns, planes and transport were concerned I had no worries at all, for no such things were available.’


Wiart was forced to retreat, his force badly mauled and let down.


The early stages of this British/French expedition to help the Norwegians repel the German invaders was a fiasco from the outset. Troops were needed over a wide area between Narvik in the north and Namsos, 300 miles away, and on towards Oslo, ostensibly to prevent the Germans from setting up air and sea bases. In the wake of this unfortunate experience, there was a move to instigate the original plans for ‘guerrilla companies’ to be formed immediately, except that the Royal Marines were already operating at full stretch and of insufficient numbers to provide what the military planners had in mind. Thus, initially, the units were to be recruited from army personnel and formed into Independent Companies, formed from county regiments and the Territorial Army. This hurried plan was to form ten Independent Companies, each consisting of 21 officers and 268 other ranks, and because time was so short they were to be raised largely from volunteers from the second-line TA divisions still in the United Kingdom. The companies would have no specific barracks, nor even accommodation provided. They were supervised by a headquarters company manned by officers from the Royal Engineers and the Royal Army Service Corps with an attached Intelligence Section.


Their sole object was to be deployed on raids against enemy positions and, because all of those were outside the island waters of the United Kingdom, the companies were to be organised as ship-home units: the ship carrying them to and from operations would be their base and at all other times they were billeted in private houses in the coastal towns selected by their officers as their home base. Nor were they provided with transport, all movement being by rail.


Among them was future SBS member Ernest Chappell from Newport, South Wales, who had left school a couple of years earlier at the age of 16 to work in a fish-and-chip shop and had lately been employed in a factory assembling hot-water geysers before joining the Royal Welsh Fusiliers:


I had gone through the usual initial training and [in January 1940] we were sent down to the Wiltshire area on some monotonous guard duties on Andover airport and various little Coastal Command radio stations. It was very boring, and I asked to be transferred to somewhere where I could see more active service. Eventually I was posted to No. 9 Independent Company, which was already in training at Ross-on-Wye and headquartered at the Drill Hall. This was my introduction to the Independent Companies. Personally, I enjoyed every minute of it. I liked running through the countryside with scruffy clothes on and a bandolier around my neck, as opposed to the formality of the normal army regime of being smartly turned out, bolt upright and saluting anything that moved. It seemed I was a free agent. We used to wear our kit and a blanket and a mess tin and a bandolier with ammunition slung around our necks – this is the sort of scheme in a kitbag war. We were organised into troops, aimed more at raiding, landing from the sea. We had no special weaponry, nothing elaborate in those early days. We had the old Lee-Enfield rifles, mostly of First World War vintage. I liked the free style of it. Our discipline was self-imposed and brought on by respect for the people we worked with and for. We were relying on one another, and it was made clear what was expected of us. We had more scope. We operated in smaller numbers, subsections of three or four men. And if we were loose in the woods, we had to make our own minds up of how we handled a situation. We were left to our own devices. This was the style of our training, although initially there was very little time. We were supposed to land in Norway and operate behind the German lines there within a matter of days.


These early groups were clearly establishing some of the ground rules that became vital in the operation for Special Forces, but there was no real training at that stage. Their forthcoming excursions to meet the Germans head-on was ill-prepared, ill-considered and ill-equipped. The lack of preparation verged on the farcical, given the desperately difficult coastline on which they were to land and operate and the skill of the enemy troops facing them. Many of the men, perhaps the majority, could not swim. Most had never set foot in a boat, and some had never been near such an expanse of water or seen such sights as huge waves crashing ashore against the rocks and inlets of the fjords where they were to land. Every step of their journey was a new experience.


Worse still was the shortage of supplies and transport once there, and even getting to their designated locations would prove to be literally a journey into the unknown, given that the only maps available were actually taken from ‘an illustrated guide to the beauty of Norway as a holiday country’. Even so, No. 1 Independent Company was on its way to Norway within ten days of its formation with orders to go ashore at the port of Mo. The only instructions to the company came by way of an Admiralty advice sheet to the Officer Commanding:


Your mobility depends on your requisitioning or commandeering local craft to move your detachments, watching possible landing places. Keep attack from the air always in mind. Disperse and conceal but retain power to concentrate rapidly against enemy landing parties. Keep a reserve. Get to know the country intimately. Make use of locals but do not trust too far. Use wits and low cunning. Be always on guard.


Within the week, four other Independent Companies – Nos. 2, 3, 4 and 5 – were dispatched to Norway, each with a given target, and under the overall command of Lieutenant-Colonel Colin Gubbins. His orders were: ‘Your Companies . . . should not attempt to offer any prolonged resistance but should endeavour to maintain themselves on the flanks of the German forces and continue harrying tactics against their lines of communications.’


A second wave of Independent Companies hung around for days at docksides with no firm instructions as to how they would actually be transported across the North Sea. In the end it was too late. On 10 May 1940 the Germans launched their Bliztkrieg across the Low Countries, and by the end of May the British Expeditionary Force was being evacuated back to England from Dunkirk, followed soon after by the British and French troops when they were pulled out of Norway, leaving that nation also in the hands of the Nazis.


Within 24 hours of succeeding Chamberlain as Prime Minister on the day Hitler began his march into the Low Countries, Winston Churchill was looking for proposals for the creation of Special Forces of a kind that still did not exist in the British military. He demanded prompt action to raise commando-style seaborne raiding-parties, saboteurs, espionage agents and airborne and parachute troops, the last having so successfully spearheaded Nazi incursions into Norway, Belgium and Holland. Thereafter, and in spite of all the other great worries surrounding him, Churchill took great personal interest in nurturing them into being, forgiving early errors and pointing the way forward to the point of insistence, as will be seen by simply tracking the dates of significant developments in his first month at No. 10.


The whole of Continental Europe was a no-go zone for any form of conventional troop landings, especially when Italy joined the war as Germany’s sidekick. The only viable options for the time being were attacks from the air and clandestine, hit-and-run seaborne raids around the coastlines of Nazi- and Italian-held territory. Although the priority had turned to the defence of the British Isles, Churchill was well aware that the spirit of attack had to be maintained, if for no other reason than to boost the morale of the British nation at its darkest hour. This, he maintained, could be achieved only by raids on German-held coastlines. Churchill demanded of the military Chiefs of Staff in a minute logged on 3 June 1940:


It is of the highest consequence to keep the largest numbers of German forces all along the coasts of the countries that have been conquered, and we should immediately set to work to organise raiding the shores on these coasts where the populations are friendly. Such forces might be composed by self-contained, thoroughly equipped units. Enterprises must be prepared with specially trained troops of the hunter class, who can develop a reign of terror first of all on the ‘butcher and bolt’ policy but later on or perhaps as soon as we are organised we should surprise Calais or Boulogne, kill and capture the Hun garrison and hold the place until all preparations to reduce it by siege or heavy storm have been made, and then away.


The passive resistance war which we have acquitted ourselves so well in must come to an end. I look to the Chiefs of Staff to propose me measures for a vigorous, enterprising and ceaseless offensive against the whole German-occupied coastline . . . in flat-bottomed boats from which they can crawl ashore, do a deep raid inland, cutting vital communication and then back, leaving a trail of German corpses behind them.


In a single memo, Churchill had outlined the guiding principles for the formation of Special Forces – and the Special Boat Service in particular – that were just as applicable in the twenty-first century as in 1940, when the Joint Chiefs of Staff were presented with these ideas at a meeting held on 6 June. Reaction was swift. Three days later, the War Office dispatched an urgent call to all Commands requesting the names of 40 officers and 1,000 other ranks to join a ‘mobile force’, and it was made known that the ultimate numbers required might reach 5,000. The force was now formally to be recognised as commandos, and already in the pipeline was a plan to set up ten commando units as soon as possible, based almost entirely on army recruits because the Royal Marines were already hard-pressed. MO9 Branch was created to take responsibility for planning all commando operations, and on 12 June Sir Alan Bourne, Adjutant-General of the Royal Marines, was asked to become Commander, Offensive Operatives – forerunner of Combined Operations – with a mandate to call on the cooperation of both the Royal Navy and the RAF.


On the afternoon of 23 June, Major Ronnie Tod received his sealed orders from the War Office for what was to be known as Operation Collar, instructing him to split his force and make landings the following night at four different points on the French coast. The object of the trip was to reconnoitre the defences and capture a few Germans for interrogation and anything else that might be of use. It was also to provide much-needed morale-boosting headlines stating that in little more than three weeks after the evacuation from Dunkirk British troops had landed on French soil to harry the German invaders.


In the haste to achieve these objectives, training, planning and intelligence went awry, and the raid fell into disarray almost from the outset, as did the next, against newly established German posts in the Channel Islands. According to Lord Lovat, soon to become a leading figure in the commando movement, ‘the Prime Minister was not amused by this tomfoolery and laid it on the line in no uncertain terms. Churchill ordered an immediate reorganisation.’ It was a good enough signal to complete the formation of commando units as soon as possible and, as a matter of priority, to organise some realistic training in the most difficult of surroundings to equip the soldiers with strength of will for what lay ahead.


Churchill appointed his old friend Admiral Sir Roger Keyes (later Baron) as head of the newly named Combined Operations. Keyes was himself the architect and hero of one of the British military’s few commando-style operations in the First World War: in 1918, when commanding the Dover Patrol, he led raids on German naval bases at Zeebrugge and Ostend, effectively blocking the ports for use by U-boats. Keyes abided by Churchill’s wishes and sent rattling memos flying from his headquarters in Richmond Terrace, London, to get the whole concept on to a permanent footing, with real training under conditions that tested the endurance of the men against all the possible hazards they were likely to meet. One training school for officers was formed, using the Scottish estate of Lord Lovat in the West Highlands. The school was formed almost as a private enterprise by a group of officers who had served together in Norway in the Scots Guards. It was originally Major Bill Stirling’s idea.


He and his younger brother David – the future founder of the SAS – were cousins of Lovat and were very familiar with the countryside, having been visitors there for many years. They obtained authorisation from the War Office to set up a new training school on the Lovat property, which included six deer forests with lodges and covered a landmass for training purposes running to some 200,000 acres. Lovat himself was sent on ahead to requisition all properties astride the Fort William to Mallaig road and railway line that would be useful. Once installed, with Bill Stirling as chief instructor, they began with cadre courses for junior officers, who began arriving in the first week of June 1940. Their base was Inverailort Castle, 25 miles west of Fort William. It was a large, square building, grey and gloomy, rising like an apparition from the rolling mists in the dark dawns. Built on the shore of Loch Ailort, it provided all the opportunities for commando training, including amphibious operations, which were supervised by a naval commander. Lord Lovat himself provided men from his estate – stalkers who were great rifle shots and experts with telescopic sights – who turned up in their civilian plus-fours to give instruction.


The school was a great success. Ronald Swayne, with No. 1 Commando, remembered:


The whole commando world attracted some very strange characters to it. Some were extremely confident people who were very successful later in the war. Several were just total eccentrics, but they added a lot of imagination to training and helped and developed the eventual character of the commandos.


Those who passed through this initial training included several who were to become famous in the creation of Special Forces operations, like David Stirling himself, then a 24-year-old second lieutenant, and ‘Mad Mike’ Calvert, then 25, who became one of the great pioneers of guerrilla warfare. His personal exploits included assisting Major-General Orde Wingate in the famous Chindits in the Burma campaign. It was Calvert’s words, spoken often enough, that were later ingrained into the psyche of many a volunteer to the Special Forces: ‘The main job of the soldier is to kill people. As a guerrilla you don’t achieve anything by just being present. No regular force of any nation in the world is really frightened of guerrillas unless they can see the results in blown bridges, their friends being killed or trucks being ambushed.’


Talk among returned officers was of great tests of physical endurance, a trial of strength in every respect. Roger Keyes was so impressed that he authorised the setting up of a Combined Training Centre for amphibious warfare at Inveraray. Winston Churchill himself, meanwhile, kept up the pressure, displayed in a memo dated 25 August 1940:


If we are to have any campaign in 1941, it must be amphibious in its character, and there certainly will be many opportunities for minor operations, all of which will depend on surprise landings of lightly equipped mobile forces accustomed to work like packs of hounds instead of being moved about in the ponderous manner which is appropriate. These have become so elaborate, so complicated in their equipment, so vast in their transport that it is very difficult to use them in any operation in which time is vital. For every reason therefore we must develop the storm troop or commando idea . . . small ‘bands of brothers’ who will be capable of lightning action. In this way alone will those positions be secure which afterwards will give the opportunity for highly trained regular troops to operate on a larger scale.


If any further recommendation was needed, it came from his own son Randolph, who immediately volunteered to become a commando. James Sherwood, from Southport, Lancashire, who had lately been a dispatch rider with the RAMC, scuttling around Kent on a motorbike delivering messages, volunteered for ‘special duties’ at the same time and ended up in 8 Troop of No. 8 Commando, raised at Windsor by Captain Godfrey Nicholson. Sherwood recalled:


We were among the first batch in October 1940. We were thrown in at the deep end, and at that time each commando set about training according to its own ideas. It started out on the basic premises of weeding out those who couldn’t stand the pace. Within 24 hours of arriving there, we formed up complete with our gear, full pack: rifle, respirator, tin hat and the rest of the paraphernalia. We were headed by Randolph Churchill, who looked to us to be very fat and unfit but who proved himself as capable of taking on anything that we had to do. What we could do, he could do. I remember the perspiration poured off him. He must have lost about a stone in no time at all on what turned out to be high-speed marching, which just stopped short of running. I think the aim was to do something like seven miles an hour, which, with all the gear, was some going, especially for people from units like my own who had been sitting in vehicles for most of the war.


We belted out along the road northwards by the loch with Randolph at the head going hell for leather for about an hour. Then after a brief stop we turned around and did the same thing coming back. Those who couldn’t take it just fell out by the roadside and were returned to their unit the next day and never seen again. The rest of us were just doubled up with pain, and Randolph was still there, still pouring buckets of sweat, and then he shouted, ‘Pick up the step,’ and some rebellious spirits shouted back: ‘Bugger off!’ That was our first day.


However, the discipline was to be strong, and demands on strength of character heavy. Those who were judged not up to it were sent back to their units, and that included the whole of Randolph Churchill’s 8 Troop. Sherwood said: ‘Godfrey Nicholson, who was in charge of 8 Troop, called us together and told us, to our fury, that our standard of training wasn’t considered sufficiently high by the command of 8 Commando and we were going to be disbanded – which meant only one thing: RTU [return to unit]. The men were very angry, because they considered the training to be the responsibility of the officers. There was a lot of offensive language used on parade which in other circumstances would have been acted against.’


It so happened that at Lamlash on the Isle of Arran at that time was one Lieutenant Roger ‘Jumbo’ Courtney, an extrovert character of some repute who had just been given permission by Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Laycock, commanding officer of No. 8 Commando, to form an experimental Folboat Section. James Sherwood and a half a dozen other disgruntled members of the disbanded 8 Troop went over to see Courtney at his headquarters in Lamlash and most were taken on to join with other recruits who were to form the basis of an important and swashbuckling crowd. Courtney, undoubtedly one of the great eccentrics, had this idea that commandos in canoes could sneak into enemy harbours and blow up shipping, or crawl ashore and sabotage railways and other vital installations.


Courtney, from his background, might well have been dismissed as a crank, and the military hierarchy believed it had its fair share of such men already. He certainly did not fit the conventional pattern of fighting men either. Naturally indifferent to authority, he was a wild, adventurous man of 40 who, between the wars, had been a professional big-game hunter and gold prospector in East Africa.


When he married at the age of 36, Courtney and his wife Dorrise spent their honeymoon paddling a collapsible German-built canoe named Buttercup down the Danube. Another of his own great adventures was to paddle the Nile from Lake Victoria to the delta with only a sack of potatoes and an elephant spear on board. The need to earn a living had led him to join the Palestine Police, where he reached the rank of sergeant. ‘He was a big man in every way, though not very tall,’ one of his wartime officers, Vere Holden-White, told me. ‘He had a bashed-in kind of face and a blunt, no-nonsense manner that was intimidating on first meeting. Fortunately, that was soon dispelled by a great bellowing laugh . . . and the boast he could drink any bugger under the table. He enjoyed proving it. And a hoaxer. During the great “monster fever” of the 1930s, he discovered footprints on the muddy beach of Loch Ness, and the Daily Express made a great deal of his find. It wasn’t until much later and many newspaper articles around the world that some bright spark discovered that the footprints were all from a left foot. Roger confessed . . . the footprint came from one of his own victims – it was from the sawn-off foot of a hippopotamus that he used as a doorstop.’


At the start of the war Courtney returned to England and joined the King’s Royal Rifle Corps as a subaltern, and there he might well have remained. In the summer of 1940, however, Churchill launched his plan to ‘set Europe ablaze’ with Special Forces and agents to spearhead sabotage, propaganda, subversion and clandestine attack missions across Europe while the conventional forces regrouped and prepared for re-invasion.


Almost immediately, swashbucklers and the adventurers in the tradition of British privateers sallied forth, along with a motley collection of madcap scientists and inventors. Volunteer groups began to take shape under mercurial figures who answered Churchill’s call.


In 1940 Courtney joined Laycock’s newly formed commando units in training at Inveraray and there submitted his plan. He theorised that from his own experience he was certain that a small force of men in canoes could carry out effective sabotage by secretly landing on enemy coasts and attacking enemy shipping. The men could also be used for recce missions ahead of larger troop landings and for a multitude of other tasks.


No one was particularly impressed; in fact senior officers made no secret of their views: the plan was positively foolhardy, bloody ridiculous. So Courtney set about proving his point. He took his canoe out into the Clyde Estuary, where the commando ship HMS Glengyle was moored. He slid out of the canoe into the water and pulled himself up the anchor chain, over the guard rail, slipped past the sentry and grabbed a souvenir.


He went back the way he came in, paddled to the banks of the Clyde and ran to a nearby hotel, where a conference of senior officers who controlled the commando units was in session. He burst in, still dripping wet, carrying with him the equally wet canvas gun cover from Glengyle and dropped it on the conference table.


Well, he might do it once . . .


Some remained unconvinced; others showed a glimmer of interest. Courtney persisted and volunteered to repeat the exercise as a pre-arranged mock attack. Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, a hero of Zeebrugge from the First World War, who was now in charge of Combined Operations, agreed. Courtney was to make a second raid on the ship and place chalkmarks on the hull to show where he might have planted limpet mines.


Wearing only bathing-trunks in the ice-cold sea, he paddled undetected to the ship’s mooring, once again slipped over the side of his canoe alongside Glengyle and placed chalkmarks along the side. At that point he could have moved away and left the navy with egg on its face once again. But a length of rope hanging over the side was too tempting. He climbed aboard, intending to make a spectacular entrance on the deck of the ship – and fell into a trap the ship’s captain, aware of his impending visit, had laid. He was captured.


But the demonstration was sufficient to convince Admiral Keyes. Within a month, Courtney was promoted to the rank of captain and given the task of forming the first Folboat Troop, which was to consist of just 12 men. He began to scout for suitable recruits.


A list was already being compiled of men who had answered the call by volunteering for ‘special service of a hazardous nature’ – totally unaware of what that might entail. Among them was Tug Wilson, the quiet subaltern with the 3rd Survey Regiment of the Royal Artillery, then languishing at Exeter.


He described to me that day in the autumn of 1940 when he received his secret orders. His understanding wife, fortunately born into a military family, kissed him goodbye and would barely see him again for another five years. ‘I was instructed to travel at once to Scotland and report to the White House, which in spite of its grand name was actually a shooting-lodge on the estate of the Duke of Montrose on the Isle of Arran. I had no idea what was on, not a clue.’


A dozen men drawn from Horse Guards, Marines, Commandos and Royal Artillery assembled on the appointed day and were ushered into an introductory talk by Courtney. In his usual colourful language and persuasive words, he outlined his plans along with his assurance that he could drink any two men under the table.


The volunteers, Courtney said, should be prepared for excitement and danger, missions with impossible survival odds and constant high-risk operations. They were to become the foundation troop of the SBS, for which Courtney had obtained his ‘fleet’ of eight folboats, one of which was the Buttercup, in which he had paddled the Danube with his new bride.


That night, after the lecture, he and Tug Wilson began a conversation which lasted until dawn, and Wilson used a handily placed flowerpot to avoid disappearing under the table. He was mesmerised by Courtney’s tales and by his plans for the small group of raiders. The whole concept captured his imagination. At the end of their conversation Courtney had appointed Wilson his second-in-command, and the next day they began mapping out their strategy. They had less than three months to train in the skills that would be required of them. Few of them knew much about demolition explosives; others had never been in a canoe; some knew little about mapreading. An eccentric Scottish professor taught them how to survive on seaweed. Courtney and Tug Wilson, so totally unalike in everything they had ever done in life and in physical and personal demeanour, came together like two pieces of a jigsaw.


Wilson was everything that Courtney sought in his recruits. He preferred the alert, almost sensitive chaps who would work out the way of attack through a side window rather than go blasting their way in through the front. (This philosophy still holds good more than half a century later, and is still an approach that can be seen as distinctly different from that of another famous group of Special Forces who brag about daring and winning.)


Courtney swore by enthusiasm, skill and coolness under pressure, and that’s what he and Wilson drummed into this tiny group of men now under his command and in training at Corrie, on the east coast of the Isle of Arran, near the northern end of the island. The landscape provided its own challenge. Goat Fell towered 2,867 feet (874 metres) behind them and Sannox Bay lay before them: the best, or worst, of both worlds, depending on your view of it, for training canoeists, swimmers, divers, mountaineers, survivalists, demolition experts and killers, descriptions that could be rolled up into one and applied to any member of 1SBS, as the unit was soon to be christened.


They had no special gear to speak of; training, as Tug Wilson recalls, was done in battledress. There was no such thing as a wetsuit, no breathing apparatus, no particular work had been done on waterproofing – always a problem – and standard-issue condoms would cover a multitude of sins.


Ten days’ leave at Christmas was granted amid a buzz of rumours of forthcoming embarkation to foreign parts. The rumours proved correct. General Sir Archibald Wavell, who by the end of 1940 had amassed 300,000 men in what Churchill described as Our Army on the Nile, wanted more and had heard about the commandos in training in Scotland.


In spite of his successes in the Western Desert and the capture of 35,000 Italian prisoners of war, Churchill was repeatedly critical of Wavell’s supposed reticence to attack on other fronts. ‘What is he going to do with these great armies?’ the Prime Minister demanded. Wavell replied that he was already committed to the capture of the Italian Dodecanese Islands and planned to move on to Rhodes early in the New Year to forestall a German base being established there. He was standing in defence of Egypt and planning to move against Rommel when the ‘time was right’.


Thus, his request for the immediate dispatch of the commandos was granted, and Roger Courtney – a man well experienced in the Nile regions – would take his Folboat Section to the Nile. The group was attached to 8 Commando, which joined 7 and 11 Commandos under the command of Laycock; the group would, for the time being, be known as ‘Layforce’. The convoy of commando ships left Scotland under heavy escort on 31 January 1941, heading out into the North Atlantic to stay out of range of long-distance bombers. The full force of the Atlantic swell gave them all a bad time before the convoy veered south around the tedious Cape route to arrive in Alexandria on 11 March. James Sherwood, then a lance-corporal, was on one of the ships:


We were given a rousing speech by Laycock before setting off, sailing straight into a force-nine gale, and it certainly felt like it in this 10,000-ton ship carrying its landing craft slung from davits either side of what would normally be the boat decks with the commandos on board in hammocks slung in the former cargo holds, all very makeshift. There were very makeshift toilet facilities, too, merely long rows of seats with holes in them facing one another down a long alley and water running along underneath as primitive as they come and all very matey. Everybody was so sick and unhappy in this heavy sea they couldn’t have cared where they sat or who they faced or anything else in their misery.


It was a fairly fast convoy, although I suppose it took us about five weeks to get out there via the Cape, landing eventually at Suez, where we were immediately struck by the discomfort of millions of flies. Our base initially was Geneifa on the shores of the Great Bitter Lake, a transit area really of ramshackle tents, very, very basic equipment, no comfort whatsoever, no showers for washing and that sort of thing. We stayed there for about a week and did a few half-hearted route-marches through sand, which wasn’t very well received. Then two of us were teamed up with Roger Courtney and moved down to a naval base at Kabrit, at the other end of the lake. There we were joined by Lieutenant-Commander Nigel Willmott.


Nigel Clogstoun Willmott, a 30-year-old senior naval navigator for ships, was working on plans for a ship-borne invasion of Rhodes. As a veteran of the Narvik disaster a year earlier, when the British suffered heavy losses as they foundered on rocks and hidden shoals off the Norwegian coast, Willmott was well aware that many ships’ navigators had in the not-too-distant past been civilians and at best had only amateur navigational experience. He put forward a strong case for a reconnaissance of the island. Laycock agreed and teamed him up with Courtney. The two men were to be taken under cover of darkness to two miles or so off Rhodes aboard the submarine Triumph.


They would then paddle away in Courtney’s canoe, Buttercup, equipped with sub-machine-gun, tommy-gun, grenades and a thermos of coffee laced with brandy to recce possible landing-sites on Rhodes for Layforce and the mainstream troops who would follow them ashore. James Sherwood was given the task of being the backstop for the two men:


After several nights of dummy runs and training, we set off, a journey lasting a couple of days to get to our point off Rhodes. It was very exciting because I’d never been in a submarine in my life. I’d always seen them as rather romantic things. I soon came to learn that it wasn’t so. My role in this was not to go ashore but to keep the two canoes in good order and maintenance and be up on the casing of the submarine for the launching and return. When it came for them to set off, it was pitch dark. The technique they developed involved sitting in the canoe on the casing of the submarine, which then slowly trimmed down, sank itself in the water, until they just floated off. It sounded simple, but it wasn’t.


Courtney and Willmott slipped away under the moonless skies and paddled ashore to the beach areas that would make suitable landing-sites for Layforce, noting data such as depths and rocks in chinagraph crayon on a slate-board. Finally, Willmott went ashore, dodging enemy sentries, to make a map of the terrain and nearby roads. He penetrated to within 195 feet (60 metres) of a large Axis headquarters at the Hôtel des Roses, apparently crawling about the lawn to get an idea of its troop population. On the following night, he and Courtney made a recce of the main beach south of Rhodes town, with Willmott this time cutting through wire barricades to get on to the main highway.


A third night was spent making a beach recce through Triumph’s periscope, and on the fourth and final night they set off again for the shore. Courtney swam to one beach, leaving Willmott to travel a little further down the coast. Willmott was to return and pick up Courtney, who would signal his position by dimmed torchlight. Courtney, however, ran into triple trouble. He suffered severe cramp while swimming, and as he lay writhing on the beach he attracted the attention of a noisy dog, and then to cap it all his torch failed. Willmott managed to find him and brought him to safety only minutes before an enemy patrol appeared on the beach. Had Courtney been caught, he would undoubtedly have been shot.


This was the first major beach reconnaissance of its kind. Both men were decorated for the mission – Willmott was awarded the Distinguished Service Order and Courtney the Military Cross – and promoted to captain. Their meticulous charting of potential assault beaches would later become one of the prime tasks of a most secret wartime organisation called Combined Operations Pilotage Parties (see Chapter Seven), headed by Willmott himself, set up to guide major invasion forces in the latter stages of the war. COPPs, as they were called, were so secret that their very existence was not revealed until a dozen years after the war had ended. Theirs was one among the most dangerous of the clandestine wartime missions, and, as we will see, the procedure they established became one of the principal disciplines of the post-war SBS.


In this instance, however, all the dangerous work carried out by Courtney and Willmott was to no avail. The Rhodes landing was cancelled even as Layforce prepared for the assault. Rommel’s Afrika Korps had succeeded in driving Wavell behind the port of Tobruk. Meanwhile, Hitler had ordered the invasion of Greece, and the Germans were on the brink of taking Crete and Rhodes. Wavell began using Layforce in roles for which they were totally unsuited, and which bore no relation to their commando training. Frustration grew to anger, confusion and chaos reigned. Then, gradually, the force began to be cut to ribbons by misuse, bad planning and sheer bad luck.


By then, the Enigma decrypts from Bletchley Park revealed that the Germans were planning a massive invasion of the strategically important island of Crete, and the huge battle that ensued in May 1941 saw one of the most disastrous and costly reverses of the war so far: 4,000 Allied troops killed, 2,500 wounded and more than 11,000 taken prisoner. Of the 2 whole battalions of Layforce that went to Crete, only 23 officers and 156 other ranks managed to get away. James Sherwood recalled:


The shocking outcome of all this was that Layforce was virtually disbanded and scattered around the Mediterranean in penny packets. Some went to Tobruk, some went to Crete. No. 11 Commando suffered pretty considerable losses in action against the Vichy French, in south Lebanon, just over the border from what was then Palestine. So it was really a story of disbandment of Layforce, of the three commandos, and of their reappearance in various forms, or return to unit for chaps who couldn’t find employment in some other form.


Among the survivors of operations thus far was the young officer David Stirling, who was currently in hospital with a back injury after his very first parachute jump ended in drama when his canopy failed to open properly and he came down to earth with a bump. While in hospital, he mused over the plight of Layforce, in which he was still a lieutenant. He also looked at the tactics of the Long-Range Desert Group, formed a few months earlier to make long-range, self-sufficient attacks behind enemy lines, and Roger Courtney’s Special Boat Section of small-group sabotage and reconnaissance missions. He thought of combining these ideas with the latest addition to the British military – parachuting – and these were the makings of a new Special Force. He used the time when he was lying on his back to set down his proposals and sent them off to the new Commander-in-Chief, Auchinleck. He liked the sound of them, and so did Winston Churchill, who needed little persuading when he visited North Africa and asked to see Stirling personally. Thus the SAS was born and given a base at Kabrit, near the Suez Canal, in July 1941. Initially it went under the grandiose title of L Detachment, Special Air Service brigade, clearly hoping to fool the Germans into believing that the Allies had a new airborne brigade.


The concept of Layforce, on the other hand, lay in ruins, but out of it emerged two vital and spectacular elements of the British military, the SAS and the SBS, whose development in the post-war years was to become a lasting tribute to their founders.


By the time the SAS came into being, Roger Courtney’s section was already creating mayhem around the Mediterranean.




CHAPTER TWO


Star of the show


Tug Wilson watched the Jolly Roger hoisted above the submarine Urge as she sailed into Malta under a cloudless sky after the Sicilian adventure and felt pangs of pride. On the corner of the flag, over the bar denoting the sinking of an enemy cruiser, the emblem of a dagger had been sewn in recognition of the first SBS attack. Shrimp Simpson, head of the 10th Submarine Flotilla, was waiting on the quayside to welcome them; when the full account of the raid by Wilson and Hughes was relayed, his early scepticism about the value of Tug and his colleagues vanished in an instant.


Simpson was soon requesting that Wilson and Hughes – and more like them, if possible – should join his command. He saw the opportunities for further raids, with SBS attacks on shoreline installations in addition to his submariners’ general harassment of Italian and German shipping. Their base at Lazaretto Creek – known to the locals as X-base – on the sheltered side of Valletta in Marsamxett Harbour was a top priority for Axis bombers as they pounded the island daily. The strategic importance of Malta for the British fleet, lying midway between the two key Mediterranean bases of Gibraltar and Alexandria, was more vital now than at any time since the naval presence was first established in 1869. Lately, the Nazis were getting rather annoyed that the X-base subs were severely hampering the supply of men, stores and weapons to their star performer, Rommel, in his North African campaign and were in danger of stifling his spectacular advance, heading as he was towards Alexandria and Cairo. Goering ordered the Luftwaffe to blast the subs out of the island and the island out of existence. Shrimp Simpson and his 10th Flotilla, who had covered themselves with glory and won dozens of medals for sustained bravery, refused to budge – at least for the time being.


Simpson’s request to hold on to Wilson and Hughes brought a swift response from Courtney in Alexandria: ‘Carte blanche – and good hunting.’ There was nothing Courtney would have liked better than to have had his whole team doing exactly the same. They had spent the summer training in limpet-mine attacks and other forms of sabotage and were raring to go. They were also aiding the Special Operations Executive, ferrying agents into various key Axis-held territory in the eastern Mediterranean. But the submarine fleet at Alexandria, No. 1 Flotilla operating under the general command of Combined Operations, was already hard pressed. It had fewer vessels available, and they could not be diverted from the main chance – attacking enemy shipping – to allow brief excursions ashore by SBS raiders.


In any event, Courtney’s little gang had already been further diminished. One canoe team, Sergeant Allan and Marine Miles, having successfully sent an enemy ship to the bottom in Benghazi harbour with limpet mines, hit a jagged rock as they paddled their way to rendezvous with the mother sub and were captured.


Back in Malta, Simpson rapidly began to make use of his two new acquisitions, and his command was alerted to seek out suitable sites for attack. At the end of July 1941 Wilson and Hughes were assigned to the submarine Utmost commanded by Lieutenant-Commander Dick Cayley, a stocky man with whom Wilson struck an immediate rapport. In the following three months, the deadly duo, as they might well have been called, pulled off a series of raids that caused mayhem and disruption to the railway system of southern Italy. None of them was without incident.


The first was in the Gulf of Santa Eufemia. A main-line rail link to the north was in view, with no tunnel on the flattish terrain, and the link was obviously important enough to cause bother if disrupted. The pair made a daylight recce of the site through periscope surveillance and took to their canoe in the evening before the moon came up. They were floated off the sub casing in the usual way and paddled in to shore, carting enough explosives to blow the railway line sky-high. Everything went without a hitch. The explosives were laid under a hefty section of the track and set with instantaneous fuses, which gave them just sufficient time to take cover behind some rocks close to the beach. What they had not anticipated was that farm buildings nearby were filled with Italian soldiers, who spewed out shouting and screaming when the explosives blew. Tug and his partner kept their heads down, wondering how they were going to get out when a curious diversion came to their rescue.
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