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STING


OF THE


SCORPION




Since this book was first published in 2000, it has become a top selling classic of World War Two.


The LRDG played a crucial and historic role in Britain’s first major victory of the war in the burning sands of North Africa – over Germany’s best general – Rommel and his crack Army, the Afrika Korps.


Consequently, the Long Range Desert Group has won a special place in the hearts and imagination of military enthusiasts nationally and internationally, especially in America, Europe and ironically, modern day Germany.


The veterans’ stories related here echo the the daring exploits of great British raiding brigands from history like Lawrence of Arabia, Drake and Raleigh so closely that the LRDG’s place alongside these legendary immortals is assured – and well deserved.


This is despite the fact that only a handful of veterans now survive in Britain and in countries like New Zealand, South Africa and Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). It is evident that interest in the unit is growing year by year.


Most of this modest band of proud British survivors are well known to the author and their tales are liberally featured in the pages of Sting of the Scorpion, the only book to chart the complete history of the LRDG throughout World War Two.


The heady spice of the romantic, enigmatic, danger-packed desert, the dwelling place of the LRDG as remembered for ever more by these veterans and their admirers, adds a unique twist to the legendary LRDG story, which will ensure they will never be forgotten.


Mike Morgan
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They caused us more damage than any other enemy unit of comparable strength.


Rommel, on the Long Range Desert Group
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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my late father, Jack Morgan, a desert veteran of 2nd SAS, who later served with distinction in Italy working on the intelligence of Major Roy Farran’s famous missions, the secret planning for the behind-the-lines drops in France after D-Day and the liberation of Norway, and to every soldier and officer who served in the Long Range Desert Group.


It is also a tribute to three brave men from Middlesbrough who fought alongside the legends of the wartime Special Forces:


Arthur Arger, Y Patrol LRDG – David Lloyd Owen DSO, MC;


Denis Bell, L Detachment, SRS and 1st SAS – David Stirling DSO and Paddy Mayne DSO and three bars;


Bill Hackney, 1st SAS and SBS – Anders Lassen VC.




Foreword



Major General David Lloyd Owen CB, DSO, OBE, MC


The Long Range Desert Group is best known for its work in the vast area of the Libyan Desert, which is roughly the size of India – 1,200 miles by a thousand. Not many people know that, when that campaign ended in April 1943, the Group was reorganized to operate in Italy and the Balkans. They were trained and equipped to work in jeeps, on foot and on skis, reaching their targets by parachute or by sea.


In September 1943, the LRDG was sent to the Dodecanese, where it became involved in the seemingly pointless disaster which resulted in the fall of Leros and the loss of a complete brigade as well as one third of the Mediterranean Fleet. The LRDG lost about a quarter of its strength of around 400 either wounded, killed or captured. But many of those taken prisoner eventually escaped and rejoined the unit.


The Leros debacle was a devastating blow, especially as the New Zealand Government decided to withdraw the squadron of those magnificent men who had played such a significant part since Colonel Bagnold formed the LRDG in June 1940. That story is well told in his own words at the beginning of this book.


However, we recovered and with renewed enthusiasm we moved across to Italy in early 1944 to harass enemy lines of communication, to support Partisans and to report on the movement of enemy shipping in the Adriatic. Our patrols operated continuously until the end of the war in Greece, Albania, Yugoslavia and Italy, carrying out over 100 successful sorties.


I remember so well the day in 1945 when we knew that the LRDG was to be disbanded after five years of war. We were stationed on the east coast of Italy and I called everyone together to discuss the formation of an Association before we were dispersed and scattered all over the world.


There was complete agreement because we were all determined to achieve two things. The first was to keep in touch. This would be done through reunions and an annual newsletter. The second was to look after any of our members who might fall on hard times. We have followed these objectives faithfully since. Similar arrangements were made in New Zealand and Southern Rhodesia.


We have always had wonderfully willing honorary secretaries to look after our affairs, and to compile the newsletter in which there has been a wealth of fascinating information, because our members have been encouraged to recall some of their wartime experiences. Mike Morgan has selected stories that have intrigued him as a professional journalist and has put this book together as a result. He has also managed to find some interesting photographs, some of which have never been published before.


I think that the reader will sense throughout this book the very strong esprit de corps that existed in this unique unit made up of officers and men from the Brigade of Guards and many other regiments and corps of the British Army, from the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force, from Southern Rhodesia and from the yeomanry regiments of the lst Cavalry Division sent to Palestine in 1939.


That those of us who survive still keep in touch with each other, and have met in London and in New Zealand every year, can only be a reflection of the friendships formed more than half a century ago.


I believe that Mike Morgan has captured something of that spirit and of the great qualities of the men who volunteered to serve with the LRDG.


David Lloyd Owen




Tributes


Major Roy Farran DSO, MC and two bars, Legion of Honour, Croix de Guerre with Palm, US Legion of Merit, Italian Gold Medal, Greek War Medal


The LRDG will be remembered in history, like the Special Air Service to which it was so closely allied, as a manifestation of the adventurous spirit ever present in the British heart.


The challenge of navigation in a vast featureless desert was awesome. Crossing the soft Sand Sea in four-wheeled vehicles required courageous innovations, and the huge distances from sources of supply were bravely confronted.


The LRDG made David Stirling’s early SAS raids on distant enemy airfields possible. No other way of reaching enemy targets had proved feasible by day or by night at that time.


Having struggled myself to navigate accurately by sun compass and the stars, I can appreciate the expertise of the LRDG. The boldness with which they posted their reconnaissance patrols to overlook the long coastal road was in itself remarkable, as one remembers the vulnerability to air attack of isolated and often conspicuous vehicles in the open desert.


As an old friend, I salute the LRDG and send my best wishes for the success of this history of their gallantry.


Roy Farran


Calgary, Alberta


Canada


General Sir Peter de la Billiere Gulf War Commander


General Sir Peter de la Billiere, Gulf War commander and former president of the SAS Association, wrote the following to Major General David Lloyd Owen, former commanding officer of the LRDG, as a special tribute to mark the 50th anniversary of the LRDG Association in 1995. He specifically recalled the formation of the SAS in the Western Desert in 1941 and the crucial part the LRDG played in the unit’s early missions, transporting David Stirling’s SAS raiders to their targets by truck when the initial plan to parachute in and attack on foot proved disastrously impracticable when gale force winds caused many men to be lost on the inaugural mission:


I know David Stirling would wish me to re-emphasise the tremendously close relationship that existed between our two Regiments. I would like to say how very much the modern generation [of SAS] appreciate that we owe our existence in many ways to the help and support that we received from the LRDG in those early tumultuous days of our history.


In the first savage desert war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, modern observers were amazed at the uncanny similarity of the highly successful deep-ranging SAS motorized columns to that of their LRDG forebears of the Second World War.


Who dares forget, the Scorpion bears a lethal sting . . .




Beware the Scorpion’s Bite


The Origin of the Unit’s Badge


The Scorpion was chosen for the unit’s badge from the early days of the LRDG’s existence and has become a proud and lasting symbol of a force which has never been surpassed in its expert field of operation and which has often been envied, imitated and admired. The lethal desert creature which strikes with lightning and paralysing force was a wise and appropriate choice for the unit’s cap badges and insignia, and the means by which the badge originated is typical of the colourful characters which made up the teak-tough ranks of the desert raiders.


Bluey Grimsey of T Patrol was stung by a scorpion – and, contrary to what can often happen in the circumstances, when serious illness ensues or even life is threatened, it was the unfortunate beast that died! Bluey pickled its body in spirit – reputedly whisky – and it became his good luck talisman. The powers-that-be got wind of the tale and the rest is history.


The scorpion is a potent symbol of power in many units, but especially for small, close-knit groups such as the LRDG. Its menacing appearance and ability to strike suddenly and with great effect has led to it being selected as an emblem by many other forces. But no scorpion badge has won greater fame than that worn by the veterans of the LRDG.


Scorpions have lived on Earth for 500 million years, idolized yet feared by man. They are truly remarkable creatures. Among their peculiarities are the ability to survive with little water and no food and to live immersed in alcohol for periods of several hours. In this respect, the ferocious little arachnids show amazingly similar propensities to their human LRDG counterparts . . .
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The year 2000 was proudly celebrated as the Diamond Jubilee of the LRDG’s formation in 1940, but the LRDG Association decided to disband in October of that year and merge with the SAS Assoication as its membership was inevitably decreasing with the passing years and surviving veterans wanted to go out with a ‘bang not a whimper’.


Since that time, however, there has been a world-wide flourishing of interest in the unit, both in the written word and in TV documentaries.


It is now assured, more than ever before, that the unit has forever won a unique place in the history of warfare and especially so in connection with its most famous area of operation, the Western Desert. This book was originally compiled with the full authorisation of the LRDG Association as an historical tribute to all the LRDG veterans who served in the Second World War, of every rank, creed and country.


It would have been impossible to assemble all these colourful stories and facts without the diligence of the veterans themselves in recording their experiences on the various raids, in such diverse and dangerous theatres of war. Likewise, without the LRDG Association’s newsletters, spanning over fifty years, many of these tales would have been lost forever instead of being available to all.


As stated, it was decided that from the end of the year 2000, the LRDG Association would merge with the SAS Association and that the 2000 LRDG Annual Reunion poignantly was to be the last, although members still meet at annual SAS reunions.


Special thanks therefore go to all the LRDG Association secretaries over the years and especially to the last secretary Jim Patch, whose name justifiably graces several of the exciting adventures in this book which, together with those of many of his comrades, are now an indelible part of military folklore.


Sincere thanks also go to the late Major General David Lloyd Owen, one of the finest and most respected former commanding officers of the LRDG and Chairman of the former LRDG Association, who died after a long illness on April 5, 2001. A charismatic, giant character of the desert war, his passing left a gap that can never be filled. Without his personal backing, knowledge and wholehearted support, this project could not have come to fruition.


Lastly, special acknowledgement must be made to the heartfelt tribute expressed by a stalwart and loyal friend of the LRDG, the late wartime SAS Major Roy Farran, DSO, MC and two bars, one of the truly legendary heroes of behind-the-lines action in the Second World War. As he said, without the LRDG, the SAS – arguably the most famous military unit of all time – could not have got off the ground.


Mike Morgan




Introduction


Raiders of the Desert


The Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) was the original desert Special Force, carrying out many daring behind-the-lines operations in the white-hot cauldron of the Second World War.


In the most destructive conflict of modern times, many Special Force units sprang from the ranks of the British Army as it fought for its life against overwhelming odds. These also included the Special Air Service, Popski’s Private Army and the Special Boat Service.


Perhaps the reason why the LRDG is best remembered is the undeniably romantic image with which they became associated – the Arab head-dresses, the beards, the wild-looking brigands carrying out their audacious acts of piracy in the awe-inspiring wastes of the desert.


But its members came from the elite regiments of the British Army and from far-flung reaches of the Empire, on which the sun had still to set.


There were ramrod-straight soldiers from the Coldstream and Scots Guards who had been stationed in Egypt before the outbreak of war. They were joined by crack troops from the Cavalry Brigade which went out to Palestine in January 1940, soldiers of famous units such as the Yorkshire Hussars, the Yorkshire Dragoons and the North Somerset, Staffordshire, Cheshire and Warwickshire Yeomanry Regiments.


There were some of the toughest troops in the ranks of the LRDG – such as the superbly courageous, hardy and versatile New Zealanders, who would carve an indelible reputation in the history of the desert war, along with equally tough counterparts from Rhodesia and volunteers from far and wide, even from America.


When the 11th Scottish Commando was disbanded after heavy losses in 1941, at the costly battle of the Litani River in the Lebanon, against Vichy French forces, its members were given the choice of joining the LRDG, SAS, other Commando units, or returning to their original regiments. Many put their special skills in explosives, close combat and raiding to good use in the LRDG.


Ford and Chevrolet trucks – and later jeeps – were heavily armed with Vickers machine-guns, Lewis guns and Browning heavy calibre weaponry, plus a formidable array of small arms, Tommy guns, rifles, grenades, mines and explosives. The machine-guns, where appropriate, were oil cooled for ease of traverse and to prevent overheating in the fierce desert temperatures. Patrols consisted of four or five trucks as the optimum workable unit, although on occasion patrols joined forces for big raids. Experiments were even carried out with field guns and anti-aircraft weapons carried on the back of trucks to stiffen firepower even further.


The foundations of this unique, hard-hitting fighting unit had been laid down by a previous generation of British forces more than thirty years before when the Duke of Westminster Yeomanry roamed the desert in converted Model T Fords.


The illustrious history of the LRDG thus has its roots in the First World War, when these pioneering British Army units, known as Light Car Patrols, first traversed the arid wastes, never before crossed by military motor vehicles.


In their rickety, but surprisingly robust, Model T Fords, they ran far south into the Western Desert of Egypt, beyond the range of the camel explorers, to guard Gen Allenby’s flank from hostile Arab tribes.


This was the era when Lawrence of Arabia became a living legend by blowing up railway lines, hitting the enemy with stunning force, then melting away into the desert to fight another day – just like the LRDG.


Besides romantic desert-lore, the car patrols left their successors two primitive, but essential, inventions – the sun compass for navigation and the first water condenser for trapping and recycling coolant into vehicle radiators. Without this simple, yet effective contraption, vehicles would soon overheat in the ferocious desert heat, wasting valuable water resources and limiting the range and reliability of their engines.


Later, in the 1920s, a group of enthusiasts in the Middle East, led by Major, later Brigadier, R.A. Bagnold, the founder of the LRDG and the man who knew more about sand and its effects on vehicular travel than anyone else, took to desert exploration. They too mastered the intricacies of desert travel and added to the maps of the unforgiving terrain.


Meanwhile, Bagnold perfected the sun compass and invented the prototype of the sand mat for extricating bogged down vehicles from soft sand. These were later used during the Second World War with great effect by the LRDG and Special Air Service patrols. The LRDG particularly were loath ever to abandon their precious vehicles in the desert, often towing broken down trucks back to base.


In 1939, Bagnold was posted from England to East Africa, but his ship collided with another in the Mediterranean and put into Alexandria for repairs. Bagnold took a trip to Cairo, where General, later Field Marshal, Wavell, heard of his arrival, was highly impressed by the desert pioneer and promptly had him transferred to Middle East Command.


Wavell, one of Britain’s finest and most under-rated generals, knew a good man when he saw one, and his confidence was repaid by Bagnold a thousand-fold. Countless lives were saved by the vital intelligence gleaned by the all-seeing eyes of the LRDG, which roamed at will among the enemy rear ranks.


It was not until after the Italians had declared war in 1940, however, that Bagnold was able to sell his idea of an LRDG to the more sceptical high command. By then, the growing threat to Britain’s empire from Italian and later powerful German forces, created a desperate need for new and untried measures. The LRDG scheme to raid deep behind the enemy lines, causing panic, confusion and wasteful enemy reinforcement over vast and scattered areas, suddenly became extremely attractive to the high command, whose troops were outnumbered and over-stretched.


Bagnold, given the go-ahead at last, was only able to recruit two of the peacetime desert veterans he already knew to create a backbone of officers for the unit – Pat Clayton, who had been in the Egyptian Government Survey, and the highly respected W.B. Kennedy Shaw, whose classic book, Long Range Desert Group, later told of some of the exciting exploits of the LRDG in the Western Desert, North Africa.


Most of the original unit members were New Zealanders, outstanding soldiers whose natural-born qualities of toughness and love of the outdoor life made them easily adaptable to the hardships and privations of desert war.


From numerous unorthodox sources, the new unit collected its equipment – including trucks from the American Chevrolet company, logarithm tables for vital navigational calculations from demure schoolmistresses in Cairo and binoculars from wealthy horse racing fans. In just five weeks, the men were ready for duty and raring to go into action. The unit proved its worth almost from the start in highly effective intelligence gathering and in hard-hitting raids.


They were able to operate in the desert hundreds of miles further from bases than any other unit. The LRDG’s primary task initially was reconnaissance behind the enemy lines, which it reached by travelling across almost unknown country far south of the coastal belt. Patrols would bring back invaluable information about the enemy, his lines of communication, the trustworthiness of the local Arab population and maps of vast areas of desert never before surveyed.


One of its most valuable contributions as a reconnaissance unit was the road watch at ‘Marble Arch’ in Tripolitania, especially later in the campaign, when it operated deep behind Rommel’s rear in the desert. Many miles behind the enemy lines, small teams of LRDG kept constant vigil on all truck and troop movements, radioing the results of their handiwork back to British Army headquarters in Cairo. For two periods in 1941 and 1942 totalling nearly six months, the LRDG kept constant check on enemy vehicles moving along the coast road a full 400 miles behind the front line.


A patrol, usually two-man, would hide up in a wadi and before dawn they would settle down under whatever cover they could find within a few hundred yards of the road and stay motionless, patiently watching and recording until nightfall. With powerful binoculars and up-to-date photographs of enemy vehicles, they noted down everything that passed along the road and reported it back to HQ, where the high command was notified and appropriate action taken, sometimes with devastating effect by the desert air force of the RAF.


The LRDG soon played an important part in other forces’ operations. Its specially converted trucks transported men and supplies to points all over Libya for espionage, link-ups with the Arabs, or for helping prisoners to escape.


This ‘taxi service’ was also used by the Special Air Service in its early days before it had its own transport, literally propelling the now world-famous force into action and its own date with history. LRDG veterans were involved in many of the SAS’s wild adventures which caused massive panic and destruction in the rear of the enemy ranks.


After one of these trips, a combined group set off to beat up Mersa Brega, a shallow anchorage used by the enemy to land supplies from coastal vehicles in a supposedly safe area. Driving along in their own convoy, they mingled with enemy convoys on the coast road, the only approach, shouting greetings in the dark to trucks driving in the opposite direction. Arriving at Mersa Brega, they opened up with all their machine-guns on vehicles parked by the road, dropping ‘sticky bombs’ into trucks further away, killing everyone who stood in their way, before speeding off along the road before the stunned enemy could gather reinforcements to chase them.


To discourage pursuit, the commander in the last truck laid mines in the road and heard several explosions before they got out of earshot. By dawn, the party was camouflaged in the desert, watching enemy planes searching in vain for them.


But the LRDG had plenty of wild adventures of its own. As part of its task of constantly keeping the enemy guessing, the LRDG linked up with Free Frenchmen from the Chad and attacked the Murzuk oasis in the Fezzan, where the Italians had a small fort, a landing field and a garrison of about 150 heavily armed troops.


The attack was launched while the garrison was enjoying an after-lunch stroll and several of the Italian troops, including the commander, were killed before they knew what had hit them. Then, while one party kept the main strength of the garrison busy in the fort, another went off to the airfield and destroyed the waiting planes, hangars and equipment.


Raiders from the LRDG withdrew almost unmolested. This lightning attack took place many hundreds of miles behind the fighting front and caused widespread fear among the Italians, causing large numbers of troops to be diverted to guard airfields, ammunition dumps and other military installations well behind the lines, helping take vital pressure off the British Army’s front-line fighting units.


Later on, when the Eighth Army was preparing its great comeback battle at El Alamein, the LRDG was busy disrupting Rommel’s communications and panicking districts all over the rear areas.


Among its operations at this time was one of its most destructive attacks. A squadron of LRDG approaching Barce from the south, cleaned up a traffic control post shooting the Italian officer in command, cut the telephone wires, knocked out a couple of light tanks defending the road and drove to a crossroads just outside the town, where it split up.


A New Zealand patrol went to the airfield, shot down Italians at the gates, threw grenades into the mess windows and then, with a jeep and four 30-cwt trucks, drove in single file around the airfield firing incendiary bullets at each aircraft while a man in the last truck used short delay action bombs to deal with any which did not catch fire. They destroyed at least twenty aircraft and damaged a dozen more. The patrol got clean away with the exception of one truck. A second patrol, of Guards, went to the barracks, killed the sentries and stormed through the buildings throwing grenades into windows, doors and slit trenches, from which Italians were wildly returning fire. Meanwhile, the commander of the squadron and his driver, drove into the town causing further chaos with their twin Vickers, wrecking a dozen vehicles.


Before dawn, the group was reunited outside the town and ran into an ambush in which three men were wounded. Finally, enemy aircraft found them and attacked until dusk, by which time the LRDG had six wounded men and only one 30-cwt truck and two jeeps left. During the night both jeeps were put out of action. The medical officer with a driver, fitter and navigator set off in the truck with the wounded to a secret landing ground from where they were picked up. The rest had to walk. It was not the first nor the last time that LRDG men found themselves stranded behind the lines with no vehicles and precious little food or water and yet still managed to get home. This operation cost the Axis about thirty aircraft and numerous casualties. The LRDG had six wounded, all of whom recovered, and lost ten prisoners and fourteen vehicles. The unit was awarded two Distinguished Service Orders (DSOs), one Military Cross (MC) and three Military Medals (MMs) for this one raid alone.


The headaches of operating in the desert behind enemy lines became routine for the LRDG. It found its own routes, many never navigated before, made its own maps, evolved a technique of driving in the desert, established its own food, water and fuel dumps, had its own repair shops for vehicles and, partly as a counter to the constant danger of being caught badly wounded far from friendly territory, had its own aeroplanes to fly wounded out and bring personnel in.


In Eighth Army’s final triumphant advance, the LRDG played a truly decisive part. Mapping the country as they went, patrol members pioneered new ‘impassable’ southern routes into Tripolitania and Tunisia, providing guides for each of the New Zealand Division’s famous left-hooks around the near-impregnable Mareth Line. This brilliantly successful operation effectively finished off the Axis as a major force in North Africa, saving thousands of lives in a costly frontal attack on formidable prepared positions, and enabled the eventual total victory of the British and Commonwealth Army and American forces advancing from Algeria and Morocco.


Withdrawn from Tunisia in April 1943, the LRDG went into training for reconnaissance in mountainous country, moving either in jeeps or on foot. The 30-cwt trucks which had served them faithfully in the desert were replaced by sturdy jeeps armed to the teeth principally with Vickers K machine-guns, as used by the SAS and Popski’s Private Army in Italy and elsewhere. One patrol in each squadron became a mule patrol and the men who had been used to the burning desert heat learned to use skis on snow. They also started to take a parachutists’ course, but just after it had begun most of the LRDG was ordered off to action again, in the Aegean.


Their headquarters were established on Leros, where Allied LRDG patrols stiffened the garrison, went out on reconnaissance trips to other islands and kept a shipping watch, similar to the ‘Marble Arch’ road watch. The group had many more adventures – one patrol on Stampalia was let down by the Italian garrison when the Germans attacked and had to hide for a month before it could get away in a caique boat. Another patrol that stayed on the German-occupied island of Seriphos for nearly a month lived for the last week on a diet of beans and marrows. On the first anniversary of Alamein, a party of fifty set off to liquidate the German garrison on the island of Levitha, at the request of the Royal Navy. However, it ran into a strong German garrison in prepared positions and was forced out of the island with the loss of two officers and thirty-nine other ranks.


On Leros itself, 125 LRDG scattered all over the island saw a lot of fighting, much of it in an infantry role. One party, at the top of Mount Clidi, retook the position from which it had been forced out by crack parachutists and held it until well after British forces surrendered. A party of seventy got away from Leros and most of those left behind in the islands managed to filter back to freedom later. In addition, the LRDG helped other troops to get away and LRDG officers returned to organize other troops to escape.


The impulse to escape was a common feature among the LRDG when captured. These free spirits, so used to operating boldly and using their own initiative, did not take well to being locked up and usually made a break for freedom at the earliest opportunity, no matter what risks were involved. Many of these daring escapes and risky periods on the run are recorded in this book.


Once out of the Dodecanese, the LRDG prepared for further operations in other theatres of war, completing its training as parachutists. The elite New Zealanders left the unit and tough Rhodesians took their place, but some of the Kiwis came back to the LRDG in Italy, unable to resist their burning desire to fight the Germans.


The LRDG had only one operation on the Italian mainland and that, because something went wrong with the drops, was only partly successful. For the rest of the war, its territory was on the other side of the Adriatic, from the Austrian frontier to the southern Greek island of Kythera. Based on Adriatic islands, the LRDG took to the ocean waves. A headquarters schooner, the Kufra, named after one of the desert bases, appeared on the scene to transport men and supplies to the various hot spots.


The heavy truck section, which had supplied them in the desert, became the crew of the MV Palma, which was skippered by a Yeomanry officer who had learned to navigate in North Africa. He had as boatswain an NCO who was a farmer in civil life. The light repair squadron turned its attention from vehicles to boat building and was outstanding at shoe horning unwieldy jeep engines into speed boats!


Greece, Albania and Yugoslavia became what the desert had been to the LRDG. Its role here was much the same, except that now it was co-operating with fighting partisans. The group even ran a Balkan ‘taxi service’ on the same lines as the old Libyan version. Duties included lying patiently watching enemy shipping. Owing to Allied air superiority, vessels could move only at night and the men lay up, camouflaged, in inlets during daylight. LRDG patrols on islands and the mainland reported the whereabouts of enemy vessels by radio to the RAF and Royal Naval stations in the area. Lightning fast and heavily armed MTBs would turn up at night and bottle the ships up in inlets. Rocket-firing planes would then attack soon afterwards during daylight and wipe them out. Between them, the RAF and Royal Navy accounted for well over 100 vessels as a result of LRDG vigilance. One officer stationed along the Adriatic coast had a huge bounty of £1,000 put on his head by the Germans, but none of the partisans with whom he worked gave him away, even though he was there for four and a half months.


But coast watching was not the LRDG’s only function in the area. There were plenty of reconnaissance trips and raids in the old style to keep the enemy on his toes. One officer, with a wireless operator, went from an island in the northern Adriatic to the mainland and through the Denaric Alps and nearly to Trieste and back – more than 500 miles on foot through enemy country.


As the Germans pulled out of the Balkans, it became the LRDG’s job, in co-operation with other units, to hinder the retreat. A small party of LRDG, with partisans, cut and held the El Basan to Tirana road in Albania for three weeks.


Jeep-borne LRDG followed the Germans out of Greece, some of them getting as far as the Adriatic, to Athens and even Salonika. Others went due north from Greece to link up with more LRDG who had been dropped by parachute in southern Yugoslavia. Meanwhile, on the European mainland, one squadron of LRDG had undergone intensive training in mountain warfare, ready to help take Hitler’s mountain fortress in Bavaria if needed. In the event, Hitler committed suicide in his Berlin bunker and so the end of the fighting in the Balkans meant the end of operations for the LRDG.


For a while there was talk of the unit going to the Far East to fight the Japanese, who were still fanatically resisting the inexorable British and American advance. Around 80 per cent of the LRDG loyally volunteered for service there, but the war on Japan was brought to an abrupt end with the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and final victory was assured at last.


The glorious story of the LRDG, who won admirers from all sides during the war, came to a close after five action-packed years and the famous unit was disbanded with great sadness, praise and regret in July 1945.
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Piracy on the High Desert


HOW IT ALL STARTED: RALPH BAGNOLD,


FOUNDING GENIUS OF THE LEGENDARY DESERT FORCE



The late Ralph Bagnold was the brilliant originator and first commanding officer of the Long Range Desert Group. He was a man of uncanny vision, expert in the movements of the remorselessly shifting sands, with vast practical experience in negotiating the treacherous, arid wastes in motor vehicles, surmounting daunting difficulties with clever innovation, skill and guile.


Simple, yet effective sun compasses, and portable mats to help vehicles drive themselves out of the clutches of soft, sinking sand were just two of Bagnold’s refinements and inventions, without which the LRDG could not have functioned with such telling effect. Meticulous maps of the desert areas of operation, made before the war, came into their own, together with key survival techniques and knowledge of hidden sources of water. The experience of First World War Light Car Patrols in the Western Desert also provided much key information.


Bagnold’s own account of the origin of the LRDG was reproduced as part of the LRDG’s 50th anniversary celebrations in 1995, privately circulated in the veterans’ own newsletter. His words, as the first commander and founder of the LRDG, remain as the definitive statement of the proud and pioneering LRDG tradition, the original and most charismatic of the British Army’s Special Forces.


His study into the relentless shifting sands of the North African desert was made in the turbulent years in the run-up to the Second World War, when war seemed inevitable to many. However, the wide-open spaces of the desert were the last places on earth it was expected that such a terrifying conflict would envelop . . .


* * *


I had no idea at the time that our travels could have any serious scientific outcome. It was only later that it dawned on me that the natural mechanism we had become so familiar with, whereby the wind blowing on loose dry sand grains creates and activates the huge dune forms, was as yet entirely unknown. I became so interested that on my retirement from the Army in 1935 I built at home a suitable wind tunnel of plywood and glass panes and equipped with simple wind-measuring instruments. With this, some sieves and a supply of builder’s sand, I embarked on the first scientific study of the mechanism. I felt it was really just exploring in another form.


The Physics of Blown Sand and Desert Dunes was finished in 1939 and published shortly afterwards. To my astonishment it soon became the standard textbook on the subject and still remains so. Indeed, when NASA’s spacecraft were able to examine the Martian landscape at close range, the book was found to allow the sand-driving mechanism to be adapted to the very different and far more tenuous atmosphere of Mars.


Although most of us were young army officers, not one of us in the 1920s dreamed for a moment that war could ever come to the vast, waterless and lifeless Libyan Desert. We simply enjoyed the excitement of pioneering into the unknown. But the Second World War was declared almost as soon as the physics book was finished. I had served in the First War in the trenches in France as an engineer officer and, as a recompense, spent two happy years at Cambridge. Now, as a reservist, I was recalled to the Army in the autumn of 1939 and posted to East Africa. It was by the pure accident of a convoy collision in the Mediterranean that I was landed at Port Said to await another troop ship.


Seizing the opportunity, I took a train to Cairo to look up old friends. That visit, again accidentally, resulted in my posting being changed to Egypt, a country I was at home in.


HQ British Troops in Egypt [BTE] was just the same as I had known it. Its role having long been confined to internal security it seemed as yet to have given no thought to the defence of the country against attack from outside. Training had always been for a war in some temperate climate rather than in the desert on its doorstep. The staff seemed to be obsessed with the danger of any soldier getting lost, to the frustration of the more enterprising troops under it. The 700-mile western frontier with Libya, running south nominally along longitude 25E, was unguarded and unpatrolled, the Light Car Patrols of 1916 having been disbanded long before, and most types of army vehicle were unsuitable for desert going.


I wrote a three-page memo on what my experience suggested should be done in a small way, such as re-forming an up-to-date version of the Light Car Patrol. My General thoroughly agreed and sent the memo to HQ BTE. The idea was turned down angrily as though it was impertinent! Even the idea of driving out into the desert seemed to appal them as impossible, insane or at least reckless.


In the spring of 1940 things began to change. General Sir Archibald Wavell became an overlord, as C-in-C Middle East Land Forces with responsibilities from India to West Africa. A fresh staff was arriving from England to form his new GHQ, so HQ BTE sank to a subordinate position. All this time we knew that a great Italian army was massing on the Libyan coast ready to invade Egypt and another equally large army lay in Ethiopia ready to invade the Sudan. But on our side, no overt preparations were allowed, in the vain hope that Mussolini would remain neutral.


Then came June 1940. France collapsed. Italy declared war on us. The Mediterranean was closed, so we were cut off from England except by the long slow shipping route round the Cape. I felt impelled to do my bit. Pulling out the last copy of my former memo I added a few paragraphs and persuaded a friend in Ops to lay it on the C-in-C’s own desk. I was sent for within an hour.


Wavell was alone. He put me at ease in an armchair and invited me to talk. Here, I felt almost at once that I had at last found a man of vision and vast knowledge who understood. I told him of the possibility of an enemy raid on Aswan from their southern-most outpost of Uweinat only 500 miles away across ideal desert going. I had myself done the journey in a day and a half. Such a raid would cut our vital link with the Sudan. If attacked, the raiders would simply threaten to open all the sluices of the Aswan Dam and cause disastrous floods in Egypt. Moreover, if Lorenzini was still in Libya, he would be just the man to do it. He and I had discussed that very thing during our strange desert meeting years ago. (Major Lorenzini was an adventurous Italian officer whom Bagnold had met before the war. He boasted he could take vehicles across the desert from the Libyan/Sudanese border from Uweinat to destroy the Aswan Dam.) We had now no means of knowing what the Italians might be preparing away in the far south.


I proposed that a small group of modernised Light Patrols should be created, specially equipped, manned by specially trained volunteers in really desert-worthy vehicles. By applying all the techniques our former little private parties had learned, we would have the extreme mobility of 1,500 miles of travel entirely self-contained, with water and food for several weeks. We could get into the emptiness of inner Libya by a back door I alone knew of, through the heart of the sand barrier. We would then track-read both the routes leading south. ‘What’, asked Wavell, ‘would you do if you were to find no signs of unusual activity?’ Without thought I said, ‘How about some piracy on the high desert?’


At the word piracy the rugged face that had seemed a bit stern suddenly broke into a broad grin. ‘Can you be ready in six weeks?’


I said, ‘Yes.’


‘Of course,’ he said, ‘there’ll be opposition and delay.’ He pressed a bell. His Chief-of-Staff, General Sir Arthur Smith, came in. ‘Arthur,’ said Wavell, ‘Bagnold seeks a talisman. Get this typed for my signature right away: “To all heads of departments and branches. I wish any request made by Major Bagnold in person to be met at once without question.”’ Then to me, ‘Not a word of this must go out. There are 60,000 enemy subjects here. Get a good cover story from my DMI [Director of Military Intelligence]. When you are ready, write your own operation orders and show them to me personally.’ That was all.


I had been given complete carte blanche, presumably to make trouble anywhere in Libya. Clearly, any threat to the 900 mile unguarded desert flank of the enemy’s supply route along the North African coast would be taken very seriously. The C-in-C had conceived a big bluff.


There was much to do, but little time. Three of the old gang were available. Rupert Harding-Newman was on the spot in Cairo, Pat Clayton was surveying somewhere in Tanganyika and Bill Shaw was in Jerusalem, curator of the Palestine Museum. The latter two were extricated, flown to Cairo and commissioned captains within 48 hours. Meanwhile, Rupert collected thirty 1½-ton commercial Chevrolet chassis from local dealers and elsewhere, and he and I set to work making all the detailed designs needed for ordnance workshops to make the many conversions we wanted. Bill Shaw became our intelligence officer and chief navigator and set to work acquiring and improvising all the instruments.


There were to be three patrols, each self-contained and capable of independent action. A special ration scale was drawn up and authorised, as also were special footwear (sandals) and special Arab headdress for face protection against sandstorms. I raided the GHQ reserve of stores for machine-guns and suitable long-range radio transmitters. A very bright wireless officer volunteered to join, as also did a doctor.


General Freyberg agreed to ask his New Zealand Division for volunteers for an ‘undisclosed mission of some danger’. There was a great response. Two officers and some 150 other ranks we had asked for arrived just as the first trucks were coming out of the workshops – tough, self-reliant and responsible people with many useful skills. They were just what we had hoped for. Training was largely combined with cross-country journeys to Ain Dalla to make a forward dump of petrol there, as we had done in the old days. The New Zealanders were astonishingly quick to learn a new, and to them a very strange, way of life.


I laid great stress on conservation. We were going a very long way without the possibility of obtaining anything anywhere. So there must be no losses and no breakdown involving the abandonment of a single vehicle.


We were ready on time. The C-in-C came himself to see us off and wish us good luck. The 150-mile sand dune barrier was crossed twice over in order to start fully loaded from the Libyan side. Then, on the very day, 15 September, the Italians crossed the Egyptian frontier going east along the coast, two little patrols crossed the same frontier going west into Libya, 300 miles further south.


Mitford’s patrol penetrated so far west as to cross and examine both the enemy’s southward routes to Kufra and Uweinat. Finding no signs of activity on either, he turned pirate, drove southward and burned unguarded aircraft and aviation petrol dumps. A small convoy was intercepted carrying supplies and mail to Kufra. The crew and mail were captured and the trucks were made to disappear without trace.


Meanwhile, Clayton took a more southerly route across southern Libya to make contact with a French outpost of Chad Province. He too found no trace of enemy activity. Both patrols returned triumphantly to Cairo having covered 60,000 truck miles in enemy territory without losing a single truck.


As a result, three more patrols were ordered to be raised, with volunteers from the Guards and from the Rhodesian and Yeomanry regiments. More raids took place during the next few months. Isolated garrisons were shot up. On one occasion two posts, up to 300 miles apart, were attacked on the same day by mysterious troops who appeared from nowhere and disappeared. The Italian invasion was halted for a vital period.


Wavell’s bluff paid off.


As a final stroke in the Italian phase of the Libyan campaign Clayton, Shaw and I decided to raid the Murzuk oasis in the far south-west 1,400 miles away, provided we could induce the French to help us with supplies. They were an unknown quantity to us. Douglas Newbold was then head of the Sudan Government. I flew to Khartoum to see him. With his secret backing, I flew on to Chad.
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