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  ‘. . . grant that we, the chosen members of the Special Air Service regiment may, by our works and our ways, dare all to win . . .

  ’
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  Introduction




  

    

      “Special Operations are defined as operations conducted by specially trained, equipped and organized Department of Defense forces against strategic or tactical

      targets in pursuit of national military, political, economic or psychological objectives. These operations may be conducted during periods of peace or hostilities. They may support conventional

      operations, or they may be undertaken independently when the use of conventional forces . . . is inappropriate.”




      United States Operations Command,




      A Special Operations Primer, 1996


    


  




  WHEN ALL IS said and done, the brutal business of war comes in only two forms. There is the formalized engagement between

  large regular formations, with their strict uniforms and stricter hierarchies. And then there is the shadowy mission of the irregular, small-scale unit, with its unorthodox tactics and its unusual

  weapons.




  There have been unconventional forces since the fires of war were first stoked. After all, what did Odysseus do but use “specially trained, equipped and organized” forces to gain

  entry into Troy by concealing them inside the Wooden Horse? (Incidentally, Odysseus’ ruse de guerre provided the blueprint for all manner of special force operations undertaken in

  disguise, including the Allied commando attack on St Nazaire in 1942 and Otto Skorzeny’s Operation Griffin in 1944.) Think too, of Rogers’ Rangers from the French and Indian War of

  1756, the British agents who played “the Great Game” in central Asia against the Russians in the early nineteenth century and John Singelton Mosby’s Confederate Cavalry Raiders

  from the Civil War.




  Modern special forces date to the First World War, and the attempts by the Allies and the central powers to break the military deadlock on the Western Front. One strategem of the Allies was to

  raise an irregular Arab army under Colonel T.E. Lawrence; this was to foment trouble against the Turks and so draw off Central Power resources from the main show (see Appendix I). The Germans,

  meanwhile, sought to break through the Allied trenches on the Western Front by creating and training special Strosstruppen. These “shock troops” caused mayhem during the Michael

  Offensive of 1918 until Allied might overcame them.




  The Germans might have lost the Great War but they saw clearly that the future of warfare lay with hard-hitting mobile formations, be they of men or machinery. Hitler liked special forces, for

  they had around them the aura of the “superman” so beloved of Nazi philosophy. It was no coincidence, then, that the Second World War opened with a German special forces operation

  – a simulated attack on the German frontier that provided the Führer with the pretext to invade Poland. No surprise either, that the 1940 German invasion of the Low Countries included a

  dazzling airborne assault on the Belgian fortress of Eben Emael by the Koch Assault Detachment that still causes military historians to gape.




  Whereas the Germans had become revolutionaries in warfare, the military establishments of the major Allied powers had long been overtaken by a glacial conservatism. The result: in 1939 the major

  Allied nations were entirely bereft of special forces.




  Despite the late start, special forces soon proliferated amongst the Second World War allies. With the increasing complexity of warfare, specialization was an inevitability. With no early

  prospect of a major offensive against the Germans or Japanese, morale-boosting raids by a small elite were too much of a temptation. Moreover, the sheer scale of the frontline – which

  stretched around Europe, North Africa and the Far East – simply invited clandestine “behind the lines” missions of reconnaissance and sabotage.




  The other allure of special forces was that, for a relatively small commitment of men and means, they might achieve a big, even strategically important result. In North Africa the SAS, which

  began with 70 soldiers, destroyed 300 Axis aircraft on the ground in North Africa. The demolition of the dry-dock at St Nazaire denied the German navy use of a major facility in the Battle of the

  Atlantic. In 1943 Royal Navy “frogmen” crippled the German heavy-battleship Tirpitz. A year later, Norwegian Commandos of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) destroyed the

  heavy-water plant at Vermok, thus frustrating the Nazis’ development of the atomic bomb.




  Success bred expansion, and special forces proliferated, to the extent that they sometimes had to compete for men and for missions.




  Even so, cometh the peace of 1945, special forces units were shut down almost everywhere. Why? The top brass had long been distrustful of the “mobs for the jobs”. Special forces were

  too independent and too prone to creaming off the best personnel and kit from regular formations. “Expensive, wasteful and unnecessary” was the complaint of Field Marshal Slim. So

  special forces were disbanded.




  The face of war after 1945 was not the titanic clash of arms between the Soviet Bloc and the West expected by the general staffs, but a rash of savage little wars in colonial places: Malaysia,

  Oman, Vietnam, Algeria, the Congo . . . In these wars, conventional forces were often of little use. But who better to fight guerillas than highly trained, cherry-picked, superbly equipped

  “guerillas” of the special forces?




  There was another stimulus to the rebirth of the special forces: the spread of terrorism from the 1950s onwards, particularly that emanating from the Middle East. Indeed, with the decline in

  Communist meddling in the Third World, the main burden of the special forces’ mission has become anti- and counter-terrorism.




  Fighting “shadow wars” in ex-colonial countries and counter-terrorist operations does not exhaust the capability of contemporary special forces. VIP protection, intelligence

  gathering, reconnaissance, training forces from foreign nations, even humanitarian assistance have all fallen into the special forces’ brief. In short, special forces have come to have

  utility across the whole range of conflict, which is why they are the favourites of politicians. Special forces enable politicians to secure their designs with risk to few compatriots. The

  electorate like it – the sight of bodybags being flown home, as in Vietnam and the recent war in Iraq, is a distinct vote loser.




  The enthusiasm of politicians for special forces has ensured that special forces have escaped the financial cut backs suffered by conventional military services. Indeed, most special units since

  the end of the Cold War, have seen their budgets grow. So too their responsibilities. “Send for the SAS”, “Send for the SEALs” has become almost a knee-jerk response by the

  politicos at the the first whiff of trouble.




  The overuse and misuse of special forces has caused unease amongst the special forces themselves, particularly when, as in Afghanistan and (more recently) Iraq, they have been used as an

  entirely conventional service. Not only is this against the raison d’etre of the special forces, it does little for the morale and the improvement of the conventional units

  themselves.




  In the following pages, by contrast, the special forces are seen doing what they do, and have done, best: conducting operations behind enemy lines.




  After all, even as vociferous a critic of special forces as Field Marshal Slim agreed that, “There is, however, one kind of special unit which should be retained – that designed to

  be employed in small parties, usually behind the enemy [lines] on tasks beyond the normal scope of warfare in the field”.




  From Arabia in 1916 to Iraq in 2003, these are the men and missions which put the “special” in special forces.




  





  VICTOR TWO




  Peter “Yorky” Crossland




  

    

      Although 22 SAS was put on standby within hours of Saddam Hussein sending his armour into Kuwait on 2 August 1990, long months passed before any role was found for the

      Regiment. That General “Stormin’ Norman” Schwarzkopf, the American in command of the Coalition ground forces gathered to evict Saddam from Kuwait, was no friend of special

      units hardly helped; reputedly Schwarzkopf met a contingent of US Special Forces in the Gulf with the greeting: “I remember you guys from Vietnam . . . you couldn’t do your job

      there, and you didn’t do your job in Panama. What makes you think you can do your job here?”




      But 22 SAS did have one friend in a high place: the only Briton on Schwarzkopf’s planning staff, CENTCOM, was Lieutenant General Peter de la Billiere – a former

      commander of the SAS. After toying with the idea of having the SAS rescue the hostages taken by Saddam to military installations as “human shields”, de la Billiere scheduled the SAS

      to cut roads and cause diversions in the enemy rear at the beginning of the Coalition offensive. This was set for 29 January 1991.




      The Regiment, therefore, was as surprised as most other people when, at 2 a.m. on 17 January, Apache helicopters from the US Army’s 101st Airborne Division destroyed Iraqi radar

      installations, creating safe corridors down which hundreds of Allied aircraft and Tomahawk Cruise missiles flew to bombard targets in Iraq. So overwhelming was the Coalition’s aerial

      onslaught that within twenty-four hours the Iraqi air force was all but wiped out and Saddam’s communications system heavily mauled.




      Saddam did manage one defiant gesture. On the second night of the campaign he launched Scud missiles at targets in Saudi Arabia and Israel. The Scud was an outdated Soviet

      surface-to-surface missile; of the six which crashed into Israel, none caused any injury. Yet the Scud was political dynamite; if Israel responded militarily to the Iraqi Scud attacks the

      fragile Coalition, which contained several Arab members, would be blown apart, for no Arab nation could be seen to side with the “Zionists” against another Arab nation, even

      Saddam’s Iraq. Frantic diplomacy by the Coalition managed to persuade Israel from taking immediate punitive action. Batteries of Patriot ground-to-air missiles were dispatched to Tel

      Aviv, Jerusalem and Haifa. The Coalition diverted 30 per cent of its air effort to hunting the Scuds and their mobile missile launchers – but in the vastness of the Iraqi desert

      all too often the air strike arrived to find the Scud fired and the launcher hidden beyond detection. Asked by the media on 19 January about the “Scud menace” even the

      preternaturally upbeat Schwarzkopf could only lament that the “picture is unclear” and that seeking Scuds in the desert was akin to searching for proverbial pins in

      haystacks.




      If the C-in-C found the picture unclear, his British number one saw, with perfect clarity, that 22 SAS were the mob for the job of destroying Iraq’s Scuds and remaining military

      communications systems. De la Billiere signalled 22 SAS that “all SAS effort should be directed against Scuds”. That very same day, 19 January, the 300 troopers from A, B and D

      squadrons gathered in the Gulf were rushed 1,500 km from their holding area to a forward mounting base just inside the Saudi border with Western Iraq.




      The Regiment decided on two principal means of dealing with the Scud menace. It would insert into Iraq covert 8-man static patrols to watch Main Supply Routes (MSRs) and report on the

      movement of Scud traffic; the famous “Bravo Two Zero” was one such road-watch team. The other arm of SAS attack against the Scuds was the deployment of four mobile fighting columns,

      two each from A and D Squadrons. It escaped no-one’s notice that the SAS was thus deployed to do what it had been born to do – fight deep in the desert behind enemy

      lines.




      Peter “Yorky” Crossland (a pseudonym) was a member of Alpha Three Zero, one of A Squadron’s fighting columns. Thirty troopers strong, Alpha Three Zero rode into war on

      eight Land Rover 110s, most armed with a Browning .5 heavy machine gun, plus assorted GPMGs, 40mm grenade launchers, and Milan anti-tank weapons. A Mercedes Unimog carried the bulk of the

      stores; the column also boasted two motorcycle outriders. In total Alpha Three Zero spent six weeks behind Iraqi lines Scud-hunting. They were also ordered to destroy a massive microwave

      communications centre, a few kilometres outside Baghdad, which was the hub of Iraqi Scud operations.




      The target was code-named Victor Two.


    


  




  WE PATROLLED ANOTHER couple of hundred metres before we saw the target. This was our first sight of the position that we

  had come to destroy. Once more I started to observe with the spyglass, noticing that there was a large black sheet draped over the entry position. I informed Brian but he wasn’t interested

  and merely told me to get a move on. Then I heard the sound of a large vehicle and at the same time the view in my spyglass blacked out. To my complete surprise there was a bus heading directly

  towards us. I immediately dropped to the ground, taking cover behind a small sand bank. Turning, I noticed all the others diving for cover too. Brian just stood there and said, “You’re

  a windy bastard! Right, you and Slugger get back to the rest of the group and tell them to bring the vehicles up here.”




  As Slugger and I set off I said, “That lunatic is going to get us fucking killed.”




  Slugger agreed. “Yes, I know, mate. We’re just going to have to be very careful – get the job done and then get the fuck out of here as quickly as possible.”




  We quickly briefed the guys, then returned to where Brian was waiting. He was surrounded by a whole group of men: one burst of enemy fire would have taken most of them out. What the hell was

  going on? It turned out that he had got all the assault team together and was giving them a bollocking. We stood there in total amazement. He then proceeded to give us another change of plan. The

  problem was that not everybody was totally aware of the changes, and this proved to be very dangerous.




  I was now ordered to go with Paul, acting as the cover party. There was a truck parked to the right of the target which would serve as our position. It proved to be a fuel tanker with bowser

  attached to the rear. When Paul and I arrived, everything seemed peaceful. As we watched the demolition party move off towards the target, our luck seemed to be holding and my feeling of

  apprehension disappeared. Suddenly I was feeling excited.




  I recall noticing that the fire support group were not yet in position, and thought that we should therefore not attack the target yet although by this stage I wasn’t sure whether their

  orders had been changed.




  As the assault group closed on the target I moved round the truck, dropping to one knee near the bowser. Paul knelt alongside me. It was deathly quiet. I watched the remainder of the assault

  group move alongside the perimeter wall, covering them as they disappeared beneath the black tarpaulin sheet that served as a doorway. They had been gone for just a few seconds when suddenly I

  heard a noise from the truck. Paul heard it too and looked questioningly at me.




  Very quietly he whispered, “What the fuck was that?”




  I moved slowly forwards, heading towards the cab. More movement, and definitely a mumbling noise. “Shit. There’s someone in there!”




  Paul put his hand on the lever and tried to open the door. It would open only a fraction, and then we realised that it was tied with a piece of string. Paul moved away from the door and I

  stepped forwards and grabbed it, pulling hard so that the string broke. The door burst open to reveal a boy who, although in uniform, could have been no older than sixteen. In the brightness of the

  starlight I could see the whites of his eyes, his cheeks and short dark hair. My brain took a mental snapshot of him. In the same instant I pushed my rifle into the boy’s chest, shaking my

  head in an attempt to indicate that he should keep quiet. Then I realised that there was another man in the cab.




  The boy started to move backwards, pushing himself deeper into the seat. His voice was squealing in Arabic, “No. No. No!” I had one last try at keeping him quiet, but the boy was

  scared shitless. Then he made a move for his rifle, which lay beneath him. We moved in unison: his hand gripped the stock of his rifle as I pushed my rifle hard into his chest. We both knew what

  was going to happen next. Our eyes locked, and he registered my decision to kill him. For a split second everything around me disappeared. I could not see or hear anything except this young boy.

  Then I pulled the trigger and blew him away. Even as the bullets ripped into his chest his head was shaking and pleading. But it was all in vain.




  As my two rounds punched hard through his chest at point blank range a burst of rapid fire flew over my shoulder into the cab. Paul had opened fire. Instinctively I peeled away to the left,

  realising after firing my second round that my weapon had a stoppage. The noise from Paul’s automatic rifle was unbelievable as the rounds ripped through the bodies of the two Iraqis and the

  opposite cab door. Instantly enemy fire started coming from every direction. Several Russian-made SU22 anti-aircraft guns added their contribution. By comparison our weapons seemed puny, and even

  the Milans failed to be heard; nevertheless we laid it down thick and heavy. There was no point in being quiet any more, since we were now well compromised. Luckily at this point none of the fire

  was very effective, but the volume was tremendous. Red and green tracer rounds buzzed around like little hornets, ricocheting off the ground and deflecting in every direction. But from the

  direction of the incoming fire it was obvious that the enemy didn’t have a clue where we were.




  Realising that the demolition party would be coming out through the wall at any moment, I ran to the back of the truck and shouted for Paul to follow. The first thing I saw was two of our guys

  taking up position slightly forward of another truck just left of the target. Next moment a figure jumped out of a truck on to one of the guys. I found out later that it was my best mate Des, who

  had been ambushed by an Iraqi soldier. Like the two whom Paul and I had shot, he had been asleep in the cab. The pair of them struggled for a moment, then the Iraqi broke free and ran like hell

  towards the burne line. I took a bead with my rifle on the running man, but he was crossing open ground with the fire support group immediately behind him. I could see no weapon, and was unsure if

  he was a soldier or a civilian. I held my fire and the man disappeared into the dark.




  Inside the target compound, the demolition teams quickly fitted the charges. Stealth bombers had already done a good job and inflicted severe damage on the control centre. Our guys had just

  finished fitting the charges to all four legs of the microwave tower when the noise of small arms fire alerted them. On Slugger’s command the four men fired off their grip switches, timing

  the explosive to detonate in one minute and thirty seconds. Then the assault team prepared to leave. Ben led them out, covered by Alistair. Quickly they checked the entrance area. Although there

  were no Iraqis in sight the tracer rounds were zipping by, blocking their exit. If they tried to make a break for it, the enemy would cut them down. On the other hand, in just over a minute there

  was going to be one hell of an explosion and the huge tower would come crashing down on top of them. With no alternative the assault group burst out, running like mad for cover. Luckily no one was

  hit.




  I watched as the guys ran from the entrance point, rapidly heading back towards the burne and the protection of the support wagons. It was time for Paul and me to join them. We both ran, ducking

  and weaving towards the vehicles. As we approached them I yelled out, “Yorky and Paul coming in from the left,” just to make sure they knew who it was. As we dived in behind the nearest

  wagon, a massive explosion ripped through the air. Although we had all been expecting it, the shock wave blast felt like a tornado. Three of the four demolition charges had gone off on time, and

  the large tower slowly buckled to one side and collapsed. The grating sound of metal on metal rose out of the dust.




  The explosion caused the enemy fire to become more intense, but it was still not very effective. Not wanting to wait for the Iraqis to get their act together, we quickly slotted into our exit

  formation. I was near the front and recognised Brian, Ian, Slugger and Matt all in front of me. We were just approaching our three wagons when I noticed several silhouettes moving on top of the

  burne.




  “Who the fuck’s that lot on the burne?” someone else asked.




  “It’s okay, they’re civvies.”




  Wrong. The silhouettes opened fire on us. Slugger dropped to the floor as the vortex of a high velocity round passed through his trouser leg. His immediate reaction was that he had been hit, but

  luckily the round itself never touched him. By this time Matt, Ian and I had reached the side of the Mark 9 wagon and quickly put the vehicle between the enemy and ourselves. To my left the roar of

  an engine made me notice that one of our wagons was taking off. However, at that moment I had other things on my mind.




  Matt and Ian stood by the truck tailgate and poured some fire down on the enemy. I jumped up on the wagon and shouted for Leslie, who was sitting behind the Mark 19, to fire, indicating with my

  hand the direction of the enemy. But Leslie just grabbed the weapon and fired blindly into space, totally in the wrong direction.




  “Fucking idiot.” I grabbed hold of the weapon and turned it towards the enemy on the burne. “There! There!” I screamed at him over the noise.




  Eventually he got a grip and started to engage the enemy. The rounds that Leslie had originally fired had gone off in the direction of our main fire support group. One of the guys later reported

  coming under fire from a number of what he thought were light mortars. I jumped off the truck and joined Matt and Ian at the rear, from where all three of us fired for all we were worth towards the

  enemy position. By this time the amount of incoming fire was quite intense, but we tried desperately to stand our ground. Looking to my left, I saw more of our lads putting fire down towards the

  enemy.




  “Where’s Brian?” I shouted.




  “He’s fucked off in a wagon.”




  Then I recalled hearing one of our vehicles start up and drive off. As we came under fire Brian had dived on to the front of the nearest truck and screamed to the driver, “Get the fuck out

  of here!” One or two other men had managed to jump on the back as it drove way into the darkness, leaving the rest of us behind.




  There was an incredible amount of confusion at this stage. However, most of the guys were capable of taking control of the situation. When the enemy fire increased, and our main fire support

  group had still not re-appeared, it was generally decided to move our position. Frank, who was driving the Mark 19, slowly moved the wagon away from the burne. He had some bottle, driving directly

  into the line of enemy fire. I shall never know how he managed not to get hit. Nor was he the only hero. The two guys who were operating the MIRA, which was mounted high on the vehicle roll-bar,

  stood up in the wagon directing fire throughout the battle. With enemy fire ranging all around, these two stood their ground. One of them, Barry, took a direct hit on the Milan missile that was

  right next to his head. Battle really is a proving ground, and Victor Two was no exception.




  The red and green hornets were everywhere, dancing in the amazing fireworks display that only war can create. The crack and thump of a thousand rounds whistled all around us. Tracer rounds flew

  past at incredible speed, then stopped suddenly as they hit a hard surface. I heard zip, zip, zip as hot lead buzzed my arms, my legs and my head.




  Amid this chaos the fire support group were fighting desperately to extract themselves. At the time they were unaware of the real situation, thinking that some of us were still on the target.

  Communications had gone down just when we needed them most, which meant that neither group knew what the other was doing and had been engaging anything that looked as if it might be sheltering an

  Iraqi soldier. Permanent buildings, Portakabins and vehicles all littered the area, burning brightly if they had been set on fire.




  Throughout all this there was still time to laugh. One of the guys, Charlie, said he had spotted an Iraqi having a shit just before the fire-fight started. He could clearly see the guy through

  the infra-red sight attached to the GPMG. He engaged him more out of fun than in any attempt to kill him, and later explained in great detail how he had shot short bursts after the retreating Iraqi

  while he was still trying to pull his trousers up. Another guy, Sam, had spotted an Iraqi firing from inside one of the Portakabins, and decided to take the whole building out with a 66mm rocket.

  He shouted at another guy to use his 66mm. After assembling the weapon the guy aimed it from a distance of no more than 30 metres and pressed the tit. The rocket screamed away but missed the

  Portakabin by some two metres. Everyone, including a number of Iraqis, watched in amazement as the rocket disappeared into the night.




  We had started pulling back from the burne and gone about 200 metres when the enemy fire found us once more. The bullets buzzed around like flies homing in on a piece of meat. There was a great

  deal of confusion as we retreated. I remember about eight of us running at the side of the one remaining wagon. The other two had gone, although we didn’t know where, and we were just

  following their last known direction. I remember hanging on to the side of the wagon for protection when all of a sudden a massive amount of incoming fire barely missed the top of it. I looked

  round at my old mate Des and shook my head; we both knew it was getting very dodgy.




  Next thing I knew, Mel was next to me and saying, “This is a load of fucking shit!”




  I just looked at him and said, “Well, you’re one of the headsheds, Mel. You sort it out – it’s what they pay you for!” With this I jumped off the vehicle. There was

  no way I was going to listen to Mel mouth off.




  It felt as if we had been running for ages, although in reality we had probably covered no more than a kilometre or so. We stopped abruptly, as one of the guys said he could see two vehicles to

  our front and was sure they were ours. As we got closer we discovered that it was Brian’s gang, which included Paul and some four or five more. It was obvious that the other guys had been

  either driving or commanding their vehicles, when Brian had jumped aboard and ordered them “to get the fuck out of here”.




  We formed up in all-round defence, preparing the wagons for a quick getaway if necessary. I thought that one of the vehicle commanders might take control, but it didn’t happen. There were

  a number of junior NCOs who could have taken control, but this would probably have caused even more problems. We started talking in whispers, checking on who had made it back and who was still

  missing. Brian must have thought we were talking about him, for next minute he shouted out, “Shut the fuck up, all of you.” At this point he tried to make a command decision.

  “Right, we’re getting the fuck out of here!”




  In unison some ten voices shouted back, “What about the fire support group?”




  “They can make their own fucking way back.”




  “Bollocks. We’re not leaving.” The majority decision was to wait for the rest of the guys. Brian tried to bully his authority on the rest, but by this time we had had enough. I

  thought back to his briefing and the declaration: “We don’t leave anybody behind.”




  It was around this time that I thought we were not going to make it. If the Iraqis followed, most of us would be forced to go on foot. I started to prepare myself mentally for a spot of E and E

  (escape and evasion). When we were all together our fighting had strength; split, as we were, I was starting to feel vulnerable.




  Suddenly Barry, who was still manning the MIRA, shouted out, “I can see some vehicles coming towards us. I think they’re ours! Yes, it’s the fire support group.” Ben, who

  was riding the only bike during the Victor Two assault, shot off into the darkness to make contact and bring them safely in. This action was to win him a Military Medal after the war. Bru opened up

  on his radio, also trying to contact them. Finally he succeeded, relaying our position precisely. Then someone thought of what seemed to him a good idea, “I’ll switch on my infra-red

  firefly.” This is a small, torch-like object which emits a very strong blue flashing light and is used as a distress beacon. Nobody got the chance to stop him. As the strobe light went on it

  instantly attracted the enemy fire, and high velocity rounds started pouring into our position.




  “Switch it off! Switch it off!” the guys screamed as we all dived for cover. He had only been doing his best, but to recall this young man fumbling about trying to turn the

  confounded thing off would bring a smile to my face for years to come. Two minutes later the fire support group drove up, all of them alive and kicking. But a single look told you they had fought

  one hell of a battle. Best of all, Pat was back. Thank goodness for someone with a cool head and clear thoughts.




  As soon as he arrived Pat took control, ordering everyone to mount up and prepare to move. He turned to Dave on the MIRA and requested, “Find me a way through this position.” Then,

  checking the original Satnav location where Alistair had left the bike, he pointed his arm in front. “Find me a hole in that direction!”




  “There are enemy slit trenches all over the place along that route,” shouted Dave.




  “Bring all the guns to bear in that direction – we’re going to punch a lane through.” With that the column moved forwards, our guns cutting down any resistance. The enemy

  were still firing to our rear but nothing much was coming our way, and even if it did nothing was going to stop us. For an hour we ran the gauntlet of Iraqi soldiers before disappearing once more

  into the empty darkness of the desert.
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    HECKLER & KOCH MP5


  




  Founded by former Mauser employees in 1947, the Heckler & Koch company produce several weapons beloved of the world’s special forces, but none more so than the MP5

  sub-machine gun. When 22 SAS stormed the Iranian Embassy in London in 1981, it was the MP5 that the assault teams toted.




  Utilizing a closed bolt system, the MP5 is arguably the most accurate, reliable and compact SMG in production. It has three differing modes of fire – single shot, three-round

  burst and fully automatic – is available with fixed or telescopic stocks. There are a number of variants for clandestine, counter-terrorist operations, among them the 12.7-inch

  shortened version, the MP5K, used by SAS undercover teams in Northern Ireland.




  As well as Britain’s SAS, special operations units from fifty other nations count upon the MP5.
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  URGENT FURY




  Ian Padden




  

    

      A pinprick in the expanse of the Caribbean, the island of Grenada jumped onto the front pages of the world’s newspapers in October 1983 when its government was

      overthrown by socialist rebels. The CIA detected the hand of nearby Cuba and persuaded Washington DC that the stability of the US’s watery backyard was threatened. To restore the island

      to its rightful government, the US launched an invasion – code-named Urgent Fury – which involved numerous US special forces, each with their own mission. Prime among

      the special units were 1st and 2nd Ranger Battalions of the 75th Infantry. The exploits of the Rangers in Grenada are detailed below.




      Formed in 1974 to “conduct special military operations in support of the policies and objectives of the USA”, as well as to “be the most proficient infantry [unit] in

      the world”, the Ranger battalions comprise 600 personnel, all airborne qualified, all of them already professional soldiers from within the ranks of the US Army. Ranger selection is

      rigororous, and takes fifty-eight days to complete. Only 50 per cent of candidates pass and receive the coveted Ranger black beret.




      The first Rangers in US history were formed by Major Robert Rogers in 1763 (see here), and various incarnations have followed over the centuries at the dictates of Mars.

      Today’s Rangers trace a direct line of descent to the six Ranger battalions raised by the US in the Second World War, and which saw action over the globe from North Africa to the Pacific

      but most famously on D-Day 1944 in Normandy, when the 2nd Ranger Battalion under Lieutenant Colonel James Rudder (hence “Rudder’s Rangers”) destroyed the German gun

      emplacement on Pointe Du Hoc and the 5th Ranger Battalion was ordered to “lead the way” off the hell of Omaha Beach.




      They did. The Rangers remained part of the US Army until they were disbanded at the end of the Korean war, only to be revived as a long-range reconnaissance unit for the conflict in

      Vietnam. Along with other special forces they fell out of favour post-Vietnam, but the escalating conflagration in the Middle East reminded the Department of the Army that crack units, ready

      for action any time and any place, are not a luxury for a modern nation. They are a prerequisite. And so the Rangers were born again in 1974 as the 1st and 2nd Ranger Battalions of the 75th

      Infantry. And so the Rangers were dispatched to Grenada in October 1983.


    


  




  WHEN THE CALL went out to the Rangers to report immediately for a routine Emergency Deployment Readiness Exercise there was

  no panic, just haste. Thoughts of beating the time it took to deploy for the last exercise were foremost in most Rangers’ minds.




  However, it was not just the weight of their combat packs that changed when claymore mines, fragmentation grenades, mortar shells, and live ammunition were issued their attitudes also changed

  when they realized that this “exercise” was going to be real combat.




  Grenada? Where the hell is Grenada?




  That question was asked by many a Ranger. The briefings quickly revealed the answer, and the map of the tiny island nation in the Caribbean became the focus of attention for one of the modern

  world’s most elite fighting forces.




  What’s the terrain like? What’s the weather like? Who are we fighting? How many of them are there? What sort of weapons do they have? Is it a jungle? How high are the mountains? Are

  there any tanks? What about aircraft?




  These were but a few of the hundreds of questions that the harried intelligence officers had to face. What was even worse was that they had to answer them as well as they could, and they had to

  provide maps, photographs, enemy strength, equipment, etc. But they managed to do it in the short time they had available.




  It can be safely said that under such circumstances no intelligence officer is ever satisfied with the information he gives out, and no field commander is ever fully satisfied with what he

  receives. There is always one silly little question that the soldier wants to know for which there is no answer, and that is the question that niggles him. If he had the answer, he probably

  wouldn’t feel much better anyway; perhaps it’s just having something to worry about that’s important – anything, as long as it distracts him and keeps his mind off the

  actual start of the battle.




  The fully armed and loaded Rangers could smell the kerosene fuel from the turboprop engines of the squat-looking C-130s as they marched toward them. They had boarded these

  aircraft many times before. They knew exactly where to put their feet on the ramp, where all the hand-holds were on the framework inside, where the uncomfortable spots were – it was almost

  second nature to them. As they boarded this time, everything seemed normal and familiar – with one exception. This time they were really being carried into battle and, apart from a handful of

  senior officers and NCOs, none of the Rangers had ever been in action before.




  As the clamor and clatter of the loading in the great round bellies of the C-130s settled down, the engines were started and the doors were closed. The pilots eased the throttles forward, and

  the aircraft moved slowly toward the end of the take-off runway. The Ranger-laden C-130s were joined in the night skies by two similar aircraft. These were the AC-130 Spectre gunships of the

  Special Warfare unit of the U.S. Air Force that were to act as escorts and provide support for the Rangers.




  The Spectres are perhaps the most heavily armed aircraft of their size in the world. With heavy calibre machine guns and cannons, they can lay down an incredible barrage of fire over a wide area

  of ground. Or, they can simply direct their fire to one specific spot, almost like a jet of water from a fire tender. In fact, the resemblance is such that the expression “hose the place

  down” is actually used when these “battleships of the air” are called to attack a specific target area. From an infantryman’s point of view, watching the AC-130 Spectres in

  action is incredibly reassuring and quite awesome. That is, of course, if it’s on your side. The thought of being on the receiving end of one of these aerial monsters is just not a subject to

  dwell upon.




  To the pilots of the C-130 troop carriers, and the Rangers on board, it was comforting to know that the Spectres were available to go in before them and make a “hosing run.”




  There were two separate flights of aircraft carrying the Rangers. The lead flight of five contained the 1st Battalion, and the second flight of five carried the 2nd Battalion. Each C-130 held

  about fifty fully armed and equipped men, and there was very little room to spare.




  For most of the flight very little was said by the individual Rangers; it was a time for personal thoughts – concerns about being ready for what was to come and hopes that the first

  exposure to hostile fire could be met without too much fear. Very few battle-tested warriors will deny that fear exists; they have experienced it repeatedly, and they manage it as best they can

  under the circumstances of the time. They know the meaning of fear, and they also know that, to a greater or lesser degree, it will always be there. It manifests itself in so many different ways

  with each individual, and it varies in intensity in an equally diverse manner. Repeated exposure helps, inasmuch as it gives a reserve of experience to draw on; that reserve simply permits better

  self management, and that is really about all that can be hoped for, because the fear will always be there.




  Extensive military training, by virtue of its repetitive nature, is designed to ensure that soldiers will react automatically and responsively when under fire. This relieves the pressure and

  lessens the risk of error caused by fear. Again and again the battle-seasoned will tell the inexperienced, “Do it exactly as you have been taught in training. Don’t try and think when

  you don’t have the time. Do it the way you were trained!”




  The Rangers had spent years in training for what lay ahead and, as the aircraft hummed and droned through the night, most of the inexperienced Rangers must have realized that now was the time to

  fall back and rely on that training. The handful of experienced Rangers already knew that it had to be that way – they, too, had fears similar to those of their inexperienced colleagues.

  Their experience gave them a slight advantage. They had some idea what to expect, but it also put them at a disadvantage since their knowledge gave them access to a different set of fears. It was a

  “no win” situation between the tried and untried, and fear would always be slightly ahead.




  The landing zone was the 9,100-foot-long runway at Point Saline on the southern tip of the island, and the flight carrying the 1st Battalion was to land first and secure the runway.

  Approximately fifteen minutes later the flight carrying the 2nd Battalion would arrive to help consolidate the situation, and from there both battalions would move on to other assigned

  objectives.




  As the first aircraft approached the airfield, a hail of fire came up from four ZU-23-2 Soviet-built anti-aircraft guns situated on a hill overlooking the airfield. They were joined by an

  assortment of 12.7-mm cannons and heavy caliber machine guns. The 23-mm double barreled ZU guns were known as they had shown up on reconnaissance reports, but the intensity of the other fire power

  was somewhat unexpected. An initial pass of the runway revealed that large stakes had been driven into the surface along its length, and it was obvious that any attempt at a landing would meet with

  disaster. The enemy had obviously been expecting such an assault and had effectively denied the Rangers the use of the runway.




  The second plan of attack immediately went into action – an extremely low-level parachute landing. Lieutenant Colonel Wes Taylor, commander of the 1st Battalion, and Lieutenant Colonel

  Ralph Hagler, commander of the 2nd Battalion, had carefully planned for such a contingency; but they had been hoping they would not have to do it since a parachute assault from 500 feet had never

  been attempted by U.S. troops in any war. Normal operational jumps were done from 1,200 feet, and that was low enough for most. Jumps from 500 feet had only been done by individual special agents

  during previous armed conflicts when they were being dropped behind enemy lines. It had never been done with battalion strength troops in full battle order.




  If intelligence information was correct, the powerful antiaircraft guns could depress their barrels down to 600 feet; hence Taylor and Hagler decided to take the chance and commit to 500 feet.

  The pilots of the C-130s agreed to it, and their colleagues in the Spectres were set to conduct one of their famous hose jobs in support of the operation.




  To the Rangers in the bellies of the 130s, life was not that simple – with less than fifteen minutes to go, they had to change from an “air land” mode to an “air

  drop” mode. Added to that, they were informed that their transports would not land after them, so they had to take everything with them. Apart from their weapons, each man would now have to

  jump with a rucksack that weighed over a hundred pounds.




  Rearranging and repacking equipment in preparation for an air drop at the last minute, when everything had been carefully packed for a normal landing, was an absolute nightmare. To have

  committed to memory the exact position of all of life’s little necessities for the upcoming battle, and then to have to rearrange them at the last moment, was annoying, confusing, and, to put

  it mildly, a pain in the neck.




  Before most realized it, the doors were being opened and the C-130s were established on their drop run. The Rangers knew that when the first man went out the door, there was no time to think

  – everyone had to get out as quickly as possible. The drop window was very small, and it would only take some thirty seconds – probably less, with all the weight they were carrying

  – to get to the ground from 500 feet on the T-10 parachute. There was another niggling doubt in the minds of some – the thought of the parachute not opening. Normally it was not much of

  a concern as there was a reserve parachute to work with, but not this time. There was no place to put it, and, in any case, even if it were worn, at 500 feet it could not be deployed in time.




  As the jump doors were opened there was a roar of rushing air, and experience immediately told the men that the noise was much louder than usual, which could only mean that the aircraft were

  going in much faster than normal. That indeed was the case. If it had been an exercise, there would have been a no-jump situation; but this was not a practice, this was the proverbial

  it!




  In the cockpit, the pilots’ life was not easy. The crucial thing was to get the aircraft in the correct position over the drop zone – the drop height was so low that they had to fly

  right down the target line. There was absolutely no room for error. The sky was beginning to fill with flack, which did not help matters; and if the pilots did not get the lumbering 130s lined up

  correctly, they could not instruct the jumpmaster to release the Rangers. Then it would almost certainly be a catastrophe.




  The pilots’ problems were compounded by the fact that there was a strong wind – they estimated 20 knots – and it was raining heavily, thereby causing acute visual problems.

  None of this was helped by the fact that the runway drop zone was bordered by the sea on one side and hills on the other side. To have the aircraft out of position would mean the Rangers would fall

  into the sea, or hit the ground very quickly – either way it would be a disaster. They just had to get it right, to hell with everything else. When they got into position at the right height,

  the Rangers would have to go out that door, regardless of the altitude or speed of the 130. Another contributing factor was the temperature, which was over ninety degrees – that meant that

  the aircraft were handling more sluggishly than the normal aircraft drop speed of 120–130 knots. In order to be able to maneuver their machines with any reasonable degree of precision, the

  speed had to be kept up around 150 knots.




  The experienced Rangers and the jumpmasters were aware of the problem, and they made only one statement, “Get us in the exact position at as slow a speed as you possibly can. We’ll

  take it from there.” The pilots struggled, with adrenalin running high, and they gave the Rangers the exact position, with the speed at a savage 150 knots.




  When the green light came on, the heavily loaded Rangers spilled out the two doors on either side of the aircraft. The air slammed into them like a freight train, and it snatched and tore at the

  deploying parachutes. Most were happy to be out the door as the weight of their packs had been almost unbearable when they were standing in the aircraft. But the speed at which they had come out,

  combined with their excessive weight, resulted in vicious jerks on the harness assemblies when the parachutes deployed. It left most of the Rangers gasping for breath, and those who had not

  followed the golden prejump rule of tightening the harness until it hurt suffered the added discomfort of the straps tightening quite sharply and suddenly around a rather delicate area of the

  groin.




  However, even that could be tolerated somewhat, now that the fearsome weight of the rucksacks and equipment was off their legs. There was no time to dwell upon such pleasures because the ground

  – as well as rifle and machine-gun fire – was coming up quickly.




  In the cockpits of the 130s the pilots were carefully watching what they were doing. It took just twenty-one seconds for all the Rangers to get out of all the aircraft, which was a brilliantly

  coordinated effort on the part of both the pilots and the Rangers. A few aircraft emptied in less than twenty seconds, which meant that the aircraft became about 20,000 pounds lighter in the same

  amount of time. That tremendous weight loss, in such a short period of time, caused the aircraft to want to leap upward into the thunderstorm of flack overhead, and the pilots had to be very

  careful not to allow that to happen.




  Before the empty C-130s had pulled away to safety, the Rangers were hauling down on their canopy lines as they fought to get a half-decent landing in the 20-knot wind. There was no thought of a

  graceful landing, just a safe one. Out of almost 600 Rangers, there were only two real misfortunes – Sp4 Harold Hagen broke his leg, and one unfortunate Ranger, who had the softest landing of

  all, managed to find the sea and, fortunately, survived.




  The success of the landing was an absolute testimony to the skill of the men and their training – the safety margins for practice jumps are no more than 130 knots aircraft speed, a minimum

  altitude of 1,200 feet, and a maximum wind component of 13 knots. Apart from the fact that all those limits had to be exceeded, the weight of equipment carried by each man was incredible.

  Lieutenant Raymond Thomas, a platoon leader, “fell” out the door with an M-60 machine gun, an M-16 rifle, a .45 pistol, 1,000 rounds of 7.62-mm ammunition, enough fragmentation grenades

  to last him a week, an undisclosed amount of 5.56-mm and .45 ammunition, and finally his own personal equipment and rations – including two canteens full of water! All accounts seem to

  indicate that Lieutenant Thomas was one of the majority.




  It was 0630 hours when the 1st Battalion landed on the east end of the airfield; at the same time, the 2nd Battalion was dropping onto the west end. Once on the ground the

  Rangers went into action against much more stiff opposition than the intelligence officers had predicted, but it appears that the enemy defenders became very confused when the Rangers started to

  land all around them. The confusion served the Rangers well, and the opposition in the immediate vicinity of the airfield was cleaned out very quickly. Most of the Cuban and Grenadian militiamen

  seemingly took one look at the charging Rangers and immediately fled the area.




  That was not exactly the case with the enemy troops who were dug in on the hill overlooking the airfield. They were putting up a little more fight, and the Rangers promptly called in the eager

  AC-130 Spectres and a few navy “fast movers.” The air force liaison officers who had jumped with the Rangers went to work and directed the aerial assault. First the Spectres moved in.

  They resembled giant mythical dragons as they lumbered out of the sky, literally vomiting fire onto the enemy positions in the form of 20-mm cannon shells. Working with them, in complete contrast,

  were the Navy A-6s and A-7s that came screaming in at high speed from the aircraft carrier, USS Independence.




  The Rangers then stormed up the hill and drove the remaining enemy off. In doing so, they captured hundreds of brand-new Soviet-made weapons, much to their surprise. As the hill was being taken,

  an enterprising Ranger found some steam rollers and adroitly “hot wire” started one. He then proceeded to drive down the runway smashing the stakes the Cubans had hastily driven in to

  prevent the aircraft from landing.




  Meanwhile, other Rangers had cleared the Cubans away from the St. George’s Medical School campus, which was by the airport, and had the American and foreign students who were there under

  their protection by 0850 hours.




  By 1000 hours the runway was clear for aircraft to land, and the airlift of two battalions of the 82nd Airborne began. There were still a few of the enemy around. They would keep fighting as

  long as they were dug in; but the Rangers were in the open. However, as soon as the Rangers started to apply pressure, they either ran away or gave up.




  The captured Cuban soldiers and the Grenadian Militiamen had conflicting stories to tell. The Grenadians maintained that they had done no shooting – it had been the Cubans. The Cubans, in

  turn, claimed it had been the Grenadians. It seems that they were not quite as united as they should have been, but the Rangers knew the truth – both groups were lying.




  By early afternoon the area within a few miles around the airfield was fairly well cleared out, and both Ranger battalions started to reassemble in the airport area. The Cubans chose this moment

  to launch a counterattack in three Soviet-built armored personnel carriers. The Rangers filled the Cubans’ vehicles with 90-mm recoilless rifle shells, and the Spectres got in on the act and

  utterly pulverized the hapless personnel carriers with 20-mm cannon fire. As if that wasn’t enough, the Navy A-7 Corsairs threw in their two-cents worth and strafed what was left. Those

  enemies who were fortunate enough to live tried to make a break for it, but it was a waste of time as they were neatly picked off by the Rangers themselves. Sure it was overkill; but it put the

  message across, and that’s what the whole thing was all about.




  By late afternoon the airport area was completely secure, and the Rangers dug in and slept in the rain. Colonel Hagler of the 2nd Battalion commented that the rain was no problem, and added,

  “I’ve never seen a rusty Ranger.”




  The following day – Wednesday, October 26 – the 2nd Battalion set about the rescue and evacuation of the remaining 233 students at the St. George’s Medical School at Grand

  Anse. The students were all in a beachside building about the size of a small hotel, and about sixty heavily armed Cubans had dug themselves in around the building. Navy CH-46 helicopters flew in

  close with 150 Rangers on board. About 100 of the Rangers attacked the entrenched Cubans while the remainder raced into the building, evacuated the students while the firefight was going on, and

  led them to giant Marine-crewed HH-53 helicopters, which had been brought in behind the Rangers to lift the students out. The complete operation took just twenty-six minutes, and the students

  – over sixty per HH-53 – were flown immediately to the Point Saline airfield. It was a classic Ranger raid.




  The Rangers continued to clear up pockets of resistance with heavy fighting in some areas but, generally speaking, they had no real difficulties.




  On their third day on the island – Thursday, October 27 – the Rangers were given their final mission. The Edgemont training area was reported to have some thirty Soviet advisors and

  400 Cuban troops well entrenched and prepared to put up a fight. The Rangers were told it was almost a suicide mission, but an assault must be made. Three rifle companies of the 2nd Battalion were

  sent in, and the lead party, aboard Blackhawk helicopters provided by the 82nd Airborne, immediately ran into trouble.




  It appears that the pilot of the lead helicopter was shot through the arm, and the helicopter went out of control. It then crashed into another Blackhawk, dragging it to the ground. A third

  machine was maneuvering nearby and crashed into a building while trying to avoid the stricken pair. Three Rangers were killed in the crashes, becoming the first fatalities the battalions had

  suffered since they had landed on the island. A further fifteen were injured, some quite badly, but the remaining Rangers succeeded in taking the training area with minimal effort. The Rangers

  camped in the Edgemont compound overnight, keeping it secure until the Marine HH-53 helicopters came in to sling load the wrecked Blackhawks out the next morning.




  That same evening, October 28, at 1819 hours, Rangers of the 1st Battalion were flown off the island for redeployment in the States. By 1539 hours the following day, the last of the Rangers was

  taken off the island.




  Their missions had been completed in an exemplary manner – in the true tradition of the battalions of Darby’s Rangers of World War II.




  The 1st and 2nd Battalions of the United States Rangers had demonstrated to their leaders, their nation, and to the rest of the world, that they were not just Rangers in name – they were

  Rangers in deed.




  When their time came they were ready. They responded to the order which was first given some forty years ago – “Rangers, lead the way!”
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    ROGERS’ RANGERS


  




  The modern US Rangers trace their antecedents to 1756, when frontiersman Major Robert Rogers raised and trained nine companies of colonists to fight a stealthy hit-and-run

  war against the French and Indians. The Rangers’ most effective, and most famous raid, occurred in 1759, when, after three weeks of marching, they mounted a surprise attack on the Indian fort

  of St Francis, deep inside French-held territory. More than 200 braves were killed, and St Francis fort was burned to the ground.




  Rogers’ Rangers were disbanded in 1763, with the close of the French and Indian War. Yet time has done little to diminish Rogers’ achievement or vision. Indeed, the Plan of

  Discipline he composed for his newly formed Rangers reads like a blueprint for a twenty-first century special force:




  

    Major Robert Rogers’s Plan of Discipline


  




  

    

      I. All Rangers are to be subject to the rules and articles of war; to appear at roll-call every evening on their own parade, equipped, each with a firelock, sixty rounds of

      powder and ball, and a hatchet, at which time an officer from each company is to inspect the same, to see they are in order, so as to be ready on any emergency to march at a minute’s

      warning; and before they are dismissed the necessary guards are to be draughted, and scouts for the next day appointed.




      II. Whenever you are ordered out to the enemy’s forts or frontiers for discoveries, if your number be small, march in a single file, keeping at such a distance from

      each other as to prevent one shot from killing two men, sending one man, or more, forward, and the like on each side, at the distance of twenty yards from the main body, if the ground you march

      over will admit of it, to give the signal to the officer of the approach of an enemy, and of their number, etc.




      III. If you march over marshes or soft ground, change your position, and march abreast of each other, to prevent the enemy from tracking you (as they would do if you

      marched in a single file) till you get over such ground, and then resume your former order, and march till it is quite dark before you encamp, which do, if possible, on a piece of ground that

      may afford your sentries the advantage of seeing or hearing the enemy at some considerable distance, keeping one-half of your whole party awake alternately through the night.




      IV. Some time before you come to the place you would reconnoitre, make a stand, and send one or two men, in whom you can confide, to look out the best ground for making

      your observations.




      V. If you have the good fortune to take any prisoners, keep them separate, till they are examined, and in your return take a different route from that in which you went

      out, then you may the better discover any party in your rear, and have an opportunity, if their strength be superior to yours, to alter your course, or disperse, as circumstances may

      require.




      VI. If you march in a large body of three or four hundred, with a design to attack the enemy, divide your party into three columns, each headed by a proper officer, and let

      these columns march in single files, the columns to the right and left keeping at twenty yards distance or more from that of the center, if the ground will admit, and let proper guards be kept

      in the front and rear, and suitable flanking parties at a due distance as before directed, with orders to halt on all eminences, to take a view of the surrounding ground, to prevent your being

      ambuscaded, and to notify the approach or retreat of the enemy, that proper dispositions may be made for attacking, defending, etc. And if the enemy approach in your front on level ground, form

      a front of your three columns or main body with the advanced guard, keeping out your flanking parties, as if you were marching under the command of trusty officers, to prevent the enemy from

      pressing hard on either of your wings, or surrounding you, which is the usual method of the savages, if their number will admit of it, and be careful likewise to support and strengthen your

      rear guard.




      VII. If you are obliged to receive the enemy’s fire, fall, or squat down, till it is over, then rise and discharge at them. If their main body is equal to yours,

      extend yourselves occasionally; but if superior, be careful to support and strengthen your flanking parties, to make them equal with theirs, that if possible you may repulse them to their main

      body, in which case push upon them with the greatest resolution, with equal force in each flank and in the center, observing to keep at a due distance from each other, and advance from tree to

      tree, with one half of the party before the other ten or twelve yards. If the enemy push upon you, let your front line fire and fall down, and then let your rear advance thro’ them and do

      the like, by which time those who before were in front will be ready to discharge again, and repeat the same alternately, as occasion shall require; by this means you will keep up such a

      constant fire, that the enemy will not be able easily to break your order, or gain your ground.




      VIII. If you oblige the enemy to retreat, be careful, in your pursuit of them, to keep out your flanking parties, and to prevent them from gaining eminences, or rising

      grounds, in which case they would perhaps be able to rally and repulse you in their turn.




      IX. If you are obliged to retreat, let the front of your whole party fire and fall back, till the rear hath done the same, making for the best ground you can; by this means

      you will oblige the enemy to pursue you, if they do it at all, in the face of constant fire.




      X. If the enemy is so superior that you are in danger of being surrounded by them, let the whole body disperse, and every one take a different road to the place of

      rendezvous appointed for the evening, which must every morning be altered and fixed for the evening ensuing, in order to bring the whole party, or as many of them as possible together, after

      any separation that may happen in the day; but if you should happen to be actually surrounded, form yourselves into a square, or, if in the woods, a circle is best, and, if possible, make a

      stand till the darkness of the night favours your escape.




      XI. If your rear is attacked, the main body and flankers must face about to the right or left, as occasion shall require, and form themselves to oppose the enemy, as before

      directed; and the same method must be observed, if attacked in either of your flanks, by which means you will always make a rear of one of your flank guards.




      XII. If you determine to rally after a retreat, in order to make a fresh stand against the enemy, by all means endeavour to do it on the most rising ground you come at,

      which will give you greatly the advantage in point of situation, and enable you to repulse superior numbers.




      XIII.In general, when pushed upon the enemy, reserve your fire till they approach very near, which will then put them into the greater surprise and consternation, and give

      you an opportunity of rushing upon them with your hatchets and cutlasses to the better advantage.




      XIV.When you encamp at night, fix your sentries in such a manner as not to be relieved from the main body till morning, profound secrecy and silence being often of the last

      importance in these cases. Each sentry, therefore, should consist of six men, two of whom must be constantly alert, and when relieved by their fellows, it should be done without noise; and in

      case those on duty see or hear anything which alarms them, they are not to speak, but one of them is silently to retreat, and acquaint the commanding officer thereof, that proper dispositions

      may be made; and all occasional sentries should be fixed in like manner.




      XV. At first dawn of day, awake your whole detachment; that being the time when savages choose to fall upon their enemies, you should by all means be in readiness to

      receive them.




      XVI.If the enemy should be discovered by your detachments in the morning, and their numbers are superior to yours, and victory doubtful, you should not attack them till the

      evening, as then they will not know your numbers, and if you are repulsed, your retreat will be favoured by the darkness of the night.




      XVII.Before you leave your encampment, send out small parties to scout round it, to see if there be any appearance or track of an enemy that might have been near you during

      the night.




      XVIII.When you stop for refreshment, choose some spring or rivulet if you can, and dispose your party so as not to be surprised, posting proper guards and sentries at a due

      distance, and let a small party waylay the path you came in, lest the enemy should be pursuing.I




      XIX.If, in your return, you have to cross rivers, avoid the usual fords as much as possible, lest the enemy should have discovered, and be there expecting you.




      XX. If you have to pass by lakes, keep some distance from the edge of the water, lest, in case of an ambuscade or an attack from the enemy, when in that situation, your

      retreat should be cut off.




      XXI.If the enemy pursues your rear, take a full circle till you come to your own tracks, and there form an ambush to receive them, and give them the first fire.




      XXII.When you return from a scout, and come near our forts, avoid the usual roads, and avenues thereto, lest the enemy should have headed you, and lay in ambush to receive

      you, when almost exhausted with fatigue.




      XXIII. When you pursue any party that has been near our forts or encampments, follow not directly in their tracks, lest you should be discovered by their rear guards, who,

      at such a time, would be most alert; but endeavor, by a different route to head and meet them in some narrow pass, or lay in ambush to receive them when and where they least expect it.




      XXIV. If you are to embark in canoes, battoes, or otherwise, by water, choose the evening for the time of your embarkation, as you will then have the whole night before

      you, to pass undiscovered by any parties of the enemy, on hills or other places, which command a prospect of the lake or river you are upon.




      XXV. In paddling or rowing, give orders that the boat or canoe next the sternmost, wait for her, and the third for the second, and the fourth for the third, and so on, to

      prevent separation, and that you may be ready to assist each other on any emergency.




      XXVI. Appoint one man in each boat to look out for fires, on adjacent shores, from the numbers and size of which you may form some judgment of the number that kindled them,

      and whether you are able to attack them or not.




      XXVII.If you find the enemy encamped near the banks of a river, or lake, which you imagine they will attempt to cross for their security upon being attacked, leave a

      detachment of your party on the opposite shore to receive them, while, with the remainder, you surprise them, having them between you and the lake or river.




      XXVIII.If you cannot satisfy yourself as to the enemy’s number and strength, from their fire, etc., conceal your boats at some distance, and ascertain their number by

      a reconnoitering party, when they embark, or march, in the morning, marking the course they steer, etc., when you may pursue, ambush, and attack them, or let them pass, as prudence shall direct

      you. In general, however, that you may not be discovered by the enemy on the lakes and rivers at a great distance, it is safest to lay by, with your boats and party concealed all day, without

      noise or show, and to pursue your intended route by night; and whether you go by land or water, give out parole and countersigns, in order to know one another in the dark, and likewise appoint

      a station for every man to repair to, in case of any accident that may separate you.




      Such in general are the rules to be observed in the Ranging service; there are, however, a thousand occurrences and circumstances which may happen, that will make it

      necessary, in some measure; to depart from them, and to put other arts and stratagems in practice; in which cases every man’s reason and judgment must be his guide, according to the

      particular situation and nature of things; and that he may do this to advantage, he should keep in mind a maxim never to be departed from by a commander, viz.: to preserve a firmness and

      presence of mind on every occasion.
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  COCKLESHELL HEROES




  Patrick Pringle




  

    

      The famous raid on shipping at Bordeaux in December 1942 was carried out by a Royal Marines unit with the long-winded cover name of Royal Marines Boom Patrol Detachment

      (RMBPD). Its members passed into military legend as “the cockleshell heroes”.


    


  




  SOMETHING HAD TO be done about the German ships at Bordeaux. They were sailing regularly to and from Japan. They were

  running the Allied blockade, taking out prototypes of German weapons and equipment – and bringing back rubber and other raw materials vital in war. Either the ships should be destroyed in the

  harbour, or the port itself would have to be made unusable.




  Easier said than done. The RAF could have bombed Bordeaux, but it would have meant killing a lot of French civilians. Could the Navy bombard the port, then? That was out of the question.

  Bordeaux was beautifully protected by nature, 62 miles of river and estuary separating it from the Atlantic Ocean. Therefore the only possibility was a combined operation.




  The harbour approaches were well guarded by the Germans, so a powerful force would be required. Estimates were drawn up at Combined Operations Headquarters. There would have to be a large force

  of warships and transports, with strong air support, and not less than 50,000 troops.




  That also was out of the question. Neither the men nor the equipment could be spared in the desperate days of July 1942.




  Then Major Hasler offered to do the job with three canoes and six Marines.




  The last man out of Norway in 1940, Hasler had been messing about in small boats since the age of twelve, when he and a school-friend had built their own canoe. He had joined the Royal Marines

  at eighteen, and was twenty-eight in 1942. Recently he had made himself an expert – in theory – on methods of attacking enemy ships in harbour by stealth. He was looking for a chance to

  translate his expertise into practice when he heard about the problem of Bordeaux.




  A year earlier Hasler had worked out a scheme on paper for attacking ships with canoes and underwater swimmers. Combined Ops HQ had turned the idea down as being too far-fetched. When the first

  Italian frogmen proved it was nothing of the kind, Hasler’s rejected paper was read a second time. In January 1942 he was posted to experimental duties. He taught himself underwater swimming

  with oxygen breathing apparatus, and studied the technique of attaching limpet-like magnetic mines to enemy ships. He experimented with many small powered underwater boats of both British and

  Italian design, but finally settled for a canoe.




  It was a special kind of canoe called a cockle. Basically it was just a rubberized fabric skin stretched tightly over a wooden frame. That was too fragile for Hasler’s purpose. He needed a

  canoe with a flat, rigid bottom that could be dragged over a stony beach without damaging the skin. It also had to be sturdy enough to be lifted and carried with a heavy load without breaking its

  back. As no such canoe existed, Hasler consulted a boat-designer, Fred Goatley. Together they produced a collapsible two-man canoe that could do all Hasler asked. It was awarded the official name

  of Cockle Mark II.




  Hasler’s next task was more difficult. He had to persuade Combined Ops HQ to let him form a Royal Marine unit to use the products of his experiments. After the usual fight against

  authority he was allowed to form the new unit on July 6. A call was put out to the Marines for volunteers for hazardous service. Few who answered the call had any experience of handling small

  boats, and some could not even swim. Such deficiencies did not worry Hasler. Those things could be taught. The qualifications he looked for were courage and daring, guts and determination,

  intelligence and self-reliance. He wanted men who would obey orders but who rejected the old precept, which was still being hammered into recruits in 1942, that Servicemen were “not paid to

  think”.




  The new unit of thirty-four men, all ranks, was put through a fierce training programme by its commanding officer. They were soon carrying out mock raids with apparent success. After ten weeks

  Hasler was asking for a real operation. Then he was told about the problem of Bordeaux.




  It took him just twenty-four hours to draft an outline plan. He proposed to raid the port with six men, including himself, in three canoes. The only help he wanted was transport to the mouth of

  the Gironde estuary. He asked for a submarine because it could get closer inshore, although it was far from ideal for launching the canoes.




  His plan was approved in all except one detail. Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Chief of Combined Ops, ordered that Major Hasler himself was not to take part in the raid.




  “Why not?” asked Hasler.




  “Because you are too valuable to lose, and it is unlikely that anyone will return from this raid.”




  “In that case I must go. I cannot command a unit like this without sharing its dangers.”




  In front of Hasler, Mountbatten asked the opinion of the other senior officers at Combined Operations HQ. Almost all of them said Hasler ought not to go.




  “I agree with them,” Mountbatten told Hasler. “It’s against my better judgment that I’m going to let you go.”




  Mountbatten made one change in his plans. He increased the number of canoes to six.




  “In case of accidents,” he said.




  So Hasler had to pick a team of twelve. Actually thirteen boarded the submarine. Norman Colley, the thirteenth, travelled as reserve.




  They sailed from the Firth of Clyde aboard the submarine Tuna on November 30, 1942. The men did not know where they were going until they were under way. Then Hasler told them the

  plan.




  “We shall be dropped in the dark about ten miles from the light-house on the Pointe de Grave.” He sketched a map on the black-board. “That is at the entrance to the Gironde

  estuary. We paddle up, following the coast on our starboard. It’s about sixty miles to Bordeaux. We shall move at night only, lying up on the bank during the day.”




  He went on to tell them about tides and likely lying-up places, and then described their targets and the probable harbour defences. He asked if there were any questions. Sergeant Wallace, the

  senior NCO, asked the obvious one.




  “How do we get back?”




  “We don’t,” Hasler answered bluntly. “There is no return transport to take us home. After the attack we shall split up, and the crew of each canoe will try to make its

  own way overland to neutral Spain. The French escape organization will help us if it can.”




  He paused to let that sink in.




  “Does anyone want to withdraw from the operation?” he asked.




  They all shook their heads.




  “Good. Anyway,” said Hasler, “it’s much less dangerous than a bayonet charge.”




  He was wrong about that.




  The canoes were launched in the Bay of Biscay shortly before 8 p.m. on December 7. One of them fouled a sharp corner as she went up the submarine’s torpedo hatch, tearing

  a long slit in her fabric side. Hasler inspected the damage.




  “You can’t come in this,” he told the crew of the canoe, Marines Ellery and Fisher. “Bad luck.”




  Their blackened faces were glum as the boat went back down the hatch. For them, as for Norman Colley, the operation was over. These three were to return home safely on the Tuna.




  The other five canoes were launched on a rolling sea. Their heavy loads of explosive made them low in the water. The night was moonless by their choice, unpleasantly cloudless and starry by

  accident. A German trawler was patrolling nearby. Another danger was a minefield laid by the RAF. The French coast was a vague shadow in the distance – until suddenly the searchlights shone

  out across the sea. At the same time the trawler turned towards the Tuna. She had been plotted on the German radar.




  The submarine vanished. Ten men paddled five canoes silently towards the entrance to the Gironde. It was bitterly cold. Hasler’s own canoe, Catfish, leaked slightly. Marine Sparks,

  his No. 2, had to bail out every hour.




  The five canoes kept close together while Hasler set the course. He followed the coast towards the north-west. For three hours everything was according to plan. The swell built up to rollers

  when they went over a sandbank, but they were far enough from the shore to be out of trouble. The flood tide helped them along. They had got off to a wonderful start.




  Suddenly Hasler pricked up his ears. He heard a sound of water roaring ahead. The flood tide became stronger, the roaring louder. It sounded like surf breaking on rocks. Impossible – the

  coast was a mile and a half to starboard. But there were breakers ahead. Hasler saw the white froth and knew it was not so wonderful now. They were running towards a tide-race, a hazard that was

  not marked on his chart.




  Hasler had sailed small boats through tide-races years before, off notorious spots like Start Point and Portland Bill. The others had not. He had trained them in handling a canoe in rough water,

  but they had never known anything as rough as this.




  He gave them brief instructions, and then each canoe was paddled head-on into the surge and swirl. Waves broke over them, and the violence of the sea flung them about as they strove with their

  paddles to hold their course.




  It was hard going for Hasler, so he could imagine the ordeal the others went through. When he reached calmer water he turned to watch for the other canoes.




  One . . . two . . . three.




  That was all. Coalfish was missing. Sergeant Wallace and Marine Ewart had not come through.




  Hasler ordered a search. Sparks uttered the cry of a seagull, the unit’s signal-call. No answer. No sign of the canoe, although its buoyancy bags would have kept it afloat. No sign of the

  crew, although they were wearing life-jackets.




  Sergeant Wallace, the man from Dublin who had asked how they would get back after the operation, had disappeared.




  “We’ll have to go on,” ordered Hasler.




  The others, already cold, wet, and exhausted, were still fighting against the powerful tide. Their spirits were grim, no longer buoyant, as they turned their backs on the tide-race.




  They paddled between the coast and the little island of Cordouan. Now they could see the silhouette of the lighthouse on Pointe de Grave. Hasler was pleased to see the light was not burning.

  Then he was horrified to hear more breakers roaring ahead. Another tide-race. Worse than the first.




  In they went, paddling desperately to keep the bows head-on, while great rollers buffeted and hurled them about.




  Through the roaring Hasler heard a shout and then a splash. When he came through and turned he saw the canoe Conger had capsized. Her crew, Corporal Sheard and Marine Moffat, were in the

  water but clinging to their boat.




  Hasler examined the canoe. She was swamped, and bailing was impossible in that heavy sea. Beach it and then bail it? Hasler dismissed the thought. It would mean almost certain capture on that

  stretch of coast. Besides, it was already 2.30 a.m. To make matters worse, the lighthouse on Pointe de Grave suddenly blazed out.




  Hasler made up his mind quickly.




  “Sparks, try to scuttle Conger,” he ordered. “Sheard, hang on to my stern. Moffat, on to Cuttlefish. We’ll tow you round Pointe de Grave and then in to the

  shore as far as we can. After that you’ll have to swim for it.”




  Sparks slashed at the canoe with his clasp knife. As she was heavily loaded she might sink. Her crew obeyed Hasler. They knew he was running into danger to try to save them. They also knew

  – and he knew – that it would still be a hard swim to the shore. Even if they reached it they would be too exhausted to go on. They could only hope to land in a deserted and sheltered

  spot where they could lie up and get their strength back.




  Catfish and Cuttlefish were slowed down to a speed of one knot as they paddled on with Sheard and Moffat in tow. The search-light made them all feel naked and exposed. They

  expected to hear the guns start up any moment. Instead they heard what was almost as bad – the now familiar roaring of yet another tide-race ahead.




  “Hold on,” Hasler told the two men in the water.




  Sheard was a small, tough Devonian, Moffat a big tough fellow from Belfast and Yorkshire. Both needed all their toughness as they were plunged into the foaming, roaring, swirling of the third

  tide-race.




  Almost unbelievably, they all came through.




  At last they were off the Pointe de Grave, and the tide carried them round and into the Gironde estuary.




  After an hour in the water Sheard and Moffat were still hanging on. Hasler wanted to take them farther, to get clear of the port of Le Verdon. But now the tide was pulling him straight towards

  the jetty, and he could not fight against it with Sheard’s extra weight. Cuttlefish was having the same trouble with Moffat.




  “I’m sorry, we’ll have to leave you here,” Hasler whispered.




  Sheard and Moffat thanked him for taking them so far. Then they dropped off and swam towards the shore. At least it was not far, and they were both still wearing fully inflated life-jackets. But

  they would have little chance of escape, and if they were captured pressure would be put on them for information.




  Moffat never reached the shore. His body was found ten days later, washed up seventy miles away.




  Sheard was never heard of again.




  Catfish, Cuttlefish, and Crayfish, the remaining three canoes, paddled hard across the current to get away from the jetty. Then they had another unpleasant

  surprise. Three or four small destroyers were anchored off the jetty, blocking their course.




  And the tide was too strong for them to paddle round the ships.




  “We’ll have to go between the destroyers and the jetty,” Hasler said to Lieutenant Mackinnon of Cuttlefish, his second-in-command. “One at a time. We’ll meet

  the other end. I’ll go first, you last.”




  Hasler and Sparks crouched and used single paddles, holding them low to avoid making a sound. The channel was only a few hundred yards wide. They saw a signal lamp on a destroyer start

  signalling to the jetty and waited every second for a searchlight to pick them out. But they got through.




  Crayfish followed safely. The two canoes waited for Cuttlefish. Mackinnon, once a clerk in a Glasgow coal merchant’s office, had risen from the ranks. Marine Conway, his No.

  2, was a former milk roundsman of twenty. That night had proved them a superb crew, Hasler reflected as he waited for them.




  But they did not come. Once the men waiting thought they heard faint shouts, and replied with a soft seagull’s cry. No answer. Hasler dared not wait any longer. He had to find a good

  hide-out before daybreak.




  Mountbatten had been right in sending six canoes. There were only two left now, and they were still a long way from their target.




  Crayfish was commanded by Corporal Laver, a quiet young Regular who had joined the Marines shortly before the war. His No. 2, Marine Mills, a high-spirited boy of twenty, had worked in a

  sports store at Kettering before joining the corps.
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