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For Edward Stanley D. Sewell, my grandson, with my love. Who, although he doesn’t know it yet, enjoys a life of freedom purchased with the courage of men such as these.








The Germans have a phrase for heroes: ‘Always the tallest poppies [Mohnblumen] are taken’. These were proper people and I hope that some day a book will be written about them.


Lord Lovat, March Past




Acknowledgements


My thanks go, first and foremost, to the relatives of the men whose wartime exploits are described below. Without them, Britain’s ‘band of brothers’ would have stayed in the shadows of history: To ‘J.E.A.’, Ernest Appleyard, whose labour of love and sorrow – the publication of Geoffrey, a slim volume of letters sent home by his son – has provided the framework for all that follows and has been quoted from frequently; to John Appleyard, Geoffrey’s half-brother, for his help and support, and for escorting me around Linton, the one-time family home; to the distant relatives of Gus March-Phillipps, Christina Bennett and Harriet Greer, for the loan of family photographs and whose retrieval of a tape and a long-forgotten transcript brought the story of Gus to life; to Jennifer and Tom Auld; to Malcolm Hayes, Graham Hayes’ nephew, for the loan of other photographs and for filling in some of the gaps; to Annabel Grace Hayes, Graham’s niece, who shared a suitcase of forgotten letters and papers; to Chris Rooney, son of Oswald ‘Mickey’ Rooney, for photographs and useful background; to Peter Stokes, MBE, son of Horace ‘Stokey’ Stokes, whose almost-forgotten, unpublished, well-written memoirs brought those days so vividly to life; and to James Edgar in Australia, doughty survivor of Operations Branford and Basalt, and a veteran who still, at 93, enjoys total recall of those turbulent days. I am grateful also to Phil Ventham, local Dorset historian, and to the current owners of Anderson Manor, who allowed me into their beautiful home, patiently answered my questions and showed me where the ghosts once walked.


My thanks also go to historian Major General Julian Thompson, CB, OBE, commander of 3 Commando Brigade during the Falklands conflict and Visiting Professor at the Department of War Studies, King’s College, London; to Lt Col David Owen, MBE, curator of the Royal Corps of Transport (formally RASC) Medal Collection, held at the headquarters of the Royal Logistic Corps at Deepcut, Surrey; to Colour Sergeant Gary Chapman at 3 Commando Brigade Headquarters, Stonehouse; and to David Harrison, respected amateur SOE historian. I am most grateful also to the helpful staff at the Imperial War Museum and at The National Archives, Kew; to Dr Steven Kippax, whose efforts on my behalf have greatly assisted in the retrieval of important wartime documents. Geoff Slee and his Combined Operations website were also able to open several doors. I am most grateful also to staff of the highly efficient National Meteorological Archive, Exeter, who were able to retrieve – instantly, it seemed – wartime weather conditions on what was to become Omaha beach and I am grateful also for the help of the United Kingdom Hydrographic Office, Taunton.


I have drawn heavily upon the works of other authors to compile this history: Dunkirk by Hugh Sebag-Montefiore, one of the very best accounts of the fighting withdrawal to the French coast in 1940; The Commandos 1940–1946 by Charles Messenger; The Green Beret by Hilary St George Saunders; and Anders Lassen VC, MC of the SAS by Mike Langley. I am also grateful to French authors Gérard Fournier and André Heintz for ‘If I Must Die …’, their account of the Aquatint raid and to the late Peter Kemp’s now out-of-print No Colours or Crest. I am grateful also to Steven Forge of Oundle School in Sussex for his help in sourcing photographs of ex-Oundle pupil Patrick Dudgeon, MC.


Lastly, I am more grateful than words can express to my wife, Marguerite, whose support and patience remained unwavering as I pieced together the untold story of Maid Honor and the men of the Small Scale Raiding Force. Because it mattered to them, it mattered to me and to her, that was enough.







Contents


        Title


        Dedication


        Acknowledgements


        List of Abbreviations


        Foreword


        Prelude





  1    Das Sichelschnitt – the ‘sickle cut’


  2    Backs to the Wall


  3    Commando Training


  4    Cloaks and Rudders


  5    Kayaks and Medals


  6    Passage to Africa


  7    With Friends Such As These …


  8    Assault on a Duchess


  9    A Very Proper Lie


10    Medals, Marjorie and Marriage


11    Anderson Manor


12    Raiders


13    ‘A small and very unobtrusive party …’


14    Disaster


15    Loss and Condolence


16    The Tying of Hands


17    Friends and Enemies in High Places


18    Operation Fahrenheit


19    Eclipse


20    Endings





        Bibliography


        Plates


        Copyright




List of Abbreviations















	

AA




	

Anti-Aircraft









	

ACNS(H)    




	

Assistant Chief of the Naval Staff (Home)









	

ADC




	

Aide-de-Camp









	

AuxUnits




	

Auxiliary Units









	

BEF




	

British Expeditionary Force









	

BREN




	

Section light automatic weapon, .303 cal.









	

‘C’




	

Head of SIS









	

CCO




	

Chief of Combined Operations









	

COHQ




	

Combined Operations Headquarters









	

CD




	

Executive Director, SOE









	

C-in-C




	

Commander-in-Chief









	

CIGS




	

Chief of the Imperial General Staff









	

CND




	

Confrérie de Notre Dame









	

CSDIC




	

Combined Services Detailed Interrogation Centre









	

DDOD (I)




	

Deputy Director Operations Division (Irregular)









	

DFC




	

Distinguished Flying Cross









	

DMO




	

Director of Military Operations









	

DSO




	

Distinguished Service Order









	

DZ




	

Drop Zone









	

OC




	

Officer Commanding









	

GOC




	

General Officer Commanding









	

GRT




	

Gross Register Tonnage









	

GS(R)




	

General Staff (Research)









	

‘M’




	

Brigadier Colin Gubbins, Director of Operations & Training, SOE









	

MEW




	

Ministry of Economic Warfare









	

MBE




	

Member of the British Empire









	

MC




	

Military Cross









	

MI(R)




	

Military Intelligence (Research)









	

MGB




	

Motor Gun Boat









	

MTB




	

Motor Torpedo Boat









	

NID(C)




	

Naval Intelligence Division (Clandestine)









	

POW




	

Prisoner of War









	

RA




	

Royal Artillery









	

RAF




	

Royal Air Force









	

RAFVR




	

Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve









	

RASC




	

Royal Army Service Corps









	

RTU




	

Returned to Unit









	

SAS




	

Special Air Service









	

SO




	

Chairman, SOE









	

SO2




	

Fusion of Section D and MI (R) that became SOE









	

SOE




	

Special Operations Executive









	

SIS




	

Secret Intelligence Service









	

SS




	

Schutzstaffel









	

SSRF




	

Small Scale Raiding Force









	

STEN




	

Personal automatic weapon, 9mm cal.









	

VC




	

Victoria Cross









	

W/T




	

Wireless Telegraphy









	

ZNO




	

Zone Non-occupée









	

ZO




	

Zone Occupée









	

ZP




	

Foreign Office


















 







Foreword


Major General Julian Thompson, CB, OBE


This is a story about a group of men, of whom Brigadier Lord Lovat wrote ‘These were proper people and I hope that some day a book will be written about them.’ Well, here it is at last.


The Second World War saw the birth of a host of special units, many in response to Winston Churchill’s wish to strike back at the foe after the ejection of the British Army from France in June 1940. Those who joined them did so for a variety of motives: adventure, revenge for the shame of defeat in France and Flanders, to have a ‘crack at the enemy’.


Many of these men were what might be described as ‘self-starters’. They did not hang about waiting for someone to give them a job to do, but often initiated the task themselves. The people in this book were no exception. In this case soldiers in the Special Operations Executive (SOE), but actually part of the Combined Operations Small Scale Raiding Force (SSRF) founded by Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten in February 1942. In the early days of Special Forces, units often found themselves serving two or more masters. Occasionally members of such a unit were able to play on the ‘left hand not quite knowing what the right hand was up to’ to their advantage. This could be counter-productive. For example, the leaders of the SSRF exerted pressure on their masters to authorise nightly raids along the whole coastline of occupied Europe, unaware whether or not this fitted in with the overall plan which might call for a more selective approach. For example, one might wish to avoid drawing attention to a particular stretch of coastline because it figured in future invasion plans, in which case a more clandestine operation might be appropriate. The problem: there was a lack of overall co-ordination of raiding policy at the time.


But the story starts well before the founding of the SSRF and among other escapades includes an operation involving a trawler called Maid Honor, two tugs and an expedition to West Africa. The operation, codename Postmaster, breached Spanish neutrality and resulted in a cover up including some creative lying by Sir Anthony Eden, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs; Sir Francis Drake would have heartily approved.


On return to England, the leader of the Postmaster force, Major Gus March-Phillipps, suggested that a small scale raiding force of around 100 men be formed to raid the German-held coastline of France – hence the SSRF. The small matter of ownership of the force was sorted out: it would belong to SOE, but Mountbatten’s Combined Operations Headquarters (COHQ) would task it. To add to the tangled lines of command and control, the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) also had a ‘vote’ when it came to deciding whether or not an SSRF raid would go ahead or not.


At first the SSRF was given two motor launches for passage across the Channel, but these were replaced by a Motor Torpedo Boat – MTB 344 – known as ‘The Little Pisser’ because of its speed. The Little Pisser carried a dory or a collapsible canvas-sided Goatley assault boat in which the raiders made their final approach to the beach from the MTB anchored or loitering offshore.


Starting on 14 August 1942, the SSRF carried out three successful raids over a period of twenty-four days. The fourth, set for 11–12 September 1942, but delayed until the night 12–13 September because of fog, was a different story. By now the enemy, who were not stupid, were on high alert after the abortive Dieppe Raid a month before. The beach selected for the SSRF landing was an ideal invasion beach; it became Omaha Beach eighteen months later. It was well defended. The raid was a disaster. But this should not be allowed to detract from the reputation of the ‘proper people’, the men of the SSRF, including March-Phillipps, killed in the raid, described by SOE agent Peter Kemp as ‘the gallant idealist, and strange quixotic genius who had been our commander and inspiration’. The force remained in being, led by Appleyard, mounting its last raid in April 1943. By then the reconnaissance plan for the forthcoming invasion of France was tightly controlled and mainly done by the Combined Operations Pilotage Parties, the COPPs, the forerunners of today’s SBS. The SSRF was disbanded, but many of its members joined other organisations and continued to engage the enemy to the end, some dying in the process, including Appleyard and Anders Lassen, VC.


Tom Keene is to be congratulated on his book and for telling us about these gallant men.





 







Prelude


0531: the first pale flush of sunrise.


Soon, this beach will become famous as ‘Bloody Omaha’, a gently shelving killing ground to the east of the Cotentin peninsula in Normandy, France. Here, on another dawn, green American troops from the unblooded 29th and veterans of the US 1st Divisions of V Corps will slog ashore in the face of withering enemy fire from the bluffs behind the beach. Here they will endure the worst losses of D-Day as they attempt to claw a fingertip’s hold on Hitler’s festung Europa. An estimated 1,900 Americans will die on this beach on that single day.1 But not yet, for this is 13 September 1942 and D-Day is almost two years away.


The beach is long, flat and billiard-table smooth: like Rommel himself, his anti-invasion obstacles have yet to be put in place. As dawn breaks along this 5-mile strand of empty, golden sand that stretches from Vierville-sur-Mer in the west to Sainte-Honorine-des-Pertes in the east, a slight haze lifts slowly from the flat, gun-grey sea and the low, crumbling waves that roll in on the last of the ebbing spring tide. Now, this morning, this dawn, this same tide brings with it to the gleaming shore the broken, sea-tumbled detritus of war: three bodies that now lie still, humped and sodden, rolled in on the falling tide. They wear British khaki battledress but have lost their boots and pistol belts. Two were wounded before drowning; a third has died from a gunshot wound to the head. Faces waxy pale and drained in death, they lie in crumpled abandon on this, the enemy shore.


†††


The dawn light gathers strength; visibility lengthens. Very soon the three bodies are spotted by the binoculars of the German sentries of 726th Infantry Regiment who man the six concrete strong points – Stützpunkt – that overlook this sector of beach within the prohibited coastal zone. Later this same morning German troops will recover a bullet-ridden assault boat containing 2 gallons of drinking water. They will also recover twelve wooden paddles, five sub-machine-guns, several primed Mills No 36 hand grenades – some in a small bag – three British army webbing belts, each with pistol and dagger attached in webbing holster and leather sheath, and a British naval anchor tied to 40 feet of hemp rope whose standing end has been severed by the sharp blow of an axe. Later that same day two British prisoners, their battledress still damp and caked in salt, will be ordered to drag the bodies of their three comrades above the high tide mark. They will be filmed doing so by a German film unit and this sequence will form part of the Nazi propaganda film entitled Midnight at Cherbourg. A further sequence, filmed on the morning of 15 September, will show sheaves of flowers and three coffins being lowered into the ground whilst the synchronised rifle shots of a Wehrmacht firing detail provide full military honours in the civilian cemetery of Saint Laurent-sur-Mer. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.


All three men who died were members of Britain’s Special Operations Executive and were on loan to Combined Operations’ Small Scale Raiding Force. Their mission, as so often before, had been straightforward, if hardly simple: to gather information, destroy enemy installations and capture prisoners to bring back to England for interrogation. That mission failed. Of the eleven raiders who had embarked on MTB 344 at Portsmouth at 2012 the previous evening, not one would return to Britain before the end of the war. And some would lie in the soil of France for eternity.


Today, in England, there is little trace of their passing: a wind-swept secret mooring among the shelduck, heron and curlews of the Arne peninsula; a tiny hilltop church where brave men once hunched in prayer; a lawn of moles who garnish their burrowings with the tarnished .45 cartridge cases of Colt automatics and Thompson submachine-guns once ejected onto a home-made firing range in the kitchen garden above their heads; a haunted seventeenth-century manor house whose ancient oak staircase still echoes to the shouts of hurrying men, the clatter of cleared weapons and the skitter of hob-nailed boots; names remembered in a Yorkshire village hall and, in Dorset, a simple brass plaque, golden in lamplight, that pays tribute to men once needed but who have now stepped back into the shadows of history.


This, then, is their story, written in detail for the first time before those shadows fade into darkness. There is no fiction. It is the story of the men of Maid Honor and the Small Scale Raiding Force. It is the untold story of Britain’s own Band of Brothers.





Note


  1.  The National D-Day Memorial in Bedford, Virginia, USA, has painstakingly confirmed 1,258 US deaths on Omaha Beach on D-Day. The research continues with many more names still awaiting confirmation. My thanks to April Cheek-Messier, Co-President, National D-Day Memorial, Virginia.
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Das Sichelschnitt – the


‘sickle cut’


Dunkirk. It was not a miracle, it was a disaster.


Committed across the Channel to honour a promise, block an enemy and support an ally, British troops moved to northern France in autumn 1939, with advanced units crossing into France the day after war was declared. By the end of September 1939 more than 152,000 troops of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) were on French soil. By early October the first two BEF divisions had moved up to the front line on the Franco-Belgian border. The BEF: the very title of the formation of under-equipped, under-armoured units hints at a glance back to the reassuring certainties of Empire that were to have no place in the fast-moving battlefield of this new war that now awaited them, hull-down over the horizon.


To begin with, of course, very little happened. War may have been declared, but it was hardly being waged. In one of the wettest and coldest winters on record, British troops simply dug in and waited out a miserable, muddy Sitzkrieg, their line of further advance hindered by Belgian neutrality: only if German troops invaded Belgium would French and British troops move forward in the execution of ‘Plan D’. To the British left and right were the French Seventh and First armies, units of what was commonly recognised to be the best army in the world. But, as cursing British troops hunched down into their greatcoat collars, stamped frozen feet on wooden duckboards and rubbed wet, gloved hands together for warmth, they were aware of a niggling and growing unease about the calibre of the much-vaunted poilus on their flanks: the French soldiers they saw manning concrete defences and on muddy route marches did not look to them like the best soldiers in the world, not at all. Slovenly, ill-disciplined, permitted to smoke on duty, poorly dressed, the word that came down the line was that some sentries even stood guard in bedroom slippers. And no one seemed to mind. Senior officers noticed too. General Alan Brooke of 2 Corps and subsequently 2 BEF wrote after watching a parade of French troops:





Seldom have I seen anything more slovenly and badly turned out. Men unshaven, horses ungroomed, clothes and saddles that did not fit, vehicles dirty and complete lack of pride in themselves and their unit. What shook me most however was the look in the men’s faces, [their] disgruntled and insubordinate looks, and, although ordered to give ‘Eyes Left’, hardly a man bothered to do so.1





It was not just the French rank and file who preferred not to look their allies in the eye. The malaise of martial disinterest, of a basic reluctance to fight, it transpired, was a contagion that infected the entire French chain of command; a chain of command, moreover, that Britain had agreed could control the tactical deployment of all British troops in France. It was an agreement that was based upon the premise, the unquestioned British assumption, that France would fight and that France would hold. Yet it was a premise that would prove to be fatally flawed. That process of realisation began on 10 May 1940 when Sitzkrieg exploded into blitzkrieg. The waiting war was over.


As the German High Command had both hoped and predicted, France’s generals fell for the sucker punch, the feint. As Generalfeldmarschall Von Manstein’s Fall Gelb (Plan Yellow) kicked into action, the twenty-nine divisions of General von Bock’s Army Group B stormed across Holland and the northern Belgian frontier supported by massed formations of Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, the Luftwaffe’s aerial artillery. As they did so the BEF carried out their pre-planned Operation David: they left their carefully prepared defensive positions and lumbered forward obligingly towards the River Dyle in Belgium to block the threat to their front. Even as they abandoned those carefully prepared positions, far to their right, the forty-five divisions and massed armoured units of von Rundstedt’s Army Group A poured through Luxembourg and the supposedly impenetrable forests of the Ardennes to hook right into the British rear and crash north-westwards towards Calais and the coast. It was what Generalfeldmarschall Erich Von Manstein, the author of Fall Gelb, called Sichelschnitt – the ‘sickle cut’ – and sickles have sharp edges. In the days of terror, rout and onslaught that followed, French units collapsed and British forces found themselves in chaotic, headlong retreat westwards towards the coast, their corridor of access through to the channel port of Dunkirk held open by an ever-shrinking British and French rearguard who sacrificed their own chances of escape so that comrades could move back to the coast. These harassed units retreated down a pinched and shrinking corridor that initially was 60 miles deep and between 15 and 25 miles wide. They struggled north-westwards under constant attack from three sides as German artillery, infantry and armoured units hacked into the retreating columns where a rag-tag of jumbled, exhausted and often leaderless units wrecked and then abandoned their weapons, stores and vehicles as they edged closer to the sea.


The leading German Panzer units of General Heintz Guderian’s XIX Panzer Korps reached the Channel coast at Abbeville, west of Dunkirk, on 20 May after just ten days of brutal, exhilarating advance. To those dust-caked, red-eyed, sleep-starved, deafened tankers gazing out across the Channel in sudden, bruising silence as engines were switched off after advancing 180 miles since crossing their start lines on 10 May, it must have seemed that the end of the war was in sight.


Yet, if there was a miracle of Dunkirk, then perhaps it was the controversial German ‘halt order’ of 25 May that stopped German armoured units at Gravelines south-west of Dunkirk for three days to regroup and permit their rear echelon of supplies, ammunition and replacements to catch up. That, and the gift of good Channel weather that ensured mostly light winds and flat seas, permitted that armada of ‘little ships’ and Royal Navy warships to pluck a weary BEF from those sandy, smoke-shrouded beaches and shuttle them back to England. Most returned with their personal weapons, yet many came home with little more than helmet and damp, salt-stained battledress to be greeted with buns and sandwiches, hot tea, survivor postcards and a cheering crowd at every railway halt who hailed them as the returning victors they manifestly were not.


At the outset it had been hoped that perhaps 30,000 men might be evacuated in two days by the Royal Navy’s well-organised Operation Dynamo before German intervention made further evacuation impossible. In the event – and after nine days and nights of heroic endeavour, shared by the French whose First Army, surrounded at Lille, fought on alone for four vital days thus delaying the advance of seven extra German Divisions to Dunkirk – 338,226 French and British troops were lifted off the French beaches and moles of Dunkirk and spirited away to England. Yet 68,111 members of the BEF did not return home. Excluding combat casualties, 41,030 British soldiers were left behind to be either wounded or marched into a long captivity. Also left behind were most of the British army’s weapons, cased food, ammunition and vehicles. The statistics of loss make sober reading, for every round of ammunition, every Bren gun and rifle, every hand grenade, mortar round and field gun would be needed in the fight to repel the invasion of Britain which must now surely follow. Yet left behind in France were 2,500 artillery pieces, 377,000 tons of stores, 162,000 tons of petrol and 68,000 tons of ammunition. Britain’s military cupboard was now bare. Little wonder then that the early Local Defence Volunteers drilled with broom handles while troops on the south coast practised rapid deployment from corporation omnibuses. And 65,000 vehicles and 20,000 motorcycles had also been left behind for the Germans.


It was the loss and self-destruction of the cars and lorries under his own command that one particular subaltern, 24-year-old Second Lt Geoffrey Appleyard, RASC, found particularly shaming. Vehicles, after all, were to that particular corps what field guns were to the Royal Artillery and field dressings were to the Royal Army Medical Corps. A Cambridge University Engineering graduate with First Class Honours, Appleyard had heeded the climate of an increasingly war-nervous Europe and volunteered to join the Supplementary Reserve of officers in the Royal Army Service Corps in 1938. On 1 September the following year he and his fellow Reservists were mobilised. He soon found himself at Bulford Camp, Wiltshire, commanding the skilled mechanics, fitters, turners, blacksmiths, coppersmiths, carpenters, drivers and mobile workshop personnel who made up his forty-five-strong unit in the Workshops of ‘E’ Section, No 6 Sub Park, 11 Ammunition, RASC. A week earlier, on 23 August 1939, Molotov and von Ribbentrop had stunned the world by signing their two nations’ non-aggression pact, thereby virtually guaranteeing both the German invasion of Poland and the world war that would follow. Appleyard was one of those who permitted himself to peer into a bleak future, writing home to his family in Yorkshire:





So Russia is in. How awful. And what a swinish thing to do. It means a long war, but I’m sure we must win. I’m certain we’ve got right on our side and I even feel we’ve got God on our side – if God could conceivably be on any side in anything so bloody as a war. We must win. Funny how relative everything is – you don’t really appreciate a holiday till it’s over. The same way you don’t really appreciate your liberty until it’s threatened. But I’ll never be made to say ‘Heil Hitler’. I’d sooner die.





The Germans invaded Poland, Britain’s ultimatum ran its course, the war began and a weary, self-pitying, lacklustre Neville Chamberlain addressed the nation on the wireless. On 29 September 1939, crammed with 1,500 other mobilised troops into the SS Lady of Mann, one of the early vessels to be pressed into service to carry the BEF to France, Appleyard and his unit endured a rough crossing to France. There they joined the rear echelon in support, for they did not form one of the front-line fighting units: they were tail, not teeth. They spent that long, cold and muddy winter moving from billet to billet behind the static front line repairing vehicles and supplying various artillery units with ammunition from the railhead and waiting for something, anything, to happen. Transferred by his colonel without the option from Workshops to Ammunition Section and then to Headquarters, Appleyard was an inveterate letter-writer to a loving family back home in Linton-on-Wharfe, near Wetherby, Yorkshire. Prohibited by the censor from disclosing his exact location, he left them in no doubt about conditions, writing in October:





With the arrival at this village quite a lot of the fun has gone out of this war. Quite suddenly winter has come with a bang, and there is mud everywhere. Mud, mud, mud wherever you go. It rains off and on all through the day and the sky is heavy, misty and overcast. Cheerful prospect! The village here is much smaller than Linton and consists solely of farms … The first night here the men were billeted in a cowshed – absolutely filthy.





He added a little later: ‘I’m not learning to love this mud-soaked corner of Europe any more – it must be the most utterly God-forsaken piece of land in the world. Did someone say something about “La Belle France”? I prefer La Bl… France.’


As the months dragged by, Appleyard’s thoughts turned increasingly to home and an overdue leave. In April 1940 he was writing: ‘My leave prospects are very bright! There is every chance that I should get home on my original date; that is, leaving here the 8th May, home 9th, which is sensational.’ On 25 April he felt confident enough to write:





Hurrah! My leave date is now definitely confirmed. I am leaving here May 7th, arriving home May 8th – possibly very late as it is a late boat that day, I think. That’s terrific, isn’t it! I’m thrilled to have so early a prospect of seeing you all again … Just think – only twelve days hence! And the date is quite definite unless leave is suspended again, or something else very untoward happens!





Unfortunately for Appleyard and his eagerly anticipated home leave, something very untoward did happen. The British anglicised it to blitzkrieg but it meant the same thing: lightning war – the German thunderclap advance into Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg and France by a co-ordinated force of tanks, motorised infantry, artillery and on-call air support. As German mechanised units smashed across the Belgian border and headed deep into France to start their swing towards the Channel coast, Appleyard and his unit were caught up in the initial advance to contact. He wrote about those dangerous days – perhaps with an eye to an anxious family waiting at home – in terms that suggested he might almost be on some sort of private Grand Tour:





I am very well, fairly comfortable (at times) and having a terrific experience. There will be masses to tell you when I am home again, but I am afraid it must all wait until then. Sufficient to say that my days are very full and very interesting. I am very brown with continually being out in the open air in the open car … You know, in spite of everything, this is an amazing and invaluable experience for me and in certain ways will be of immense value in later life. I had better stop – things are beginning to happen again.





No mention, then, of wailing, gull-winged Stukas or of thundering German armour hacking into soft-skinned British columns; no mention of collapsing French armies amidst rout; of valiant last-ditch, last bullet stands by both French and British troops; no mention of British units in chaos or nervous officers relieved of their command and sent home, or British rifles being turned on fleeing British officers and soldiers with orders to shoot to kill.


Appleyard’s RASC unit had reached Armentières just before the evacuation of Dunkirk began. By then the chatty letters home had ceased. Armentières was at the western edge of the Gort line of five interlinked British divisions that hooked in a sickle of their own to the north and east protecting Lille. Armentières was bombed into ruin and Appleyard and his men did what they could to help, then headed north-west down the corridor towards Dunkirk taking with them all their vehicles and ammunition stores. It says much for his early skills as both leader and young subaltern that not a man of his unit was lost in what is arguably that most difficult of all military manoeuvres, the fighting withdrawal. His letters do not describe that fighting retreat to the coast, nor the eventual link-up with the crescent-shaped, shrinking perimeter that guarded Dunkirk itself. When he got there, every lorry and car lovingly intact, his CO told him to take his vehicles to a nearby canal, destroy them with fire and pick-axe to make them useless to the enemy and then tip them into the canal. Appleyard’s father was to write later:





The Commanding Officer later, with some amusement, recounted to Geoff that he seemed dazed by the order, that his jaw dropped, his eyes opened wide with horror and, forgetting military discipline, he ejaculated ‘What? Me destroy my cars, my lorries!’ On these vehicles Geoff had laboured through days and nights of the long rigours of winter and the rains of spring, to keep them in the pink of perfection on the road. The shock of the order was to him as to a father told to ill-treat his children.2





Second Lt Appleyard followed his orders. Then, on foot, he led his men into the Dunkirk perimeter. On 30 May, that perimeter stretched from Mardyck, 5 miles west of Dunkirk’s west mole, to Nieuport Bains 23 miles to the east and inland to a depth of 6 miles. Three days later those 23 miles of British-held shoreline had shrunk to a perimeter just 10 miles long and, at its maximum, 4 miles wide. Amidst the chaos of the evacuation from Dunkirk we do not know exactly where or when Appleyard and his men entered the perimeter down roads lined with wrecked vehicles, spilled stores and guns of every description as they straggled down to the beach in the hope of possible evacuation. But we do know from contemporary accounts that, by then, the once-pleasant summer resort that held fond memories for thousands of European holiday-makers had descended into a vision of Hell itself. More than a thousand of its civilians were dead, many lying bloated in the heat, disfigured and stinking in their own streets. Under incessant German shelling, hundreds of homes and municipal buildings had been shredded and blasted into ruin. One French officer wrote about entering Dunkirk:





Entire columns of soldiers have been annihilated by the bombardment. Not far from Bastion 32 lay a line of corpses who had fallen on top of each other. It was as if a gust of wind had blown over a row of wooden soldiers. The dark road was so full of obstructions that it was impossible to avoid some of the corpses, which were run over by my car.3





Now, shattered glass crunched under hob-nailed boots; bricks, piles of rubble and tangled telephone wire lay everywhere, impeding progress. There was no electric street light or running water, the town was lit at night by the lurid flickering glow of many fires, the streets were thick with the cloying, throat-greasing, back-of-the-mouth taste of death and burning oil that drifted in on the wind from the storage tanks to the west of the town. Another French officer observed approaching the west mole:





We walk along the beach which is obstructed by isolated soldiers, cars, English cannons, dead men and horses … This suburb is sinister. It is completely ruined, and burned, with more dead horses and unimaginable disorder. None of the cars have tyres anymore; they have been taken and used as lifebelts.4





No 3 Brigade’s headquarters was moved to the beach at Bray Dunes just inside the eastern perimeter on 31 May. The unit’s war diarist recorded:





The scenery provided a … picture of the abomination of desolation. Ruined and burnt out houses … salt water spreading everywhere, vehicles abandoned, many of them charred relics of twisted metal on the roadside and overturned in the ditches. Light tanks and guns poking up out of the floods. Horses dead or dying from want of water. Here and there civilian or French army corpses lying in the open. An unforgettable spectacle.5





A few days later a German Officer would concur as he reviewed the abandoned beaches after the last grey British warship had slid back over the horizon:





It’s a complete mess. There are guns everywhere as well as countless vehicles, corpses, wounded men and dead horses. The heat makes the whole place stink. Dunkirk itself has been completely destroyed. There are lots of fires burning … We moved to Coxyde Bains by the beach [4 miles west of Nieuport] but we cannot swim since the water is full of oil from the sunk ships, and is also full of corpses … There are tens of thousands of cars, tanks, ammunition cases, guns and items of clothing.6





Above all, Dunkirk was, as it had always been, a place of beaches and sand dunes but with this difference: now it was also a place of patient and sometimes not-so-patient evacuation where long black lines of soldiers, three or four abreast, waited their turn for salvation. Weary, thirsty men were standing up to their chests in water or queuing for hours on life-saving piers of lorries: these had been driven out into the sea, lashed together with their tyres shot out, filled with sand and then topped off with planks to provide a shallow-water jetty for the heroic ‘little ships’ that had put out from a dozen English ports to ferry what remained of the BEF to deeper-draught vessels waiting offshore. Others, crammed with troops, sailed straight for England. German aircraft and artillery had bombed the beaches incessantly, lobbing bomb and shell into the packed clusters of waiting troops. They could hardly miss. Many men had died there on the beaches within sight of rescue. But if there was a third miracle, it was that the beaches at Dunkirk were soft. Many bombs and shells had simply buried themselves deep in the sand before exploding.


One of those who had taken shelter in the sand dunes from the incessant bombing whilst awaiting his turn to get away was Geoffrey Appleyard. Crouching in one of those deep sand holes as the bombs rained down, Appleyard was suddenly sent sprawling into the sand by something hitting him hard in the middle of the back. ‘As he lay, his mouth full of sand, thinking: “Well, this is it – they’ve got me” a voice sounded in his ear: “I say, I f-feel a bl-bloody coward, how about you?”’7 It was a startling and unorthodox introduction to Capt. Gustavus March-Phillipps, Royal Artillery, a man who would shortly become his commanding officer. Crouching there in the sand dunes of Dunkirk during the long hours of fear and boredom that followed as they dodged the shells and waited for evacuation, the two officers formed a bond of friendship that was to last a lifetime.


At its inception, Operation Dynamo had hoped to lift perhaps 30,000 British soldiers off the beaches at Dunkirk. In the event, 338,226 British and French servicemen had been saved. Amongst them were Appleyard and March-Phillipps. Had the German High Command realised just how much trouble the stuttering gunner and the Yorkshire engineer who liked writing letters home were about to cause the German war effort, they would have been justified in diverting an entire Stuka Geschwader to ensure their particular and personal destruction. But they did not.


And so Gus March-Phillipps and his new friend Geoffrey Appleyard came home to the country they loved: England.
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Backs to the Wall


Geoffrey Appleyard and his men were amongst the very last to leave the Dunkirk beaches. They returned home in a destroyer doomed to be sunk the next day and which was bombed repeatedly on their way back to England as brave surgeons worked below decks to save the lives of the wounded. Landing at Dover, Appleyard telephoned home to Yorkshire to report his safe arrival. The family immediately drove south to meet him at Tenby, South Wales: ‘There followed the happiest renion this family has ever known,’ wrote his father simply of a time of closeness made precious by the uncertainty of repetition. After brief home leave in Linton, Appleyard reported back to Aldershot where he helped in the rebuilding of his decimated unit.


March-Phillipps also returned to his parent unit, although there remains today no trace in the records or his personal file as to his actual deployment. In France with the BEF he had served on General Brooke’s Headquarters staff at 2 Corps and subsequently 2 BEF where he ‘served with some distinction’.1 It was a distinction recognised by the award of the MBE (Military Division) although, again, no trace of the actual citation appears to exist beyond the bald facts of its promulgation in the London Gazette of 11 July 1940. (This is recorded erroneously in his own military file as 29 July 1942.)


At 32, March-Phillipps was an Ampleforth-educated former regular soldier, commissioned into the Royal Artillery at the age of 20, but who had left the army after active service with 23 Field Battery RA on India’s North-West frontier in the 1930s. Tiring of inaction and a hill bungalow social life that looked endlessly in on itself, March-Phillipps handed in his papers in 1932, sold his kit and used the proceeds to fund his way back to England. Here he settled in the family home in Eastway House, Blandford Forum, and began pecking out a living as a novelist. Gordon Winter knew him then:





He was very much a young man just out of the army in his manner, much more than anything else, and he had all the mannerisms which I don’t think he ever lost … impatience with anybody who was slow or dithery, the importance of getting on with something quickly, importance of doing whatever you did well, and a kind of built in dislike of any sort of slackness – these are the things which he carried on. And a great scorn of anybody who was carrying an ounce of too much weight (laughs). I can well remember that.2





March-Phillipps was then 24. Sporting Print (1937), Storm In A Teacup (1937) and Ace High (1939) were all well received but, by the time war came, he was neither famous nor wealthy. Of light frame and medium height, he was single, aesthetic, romantic, whipcord lean and sometimes impetuous. He had protruding ears, receding light-brown hair brushed back flat from a high forehead and a small moustache grown to disguise a hardly noticeable upper-lip disfigurement, the legacy of being bitten by a horse as a child. An expert horseman, he was also afflicted by a startling stammer that became worse when he was angry or frustrated. Cursed – or perhaps blessed – with a short fuse, he had a fierce temper and forthright views. To his family, he had huge charisma. His niece, Jennifer Auld, now aged 83, remembers with great fondness the Gus March-Phillipps she knew before the war:





My mother was his elder sister … He was a great chap and a lovely uncle. He used to take us for walks and that lovely car he had, the Vauxhall. He called it Gert and he used to tell us stories about it. ‘When I’m tired’, he used to say, ‘I’d just say: Gert, take me home’ and we always wondered – we were only young – and we used to think ‘Did it really happen? It can’t really happen like that, can it?’ He told it very convincingly. I can hear him now. He was a lovely chap; he was great. He used to take us for walks – but it was never just a walk, it was always – I don’t remember birds but it was flowers and trees and the other thing was: take you for a walk and now find your way back to Gert … there was a puzzle there; there always something a bit more to it than just a walk. He was fun; he was adventurous. He was tall and thin; athletic; a bit of a dare-devil. I remember my grandmother telling me he had broken his collarbone but he still rode in the point-to-point. He was a great sportsman. He was a sports journalist and he wrote books. When he came to our house in Goring – we weren’t very old I don’t think – and he was up in the second floor and we were told to play one side but of course we went round and he was writing one of the books and put his head out of the window and yelled at us; he was quite cross.3





Tim Alleyn shared a cottage with him in the Thames Valley. Recalling those sunlit pre-war days: ‘My recollection is that we just had a whale of a time. Dashing around in large cars to various places with various friends, in and around the Thames Valley, Maidenhead and other places. You know, life was just one enormous party.’ But a party, it appears, with edge:





We quarrelled. He had a violent temper. Oh, terrific, yes. He used to go off into sulks for weeks – well, that’s an exaggeration, but certainly he would sulk and he’d turn absolutely white with rage if you disagreed with him sometimes, or he stammered very badly. But of course when he was very cross it got very much worse.4





He was also fiercely patriotic and deeply religious, a practising Roman Catholic with a devout belief in God. Appleyard recalled:





He is the first Army officer I have met so far who kneels down by the side of his bed for ten minutes before he goes to sleep. M-P is a great worshipper and disciple of the Knights of Old, believes that the spirit of Drake and Raleigh, of Robert The Bruce and of Oliver Cromwell is the spirit that will save England today and give her a name that the world will once again look up to. And I’m sure he is right.





Deeply religious he may have been, but March-Phillipps was no saint. Another who formed a shrewd opinion of the former officer and novelist now returned to the colours was Sir Brooks Richards, a future member of SOE who was later to become a distinguished British diplomat: ‘Gus was a really rather extraordinary man. Before the war he had had expensive tastes and slender means. He’d loved foxhunting and driving very fast cars and indulged these two tastes by becoming someone’s kennel huntsman and by being a racing driver.’5


Nine years older than Appleyard, March-Phillipps was also a born and an inspirational leader, a man others would follow without hesitation. The late SOE historian Professor Michael Foot once described him memorably as possessing ‘a fiery, disdainful manner that left an unforgettable impression of force’.6 Wars need men like that.


The Britain both these officers returned to had changed, and not simply because the lisping new prime minister many still distrusted now had a growl in his voice: there was everywhere a new, hard-edged realism that seemed to shrug off the mists and obfuscations of the Chamberlain years and the phoney war. Britain was rolling up her sleeves. Despite the euphoria with which she had greeted her heroes returning from Dunkirk, a Britain now braced for invasion did not need the prime minister to tell them that wars were not won by evacuations. As the news from across the Channel deteriorated still further, there was a brief scare that Appleyard and his unit might be amongst formations earmarked for a swift return to France – at one point three-quarters of his unit’s replacement vehicles had actually been loaded onto ships in Southampton before wiser counsels prevailed and the Movement Order was cancelled.


Even as Appleyard and his men had struggled towards Dunkirk, the Chiefs of Staff had considered a Top Secret paper entitled ‘British Strategy in a Certain Eventuality’.7 That ‘certain eventuality’ was the collapse of France. Its essential conclusion was that, if France went to the wall, Britain would indeed still have the will, the morale, to fight on – if necessary, alone: ‘The real test is whether the morale of our fighting personnel and civil population will counter-balance the numerical and material advantages which Germany enjoys. We believe it will,’ concluded the Chiefs of Staff with unequivocal, prescient courage. Now, on 4 June, with the last troops snatched back from France and the door to Europe closed, bolted and barred, Prime Minister Winston Churchill lost no time setting out his stall in what was to become one of the defining speeches of the Second World War:





I have, myself, full confidence that if all do their duty, if nothing is neglected, and if the best arrangements are made, as they are being made, we shall prove ourselves once more able to defend our island home, to ride out the storm of war, and to outlive the menace of tyranny, if necessary for years, if necessary alone. At any rate, that is what we are going to try to do. That is the resolve of His Majesty’s Government – every man of them. That is the will of Parliament and the nation … Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.8





Churchill could have made it no plainer: the next significant battleground was likely to be the southern shores and rolling green fields of England. ‘I’d rather be fighting overseas,’ Appleyard admitted:





There you do at least feel you are doing something to keep the ‘wolf from the door’ so to speak, but to form up in England and wait for him to come means that this country of ours will be turned into a battlefield. Still, I suppose it will at least have the advantage of making certain people in England know that we are at war, and realise what invasion really does mean. And we really shall feel that we are fighting to protect English soil.





Despite the strength of Churchill’s soaring rhetoric on that date and his ‘finest hour’ speech to the Commons a fortnight later which together managed, for those remaining months of 1940, to excite the British population to a never-to-be-recaptured selfless nationalism and resolve, not everyone shared Appleyard’s pragmatic acceptance of the inevitably of fighting on British soil. Kingsley Amis wrote in the New Statesman that same month: ‘To talk to common people in and out of uniform is to discover that determination to defend this island is coupled with a deep and universal bitterness that we have been reduced to such a pass.’9


†††


As German armoured units swung south towards the French capital, the roads south of Paris filled with fleeing, panic-stricken civilians. Officials too abandoned their posts and the people they had once pledged to serve. They called it L’Exode: the Exodus. The German army entered Paris unopposed on 14 June. On that same day, in Chartres, an hour south of the capital by train, that beautiful cathedral town was abandoned by its mayor, its director of public works and its chief water engineer. Although Chartres was bombed and burning, the fire chief announced that now was the time to head south and take the town’s four fire engines to safety away from the flames.10 With him rode the town clerk. Chartres was also abandoned by its doctors, its entire force of gendarmes and by its bishop. It was a scene of shame, of fear and civic betrayal that was repeated in a hundred towns across northern France. Two days later, on 16 June, after finding himself unsupported by his own Cabinet when he suggested continuing the fight from Algeria, right-wing Republican Premier Paul Reynaud resigned. He was succeeded by the still-revered 84-year-old Marshal Philippe Pétain, the hero of Verdun in 1916, who told his nation, on the radio, that it was his intention to seek an armistice with Germany. On 22 June in the same railway carriage in Compiègne forest and on the same spot where Germany had signed the armistice in 1918, Pétain signed the instrument of surrender that would take France out of the war and divide his own country in two: a German-occupied zone in the north and west and a Zone Non-occupée in the south to be known as Vichy France. Out went the discredited Third Republic with its heart-stirring Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité, in came the French State of Vichy with Pétain Chef de l’État Français. It would soon prove to be a state, a government and a betrayal of shameful collaboration. The French armistice and ceasefire came into effect on 25 June 1940. France’s particular 4-year Calvary had begun. Now, at last, Britain stood alone. To many, the realisation came as a relief. For good or ill, Britain’s destiny, her very survival as a sovereign state, now lay in no one’s hands but her own.


†††


Already, within that beleaguered island, Britain’s combative new prime minister and soon-to-be self-appointed minister of defence, the portly, cigar-smoking, scotch-drinking former soldier of 65 who would in short measure prove himself to be exactly the man who would chart Britain’s survival and eventual victory, had begun to lean forward and think of ways in which Britain could take the fight back to the enemy. As Appleyard and his men awaited evacuation on the crowded beaches of Dunkirk, Winston Churchill had minuted his Chiefs of Staff on 3 June 1940:





The completely defensive habit of mind, which has ruined the French, must not be allowed to ruin all our initiative. 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 forces on these coasts where the populations are friendly.11





Others, too, were already thinking along the same lines. The following evening, 4 June, Lt Col Dudley Clarke, Royal Artillery, was walking back from the War Office to his flat in Stratton Street, Mayfair. Clarke was a General Staff Officer, First Grade, and serving at that time as Military Assistant to Sir John Dill, the newly appointed Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Aged 59, Dill had just taken over from General Sir Edmund Ironside and was now Britain’s most senior soldier. Dill was also on the Chiefs of Staff Committee and thus one of the recipients of Winston Churchill’s ‘highest consequence’ minute of the day before. As Clarke made his way home through the early evening summer twilight of sandbagged, barb-wired and barrage-balloon protected London, his thoughts were grim for, he remembered, ‘in the War Office on that night it was not easy to view the future with optimism.’ He cast his mind back to other times and other armies: what had they done when their backs were to the wall? Clarke had served in Palestine in 1936. He had seen with his own eyes what ‘a handful of ill-armed fanatics’ had been able to achieve against the regular, cumbrous British army. He remembered also South Africa, where he had been born, where mounted units of Boers, sharp-shooting farmer ‘commandos’, had successfully harried more than a quarter of a million British troops conventionally deployed almost half a century before. Could they – could not Britain – now create something similar? A lightly armed, lightly equipped amphibious strike force that could take the fight to the enemy anywhere and everywhere along the coastline of his vastly extended occupied territories? It was an exciting thought. Clarke hurried home and there ‘before I went to bed I tried to marshal my ideas into the outline of a plan jotted down in note form on a single sheet of … writing paper.’


The next morning Clarke took his paper to Sir John Dill, who took it straight to Churchill. Both Clarke and Dill found themselves knocking at an open door. That very next day, 6 June 1940, perhaps as a direct result of Clarke’s ideas, Churchill was urging General Ismay:





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 … I look to the Chiefs of Staff to propose me measures for a vigorous, enterprising and ceaseless offensive against the whole German occupied coastline. Action This Day.12





Thus, within two days, Clarke had the Premier’s authorisation to create exactly the sort of ‘commando’ strike force he was proposing. Colonel Clarke was appointed to head a new section of the War Office secretariat of Military Operations – MO9 – and to organise ‘uniformed raids’.13 Churchill imposed only two conditions: first, that no unit should be diverted from its primary task of defending the shores of Britain against invasion and, second, that this new strike force should make do with a minimum of weapons. Which, given the quantity of arms of every description left behind at Dunkirk, was probably just as well:





So urgent was the need of every sort of arm and equipment to refit the BEF that raiding had to be carried out on a Woolworth basis. For this reason the Commandos were armed, equipped, organised and administered for one task and one task only – tip-and-run raids of not more than 48 hours from bases in England against the continent of Europe.14





So short, in fact, was the supply of weapons in England that tommy guns and other weapons used on the early commando raids had to be issued and later returned to a single communal store.


But … commando! The name stuck:





I suggested the name ‘commando’ from the very start. At least, it was arrived at without much effort and I don’t remember any rival titles having been seriously considered – although it was a long time before War Office circles would unbend sufficiently to use the word in official papers without visible pain … but it did seem at once to suggest exactly what was wanted … A little further thought seemed to show one conditions far more favourable than most guerrillas had had to contend with. First, we had in England a safe and well-stocked base from which to operate within close range of many tempting targets; second, we had plenty of intelligent and trained soldiers who could individually be just as well armed as their opponents and, third, we had in the sea lines of approach and retreat where we could expect to be more mobile and more secure than our opponents.15





The troops Clarke needed were, indeed, close at hand. He had only to look to Norway.


Like Dunkirk, the British Norwegian campaign of April 1940 had been a disaster, its comprehensive mishandling shovelled under the carpet, eclipsed by Chamberlain’s mauling in the Commons Norway debate, his subsequent departure from office and the German launch of European blitzkrieg on 10 May. The land campaign overall in Norway may have been a failure but the deployment and handling of what had become known as the ‘Independent Companies’ had shone a pale gleam of light onto an otherwise bleak landscape of confusion and gross senior officer incompetence. Britain had been wrong-footed by the speed, precision and brutal professionalism of the long anticipated but, in the event, unexpected German seizure of key ports and strategically important, widely scattered towns in the Germans’ unprovoked simultaneous invasion of both Denmark and Norway on 9 April 1940. It was an assault aimed at securing German naval bases from which, in their sea war with Britain, Germany could break out of the confines of the North Sea.


Britain’s makeshift response, according to one leading historian, ‘defied parody’.16 But someone, somewhere, had been thinking ahead. Military Intelligence had been ordered to make plans for amphibious raids on Norway’s western coast. Accordingly, MI(R) – one of the early forerunners of the soon-to-be-created Special Operations Executive – had set about the creation of a number of irregular units whose task would be to prevent German troops from setting up those air and submarine bases and to harry the extended lines of German supply and communications. Proposed by the head of MI(R), Lt Col Jo Holland, DFC, RE, on 15 April 1940, he envisaged a number of special units, each lightly equipped and capable of operating alone for up to a month at a time. His proposal was immediately approved.
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