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For Bill and Blair, perpetually at odds with the trivialities
and meanness of modern life









If you know a man in peace, you know him in war.


Lord Moran, The Anatomy of Courage










Prologue



On the evening of Wednesday 14 December 1955 Father D. J. Crowley arrived in Belfast from his home in Crossgar. He had recently returned to Northern Ireland from London, having retired from his post as an under-secretary at the Ministry of Labour. For Crowley it was a day to catch up with old acquaintances, and one in particular – Col Blair Mayne, war hero, rugby star and one of the most famous men in the country. The pair had arranged a meeting to discuss a forthcoming reunion dinner for the Paratroop Old Comrades’ Association and men of the Special Air Service.


Shortly after his arrival in Belfast, Crowley saw the front page of the evening paper, the Belfast Telegraph. There was a photo of Mayne, under the headline ‘Colonel Blair Mayne, 4 times winner of DSO, dies in crash’.


The inside pages described Mayne’s exploits in Boy’s Own prose: how he fought the Nazis in North Africa, Italy and France. There was hyperbole in the report – such as the claim that Mayne was 6ft 6in when he was 6ft 2in – but most of it was factually accurate: Britain’s greatest guerrilla fighter was dead. ‘It may seem a strange fate that Col. Blair Mayne should have survived so many hazards as a soldier, and at 40 lose his life in a motor accident,’ said the Belfast Telegraph. ‘But he lived hard in peace, as well as in war. Forced by an injury to give up the life of action in which he shone, he became restless and without purpose. Men like him are made for conflict, and 1939 came as a happy release from his solicitor’s desk.’


The hard living was a veiled reference to Mayne’s drinking. Everyone in Belfast and beyond knew of his fondness for a binge. In February 1952 he had been fined £15 for a fracas outside the Dublin home of Senator William Quirke when, in his cups, he had assaulted the senator’s son as he searched in vain for the Old Belvedere rugby clubhouse so he could carry on drinking.


On Thursday 15 December the papers described the events surrounding Mayne’s death in greater detail. No reference was made to drink being involved but people who knew the deceased could again read between the lines.


The inquest had been held on the day of Mayne’s death. There was no mention of the Masonic dinner he had attended in his home town of Newtownards, nor the hand of poker he had played afterwards with friends. He dropped one of those friends, Mr J. A. Auterson, at his house in Bangor and said he was ‘going straight home’.1 He didn’t. The night was still young, and he called in on a fellow Mason, George Matthews, for a nightcap or two.


Mayne climbed into his cherished red two-litre Riley a few minutes before 4 a.m. for the drive back to the family home at Mount Pleasant. He lost control of his automobile one mile from his destination. The vehicle struck a stationary lorry in Mill Street, careered across the road, scraped along the sides of a number of houses and crashed into an electric standard pole. The commotion woke James Alexander and his wife in their Mill Street home. Alexander, a local bus driver, told the inquest that when he opened the front door he ‘saw lights flashing from overhead electric wires and a car sitting on the footpath with headlights on and engine running’.2 Asked why he did nothing other than return to bed, Alexander said that he thought it was electricity board men working on the overhead wires.


Mayne lived for a short while, though he was dead by the time Alexander left for work at 6.40 a.m. He saw that the Electricity Board vehicle was still there. When he approached, Alexander realised his initial error and he then saw a man lying on the front seat. Dr William Glover examined the body of Blair Mayne in Ards hospital and estimated that death had occurred one to four hours previously.


Mayne was laid to rest at Movilla Cemetery in Newtownards on 16 December.


The cortège was more than a mile long, a procession of mourners that reflected the accomplishments of Mayne over the course of his forty years. Dozens of his former rugby teammates from Ards, Ireland and the British Lions attended, including Sam Walker, who had captained the Lions to South Africa in 1938, a tour in which Mayne distinguished himself as one of the finest players of his generation.


There were numerous luminaries from the legal profession, including officials of the High Court, Mr Justice Shield, Mr Thomas King, president of the Incorporated Law Society Northern Ireland, and employees of G. L. MacLaine & Co., the solicitors where Mayne had begun his legal career in the summer of 1939.


The mayor of Newtownards was in attendance; so, too, representatives from the Queen’s University Services Club and Queen’s University Officer Training Corps, the borough council and the church.


Of military men there were many. From brigadiers to privates, they took their place in the procession to pay their respects to a warrior of peerless courage. Col Brian Franks represented the 2nd Special Air Service Regiment, and Sgt Maj Bob Bennett, who had gone into battle alongside Mayne on numerous occasions, represented the 1st SAS Regiment. Col Ian Lapraik, who had served in the Special Boat Squadron (SBS) in the war, attended on behalf of the 21st SAS (Territorial) Regiment, and Maj Stewart Macbeth, another SBS officer of note, was also present.


The Reverend Fraser McLuskey, MC, padre to the SAS in 1944, conducted the service at the graveside. Four years earlier McLuskey had published his wartime memoirs, devoting a chapter to ‘Paddy’ Mayne, his hero, a cultured and compassionate man who ‘possessed more than his fair share of the wit and charm that come from Ireland’.3


Many of the men who had served in the SAS were absent. Some had not the means to afford the passage from Britain, and others hadn’t been able to arrange time off work at such short notice. A number had scattered to the four winds in the decade after the war, emigrating to Australia, America, Canada and southern Africa. A few had rejoined the SAS and were fighting communist insurgents in Malaya.


David Stirling, the man credited with forming the SAS, had settled in Rhodesia shortly after the war. He returned to Britain frequently to raise funds for an initiative he had started in southern Africa, but his absence from the funeral of Mayne wasn’t particularly noteworthy.


Nonetheless, it was curious that when The Times ran a tribute to Mayne in its edition of 24 December 1955, it was written by Col Brian Franks. Franks was a fine soldier, a brigade major in the Commandos before taking command of 2nd SAS in June 1944. Yet he didn’t know Mayne that well. He hadn’t witnessed his ferocity in battle or seen how in the early days Mayne had almost single-handedly saved the SAS from extinction. It was an elegant eulogy, all the same, which began:




The death of Paddy Mayne has been a great shock to all those who knew him, both during and after the last war. Those who served under him came to regard him as indestructible, and it is a tragedy that he should meet his end in a motor car accident. The gift of leadership and his ability to inspire complete devotion and loyalty were his to an exceptional degree.





Franks had honoured Mayne in person, at his funeral, and in print. Yet from David Stirling there was silence. But what could he have said about a man he feared and envied in equal measure? Mayne was one of the few men who had seen through Stirling and recognised him for what he was.


But now that Mayne was dead, Stirling saw his opportunity. He would return from his self-imposed exile and stake his claim to be the father of British special forces. He had the connections and the cunning. Within weeks of Mayne’s death Stirling contacted the socialite author Virginia Cowles with a proposal for a book. It would be called ‘The Phantom Major’ and it would transform Stirling into a dashing guerrilla legend and Mayne into a dark, intemperate Irishman.
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Contrary to received opinion,1 Archibald David Stirling was not born at the family’s ancestral home of Keir House in the beautiful Perthshire countryside. Instead, ‘The Hon Mrs Stirling of Keir gave birth to a son on Monday November 15 1915, at 15 Cambridge Square, London,’ announced the Scotsman newspaper on 20 November.


Archibald David was named after his father, although from an early age he was called just David. He was the fourth child delivered to the Stirlings, and the third boy. His mother Margaret had no birthing ritual. Her eldest child, William, or Bill, as he was known to his friends and family, who had inherited his paternal grandfather’s name, was born in Grosvenor Gardens, London, in May 1911, and a brother, Peter, followed in February 1913. Peter was delivered at Keir House and Margaret, who arrived on 4 July 1914, at Cawder House, the Stirlings’ summer retreat in Lanarkshire.


After David, two more children followed, both born in London: Hugh, in May 1917, and the last of the brood, Irene, in March 1919.


David’s father was overseas when his son was born. Brig Gen Archibald Stirling had commanded the 1st Lovat Scouts Yeomanry in the latter part of the Gallipoli campaign in 1915 and in February 1916 the Scouts were amalgamated with several other yeomanry regiments to form the 2nd Dismounted (Yeomanry) Brigade, part of the Western Frontier Force under the command of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force.


Archibald Stirling remained with the Frontier Force for only a short time. He was approaching fifty, and was sick and worn out. This had been his third war and he was feeling his age. Nonetheless he returned in the summer of 1916 a hero, learning shortly after his arrival at Keir that he had been Mentioned in Despatches for a second time.


Vivid reminders of the war greeted the brigadier upon his arrival. He and his wife had transformed Keir House into a hospital for wounded officers and men in the winter of 1914–15; the fervour with which Margaret went about the task may have been her way of coping with the grief of losing her brother Hugh, killed at Ypres in October 1914 fighting with the Scots Guards.


David Stirling’s mother, Margaret Mary Fraser, known to her close friends as Peggy, was a force of nature, an alpha female, the embodiment of the Victorian values of duty, virtue and vigour. Her father, the 13th Lord Lovat, had been aide-de-camp to Queen Victoria when, in 1887, he died aged fifty-eight. Her mother remained a widow until her death fifty-one years later. Religion dominated Margaret’s life. Two of her brothers were monks at Fort Augustus Abbey, and two of her sisters worked for the Catholic Church.


Mrs Stirling’s self-assurance dazzled her children, particularly David, who in his own words held her ‘in a respect which was tinged with awe’.2 Furthermore, like many children in a large brood, he felt overlooked and undervalued by his parents, especially his mother. He craved her attention and her approval.


His mother was no dour zealot. A contemporary described her as ‘immensely warm-hearted and sociable, alive to the arts … she carried her public work lightly with zest and a great sense of fun’.3


She came of age in the Edwardian era, La Belle Époque, that brief and gloriously carefree interlude before the War to End All Wars. An eye-catching woman, if not a beautiful one, Margaret had poise, elegance and a cool self-confidence. It was during this epoch that Margaret met Archibald Stirling.


Little is known of their courtship, other than their engagement was announced in January 1910. On the surface one might surmise it was a marriage of convenience; he was forty-two and in need of an heir, and she was in her twenty-ninth year and conscious that her child-bearing years wouldn’t last for ever.


Contemporary newspaper reports of the wedding – which took place at the Lovats’ ancestral home at Beaufort Castle in Scotland that April – were concerned more with the couple’s lineage than with their love. In submitting the toast of the Stirling family, John Hurll declared: ‘Another notable alliance has been made, this time with another historic house, that of the Frasers of Lovat, and I am sure that it is our fervent hope, that the union may be a long and happy one. The motto of the Stirlings is “Gang Forward”, and it is our wish that they may continue to gang forward through the coming centuries as they have through the past.’4


To win the hand of Margaret, Archibald Stirling had converted to Catholicism. Neither he nor his father, Sir William Stirling-Maxwell, 9th Baronet, had been devout Protestants. Sir William’s devotion was art. On graduating from Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1839, he had embarked on a Grand Tour. Spain entranced him and he used his wealth to amass the most noteworthy collection of Spanish art outside Spain. His collection included works by Goya, Murillo, Zurbarán and at least eight El Grecos.


Archibald Stirling, the younger son, lacked his father’s intellect and charisma. He was a soldier and landowner, straightforward and a little dull. His wife provided the sparkle. She was a society hostess whose balls were the talk of the town; in June 1913 she arranged the eightsome reels for the Caledonian Ball at the Hotel Cecil in London’s Strand, which included among the fifteen hundred guests the cream of Britain’s aristocracy.


Margaret Stirling was a celebrity, a woman of refinement who rubbed shoulders with royalty. But to the constituents of Kinross and West Perthshire, what mattered most was her religion, and the fact she had converted her husband to Rome. When the brigadier-general contested the general election of December 1918, popularly known as the khaki election, as the Unionist candidate he suffered a shock defeat. The reason? As one correspondent wrote to the local paper, the Strathearn Herald, Stirling was a ‘distinguished pervert’ on account of his Catholicism.


The old soldier never fully recovered from the humiliation. His health slowly deteriorated throughout 1919 and that winter he suffered a severe bout of pleurisy. As part of his recuperation, he and his wife spent three months in Argentina, returning in April 1920 to learn that Margaret had been appointed an Officer of the Order of the British Empire for the valuable work she had accomplished during the war.


The noise that greeted the Stirlings as they walked through the front door of Keir must have been deafening: Bill was eight, Peter seven, Margaret six, David four, Hugh nearly three and Irene had recently celebrated her first birthday.


Bill was his mother’s favourite. He was her first, of course, but already he was a strapping and accomplished young gentleman, bright and outgoing and adventurous, the apple of any mother’s eye. Peter was also well rounded, a quick learner and a sociable boy, and he and his elder brother spent many afternoons racing each other around the estate. The worry for Mrs Stirling was David. He seemed a little overawed by his rumbustious brothers and preferred the company of Margaret. She was kinder and more sensitive; indeed, for nearly two years she had been David’s interpreter.


For the first four years of his life David Stirling lived in a world of his own. His elder sister was his conduit to those on the outside. Try as he might, he was unable to articulate himself properly; the words he wanted to say remain trapped on his lips and only gibberish emerged. Margaret alone understood what he wanted, and interpreted his demands and desires to the rest of the family. David was four when doctors diagnosed a ‘restricted tongue’ – it was probably ankyloglossia, more commonly known as tongue-tie, a result of an abnormally short frenulum attaching the tongue to the floor of the mouth. The cure is simple – a frenotomy, the snipping of the frenulum – and once David had been treated he left his own world.


It took him a while to adjust to his new one. By his own admission, his inability to make himself understood had made him sulky and irritable; these traits remained, as did a vivid imagination and a strong independence.


Keir was an ideal home for such a boy. He could incorporate its extensive grounds into his fantasy world. Keir House was built on high ground looking out over the Carse of Lecropt, rising from land on which had once stood Arnhall Castle. A couple of miles north-west of Bridge of Allan and one and a half miles south-west of Dunblane, Keir had been in the Stirling family since the middle of the fifteenth century.


Sir William Stirling-Maxwell had brought an artistic touch to the remodelling of Keir between 1847 and his death in 1878. He expanded the gardens, constructing them around a centuries-old Spanish chestnut tree, and over time further steps, terraces and fountains in the grand style were added. He enlarged the estate’s parklands and woodlands so that it became an idyll for a young boy where his imagination, and legs, could run wild.


If Keir wasn’t adventure enough, the Stirlings spent summers with their cousins, the Lovats, in the village of Morar, a mile south of Mallaig in the north-west of Scotland. Keir and Morar provided physical and mental stimulation for David and his five siblings, and yet he alone appeared not to be thriving in this privileged upbringing. He was ‘regarded as something of a problem child’,5 and his parents hoped that boarding school would straighten him out.


Ampleforth had been founded by Benedictine monks at the start of the nineteenth century but it was not until 1900 that it was officially constituted as a Catholic boarding school. Nine years later a theatre was built, but pupils had to wait until 1923 before Ampleforth installed electric lighting and central heating.


David arrived at the prep school the following year, following the path taken by Bill and Peter. The boys’ father had been educated at Eton College, but their mother was insistent that her sons must be educated as Catholics. Much would have been expected of the third Stirling boy, given the manner in which his brothers had wholeheartedly embraced Ampleforth life.


Peter shone academically from the start, winning a literary prize, but he was also ‘tried on a number of minor charges connected with railway travelling’.6 The school magazine didn’t elaborate on the charges, noting only that the accused was acquitted.


Bill, meanwhile, was settling into the senior school, securing the position of librarian and enlisting in the cadets. He was also a fanatic on the sports field; not a great one for team sports, he enjoyed athletics, contesting the high jump and half-mile in the school sports. Peter moved to the senior school at the start of the 1923–4 academic year, having won the prep-school French prize.


For a sensitive, insecure and diffident boy like David, the train journey from Scotland to Ampleforth must have been one of anxiety and foreboding. A bond was being severed; not the one with his parents, who had after all left him and his siblings in the care of nurses and governesses when they went to South America for three months in 1920, but his attachment to Keir.


Keir was his sanctuary. Its vast estate comforted and protected him; it had an abundance of nooks and crannies where a sulky and confused young child could seek refuge. The household staff were unfailingly kind and compliant, even obsequious. He had never experienced hostility. He was now on his way to an environment where not everyone would be so accommodating.


Douglas Brown, one of David’s contemporaries at Ampleforth, later recalled his first day at the school and how it left him with a ‘feeling of a gloomy sanctum straight out of Dickens’.7 On their arrival, Brown and his parents were welcomed by two monks: ‘The shorter, stouter figure was Abbot Edmund Matthews who had recently been succeeded by the tall man with horn-rimmed spectacles, standing beside him as Headmaster, Fr Paul [Nevill],’ he wrote.


Matthews and Nevill were responsible for the transformation of Ampleforth from a small boarding school into the ‘Catholic Eton’. A pupil himself in the 1890s, Nevill was appointed headmaster in 1924, a position he held for thirty years. The school was already in the process of modernising and Nevill was asked to push through further reforms. He soon introduced the house system (there were four houses in 1926: St Cuthbert’s, St Oswald’s, St Bede’s and St Aidan’s); built new science buildings and refectories; improved the quality of the food; provided more extracurricular activities and recruited more lay staff. A nine-hole golf course was created by the senior boys in their spare time, a cinder running track was laid and a stop butt was built for the rifle range.


Also at Ampleforth at this time was the Stirlings’ cousin, the Honourable Simon Fraser, the Master of Lovat. He described the school as ‘avant-garde and unconventional’, and although there was corporal punishment bullying was non-existent. Lovat attributed this to ‘the self-reliance which characterized the school’.8


In Father Paul’s long reign he saw many boys blossom into confident young men, among them Bill and Peter Stirling. In 1925 Bill was voted onto the hunt committee, won the Spanish prize and finished second in the under-sixteen mile race at sports day; in 1926 Bill was appointed master of hounds and passed his school certificate, gaining a ‘with credit’ in English, French and Spanish.


In his final year at Ampleforth, 1928–9, Bill was a school monitor – one of Father Paul’s innovations – master of hounds, a member of the second XV rugby team, a keen runner, a prize winner in the fishing club and a member of the senior literary and debating society. In one debate he argued for the motion that ‘while a Conservative government is in power, the prosperity of the British Empire is assured’. Though his team lost, the school magazine said that Bill ‘could always be relied on to produce weighty, and usually lengthy, arguments. He is at his best when fighting a losing battle.’9


There were some pursuits that Bill concealed from the Ampleforth staff. He and Simon Fraser bought rabbits from a local poacher and the pair sometimes got into fights outside the school grounds. On one occasion they were set upon by some boys on the train between York and Edinburgh. Lovat had his cap thrown out of the window but Bill came to his cousin’s rescue, flattening two of their assailants.


Peter also prospered. Like his elder brother, Peter was an enthusiastic runner and the pair clashed in the half-mile at the 1929 sports day, reprising all the times they had raced one another around the Keir estate. A boy called Hammon crossed the line first in two minutes and seventeen seconds, with Peter just pipping Bill to second. As a junior, Peter had set a new college record for the mile while also dominating the 440 yards and half-mile in his age group.


It was no great surprise that Peter was appointed head monitor in his last year at Ampleforth. It was a recognition of his outstanding contribution to college life. He was an astute captain of the second XV and, like Bill, a driving force on the hunt committee. Academically, he edged his brother, passing the school certificate ‘with credits’ in Latin, elementary mathematics, English, French and Spanish. Of Peter’s oratory skills in the debating society, the school magazine said: ‘Stirling spoke impressively without notes and stated the case for his party with seriousness and deep thought.’10


Bill continued the family tradition of going up to Trinity College, Cambridge. Ampleforth kept a note of his progress, relaying in the school magazine of 1930 that Bill had ‘made memorable his Mastership of the Trinity Foot Beagles by killing an unprecedented number of hares’.


Peter, the cleverest of the brothers, broke with tradition in going up to Magdalen College, Oxford, from where he sent the occasional despatch to the Ampleforth Journal informing them of his progress as he read Politics, Philosophy and Economics.


David Stirling left Ampleforth in 1934 after ten undistinguished years. Unlike his brothers, who boarded at St Cuthbert’s, David was a member of St Oswald’s. According to Douglas Brown, St Cuthbert’s was the house for the rough-and-tumble types, those who adored country pursuits. Not surprisingly their house colour was green, whereas maroon denoted an Oswald’s boy. ‘The master of hounds and winner of the point-to-point was more often than not provided by Cuthbert’s,’ recalled Brown. ‘Oswald’s was a complete contrast. Maroon seemed just the right shade for their studious, artistic and musical talents.’11


The housemaster of St Oswald’s was Father Stephen Marwood, or ‘Steenie’, as he was known to the boys. Father Paul described him as possessed of a ‘a marvellous mixture of strength and uprightness’, and Brown recalled that ‘“Steenie” had a warm outgoing personality who gave affection liberally and this was returned.’12


He nonetheless failed to bring David out of his shell. In his authorised biography, written six decades later, Stirling’s schooldays were covered in a page and a bit, the chief reflection being that his favourite pastime was solitary hikes across the Yorkshire countryside imagining he was hunting wild animals. Despite the presence of his brothers David was homesick at Ampleforth; the long walks may have been an opportunity to release his unhappiness without the worry of his tears being spotted by taunting classmates.


In the prep school he played for the second XV rugby team and the second XI in cricket, alongside Miles Fitzalan-Howard, later the 17th Duke of Norfolk. But on starting the senior school in September 1927 his name vanished from the school magazine for two years. David claimed that he contracted typhoid in his early teens, which entailed a long recovery during which time he was taught at Keir by a private tutor.


In 1930 David joined the Officer Training Corps (OTC), of which Peter was a lance corporal in his final year at Ampleforth (Bill had attained the rank of sergeant). According to David, one of the OTC’s under officers was Francis (Freddie) de Guingand, who as chief of staff to Gen Bernard Montgomery in the Second World War, gave Stirling invaluable assistance in raising the Special Air Service.


In fact, Freddie de Guingand had left Ampleforth more than a decade earlier and in 1930 was in Nyasaland with the King’s African Rifles; the de Guingand who was a contemporary of Stirling’s was Geoffrey; he was also in St Oswald’s House and was a talented thespian.


David followed Bill and Peter into the debating society and successfully argued for the motion that ‘women are taking too great a part in public life’. Meanwhile his younger brother, Hugh, was also now at Ampleforth and described by a contemporary as ‘a boy of more than average intellectual attainments … he combined charm of manner and a nimbleness of wit and tongue with a humorous outlook on life that made him an agreeable and amusing companion.’13


Hugh, in other words, was as popular as Bill and Peter, a boy of many talents and one ‘who thought for himself and was not afraid of questioning accepted conclusions until he had satisfied himself of their validity’.


A good pianist who performed Schubert’s Ländler in the inter-house music competition, Hugh also impressed as an aspiring soldier, passing the examination for the Officer Training Corps at the same time as David (despite their eighteen-month age difference) and being promoted lance corporal. He also surpassed David academically, gaining credits in his School Certificate in English, history, geography, oral French and general science; David managed credits in history, geography and oral French. The high point of David’s career at Ampleforth was when, in his last year, he was appointed master of beagles having previously served on the hunt committee. Subsequently, he claimed that his schooldays were marked by mischief and that he broke the rules with abandon, accepting stoically the six of the best he received as punishment for poaching and adventuring. In reality, the word that best describes David’s schooldays is ‘anonymous’. He seems to have left little imprint on Ampleforth or on his peers, in stark contrast to his brothers.


His mother must have felt a sense of disappointment that Ampleforth had failed to achieve with David what it had done with Bill, Peter and Hugh and instilled a sense of purpose and responsibility into his character. David was sybaritic, a dreamer, but also prone to bouts of depression, incapable of devoting himself to a cause or task. For Mrs Stirling, David remained a great source of worry, but now she no longer had the wise counsel of her husband to call on.










2



The 1920s was the decade of flappers, jazz, ‘talkies’ and the Charleston; to the Americans the years were ‘roaring’ and to the French the ‘années folles’. To Brig-Gen Archibald Stirling they were years of cruel decline.


Archibald Stirling was a Victorian and the mores of the Britain that rose from the ruins of the Great War baffled him; Keir became his fortress against the outside world, where he could roam the gardens and woodland taking comfort in the reliability of nature. He limited his public engagements and didn’t enjoy publicity. In 1926 the Stirlings hosted Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin and his wife at Keir during their brief visit to the region; the appearance of the PM caused a flurry of excitement in the local press, and the society magazine Tatler published a photograph of Mr Baldwin and his wife chatting to Mrs Stirling in the grounds of the house, but of the brigadier there was no sign.


As the decade wore on his health deteriorated; his wife, on the other hand, was rarely out of the newspapers as she organised fêtes, whist drives and balls. Anyone who considered themselves anyone in Scotland wanted a ticket to Mrs Stirling’s Gleneagles Ball; it was the perfect way to bring down the curtain on the season, in the opulent splendour of the Gleneagles Hotel in September.


In 1929 – the year he left Ampleforth – Bill Stirling attended the Gleneagles Ball along with his cousin the Honourable Simon Fraser, two eligible young bachelors whose photographs appeared in Tatler a week later.


In November 1929 Bill was appointed second lieutenant in the Lovat Scouts, the territorial unit to which his father had belonged twenty years earlier, and two months later he went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to read for the Historical Tripos.


On his infrequent returns to Keir his father was always a little weaker, and the end came in February 1932 when the brigadier-general died in an Edinburgh nursing home. Among the telegrams of condolence was one from His Majesty King George V and Queen Mary.


Bill’s father left £9 million in his will, most of which went to him now he was laird of Keir. Because of his new duties as laird, Bill was absent for much of the Easter term of 1932 when examinations for Part II of the Tripos took place. He was ‘allowed’ the term in the vernacular of the university, however, and graduated in absentia in June.


By then he was undergoing officer training at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, together with Simon Fraser. The pair were commissioned in the Scots Guards in September and five months later Fraser became the 15th Lord Lovat on the death of his father. In the years that followed Bill juggled his army career with his responsibilities at Keir. It was a demanding life, one that rarely allowed him the chance to enjoy some time to himself, or acquire a wife.


He hosted shooting parties on the estate, attended local bazaars, presided over the Dunblane Agricultural Show and in May 1935, to mark the King’s Silver Jubilee, he and his mother put on a lavish spread for four hundred underprivileged children. Before lighting the bonfire, Bill gave a short address ‘on the liberties enjoyed in this country’ and then presented each child with two jubilee pennies and a commemorative mug.


In January 1936 Bill resigned his commission in the Scots Guards, having reached the conclusion that he could no longer perform both roles adequately. He did so reluctantly but with no deep regret, and was put on the Reserve of Officers. As laird, Bill was concerned with the welfare of his employees and his tenants; as the eldest of six fatherless siblings, he also had to look out for his brothers and sisters. Peter was fine. He was preparing for the exams to enter the diplomatic service and none of the family had any doubt he would pass with flying colours; Hugh was still at Cambridge, but had already decided to follow family tradition and join the Scots Guards. Margaret was enjoying the life of a single girl, and at the Coronation Ball in May 1937 she would be one of several ‘Mayfair beauties’ to parade before King George VI and Queen Elizabeth at the Albert Hall. Irene was in her last year of school and would be presented to the King and Queen at Holyrood House in the summer of 1937.


The problem was David.


David left Ampleforth in April 1934 aged eighteen and a half, the same month that his mother arrived in London with her elder daughter. Mrs Stirling had taken house in the capital for the season, and she was hosting a dance for Margaret in a Mayfair ballroom with May Day as the theme. The guest list of five hundred was a Who’s Who of high society: the Duke and Duchess of Norfolk, the Duchess of Rutland, the Marchioness of Salisbury, Countess of Dalhousie, Viscount Fincastle, the 15th Lord Lovat – the list went on.


None of Mrs Stirling’s boys were present. Bill was with the army, Peter at Oxford and Hugh at Ampleforth. David must have had an excuse not to attend; in truth he had never cared for the balls that so enraptured his mother. He was neither good at dancing nor enjoyed it. But of course the dancing was secondary to the main purpose of a society ball: to be married off. The pressure was intense, particularly with a mother as well connected as his. David later told his biographer that he found coquetry intolerable and would flee the moment he found himself the target of any woman on the hunt for a husband.


He even managed to avoid the Gleneagles Ball on 3 October. Margaret, Bill and Peter were there (Hugh and Irene were too young) but David once more had eluded the clutches of any predatory female.


In January 1935 David went up to Cambridge to study for a Certificate of Proficiency in Architecture; there were no predatory females at Trinity, but plenty of predatory males, sexually and ideologically. One of the most notorious was Anthony Blunt. He had become a Fellow of Trinity College in 1932 and it’s believed he was recruited by the Soviet intelligence service at the end of the following year, or in early 1934. He subsequently groomed one of his undergraduates, John Cairncross, to become the fifth member of the Cambridge spy ring.


Blunt and David Stirling had some mutual acquaintances – Blunt’s mother was the second cousin of the Earl of Strathmore, who with his wife, the Countess, attended some of Mrs Stirling’s balls – and as an art historian Blunt would have known of some of the works hanging at Keir.*


There is no evidence, however, that Stirling and Blunt formed any sort of relationship at Cambridge.


In his authorised biography, David Stirling devoted little space to his brief period at Cambridge. Like Ampleforth, it was not an edifying experience. He recalled that most of his time at Trinity was spent at parties or the nearby racecourse at Newmarket, where he usually lost more than he won. He claimed he was sent down after racking up twenty-three misdemeanours. His tutor enumerated his offences and ‘invited’ Stirling to choose three on which to be sent down. Stirling told his biographer he couldn’t remember the three he selected.


On the train back to Keir Stirling decided that he would become an artist. He went to Paris and for a year and a half lived the life of a bohemian on the Left Bank, complete with beret. But his paintings were bland and his tutor advised him to look for alternative form of self-expression. He returned to Cambridge, who must have believed he was now a reformed character, but instead of studying he again spent most of his time at Newmarket, or in White’s, the private club in St James’s. After a year back at Trinity he quit.


That was Stirling’s version. According to the college records, however, he was resident for three terms, Lent (January to March) and Michaelmas (October to December) 1935, and Lent 1936. He had been ‘allowed’ Michaelmas 1934 and Easter (April to June) 1935, though no reason for his absence was recorded. He sat no university examinations and did not graduate.


When David’s time at Trinity finally petered out in March 1936, he was twenty. School and university had failed to rouse him from his torpor, so perhaps it was time for him to be put to work. Mrs Stirling and Bill contacted Reginald Fairlie, an Edinburgh architect who had designed the new Catholic church at Dunblane that had been consecrated in December 1934 and was a result of the munificence of Mrs Stirling.


David was soon on his way to Edinburgh in the hope that some of what he had learned on his proficiency in architecture course at Cambridge could be put to good use. Where he lodged is unknown; Fairlie shared a house with James Smith Forbes, one of his former partners at James Smith Forbes architects. One of their neighbours was the flamboyant artist Francis Cadell, who lived alone save for his faithful manservant. Asked to list his recreations in Who’s Who, Cadell limited himself to ‘bed and billiards’.


Stirling arrived in Edinburgh with unrealistic expectations of what awaited him. He was a novice, and a lazy one at that, not to be entrusted with anything important. When Stirling realised he would have to start at the bottom and that there would be little scope for creativity, he quit.


On returning to Keir he was asked by his mother to accompany her on a tour of the grounds. Mrs Stirling gave her son the most ‘shocking wigging’.1 It was 1937, Bill was a respected laird of Keir, Peter had joined the diplomatic service, Hugh had been commissioned in the Scots Guards and what, she demanded to know, was David going to do with his life? She was no doubt worried that David was, in the words of the former Prime Minister David Lloyd George, the embodiment of a generation that was ‘soft, slack and self-indulgent’.2


The army might make a man of him, if only the supplementary reserve of officers. The London Gazette of 23 July 1937 announced that the Scots Guards had a new recruit: ‘Archibald David Stirling (late Cadet Lce.-Corpl., Ampleforth Coll. Contgt., O.T.C.), to be 2nd Lt.’


He undertook some military training that summer, but in the winter he was off again, heading to Switzerland, where he climbed a few peaks and enjoyed the freedom of being plain David Stirling rather than the errant son of the Honourable Mrs Stirling, OBE.


When he reappeared at Keir in 1938, as feckless and aimless as ever, drastic action was required. Bill had recently returned from a working holiday in the USA, Mexico, Cuba, Guatemala, El Salvador and Venezuela with Lord Lovat. They had been exploring business opportunities in Latin America but had also paid a visit to El Paso, where a family friend owned a ranch.


Charles William Urmston – Bill to his friends and family – was the son of Augustus Brabazon Urmston, an acquaintance of Brig-Gen Stirling. The Urmstons were from Doune, four miles west of Keir, and Augustus had immigrated to Mexico in 1890 after five years of service in the Gordon Highlanders. Within six years he owned more than two hundred thousand acres in the state of Chihuahua, which he called the Hacienda de San Pedro, and Bill Urmston inherited the ranch on the death of his father in 1931.


Bill Stirling and Bill Urmston had been contemporaries at Cambridge, and the former asked his friend for a favour: would he hire David as a ranch hand? Work him as hard as you like; the harder the better, for he needs knocking into shape.


It was agreed that David would spend a year on the ranch. He was happy with the arrangement. He had outgrown Keir, and Scotland. It was too small-town. As a young boy Keir had protected him; now it suffocated him. He was oppressed, too, by his mother. He could sense he was a disappointment to her, and that in comparison to his three brothers he was, in the parlance of the day, a ‘lounge lizard’. The opportunity to reinvent himself thousands of miles away appealed to David.


There was, however, one last duty before he unfettered himself from Keir: tea with Queen Mary. To great excitement, King George VI’s mother visited Stirling Castle in September 1938 and then paid a visit to Keir at the invitation of her old friend, the Hon Mrs Stirling. ‘Hundreds of people lined the road between Stirling and Bridge of Allan, and others congregated at the south entrance of Keir to await the Royal party,’ reported the Strathearn Herald on 17 September 1938. ‘Her Majesty was welcomed by the youthful Mr William Stirling, and his mother … there were also present Miss Margaret Stirling, Miss Irene Stirling, Mr Hugh Stirling, Mr Peter Stirling, and Mr David Stirling.’


Among the entourage of Queen Mary were the King and Queen of Bulgaria, the Earl and Countess of Athlone, Lady Cynthia Colville and the Honourable Sir Gerald Chichester, the Queen’s Private Secretary.


Tea was served and afterwards the Queen was given a tour of the house and the grounds. She found Keir charming and ‘showed great interest in some of the artistic treasures of the house, particularly the Stuart paintings’.


David sailed from Glasgow on the evening of 11 November on board the SS Cameronia, a large ocean liner belonging to the Anchor Line. On arrival at Ellis Island nine days later he was required to complete the standard immigration form. He was aged twenty-two, 6ft 4½in tall, eyes and hair both brown. He had been born in London and his last residence was Dunblane, where lived his next of kin, the Honourable Mrs Stirling.


In the column marked occupation he wrote ‘nil’ and asked his race or people he submitted ‘English’, in contrast to most of his fellow passengers who stated they were Scottish. His final destination was El Paso, Mexico, but his temporary residence was the Pierre Hotel in New York City.


David wasn’t the only one of the Stirling clan to be despatched overseas. Drawing on more of her family connections, Mrs Stirling packed off Irene, now eighteen, to Japan to broaden her horizons. While in Tokyo she was the house guest of the Morlands; Oscar Morland was in the diplomatic service and his wife, Alice, was Mrs Stirling’s niece, a woman famous for being ‘the youngest hostess who ever entertained Royalty’.3 The Tatler gossip columnist stifled a smirk as he penned his ‘And the World said …’ column for the 14 December issue. ‘Mrs Stirling of Keir has speeded three of her six children,’ he wrote. ‘David to Mexico where he is working on “Bill” Urmston’s ranch; Irene to Japan, where she will stay with the Oscar Morlands […] and Hugh to Egypt with the 1st Battalion Scots Guards. Conversely, the Lovats are settling down to their duties with a good grace.’


One wonders how the elegant putdown was received at Keir. Not well. Perhaps Mrs Stirling took one of her long walks around the gardens to let off steam.


She would have been even more infuriated had she known that David had yet to set a foot in a stirrup and was still ensconced at the Pierre, a luxury forty-one-storey hotel of cream-coloured brick on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Sixty-first Street.


But David couldn’t hide his whereabouts for long; he required money from his mother, which he received, along with a telegram informing him Margaret was on her way to New York to straighten out her errant brother. David had tried to excuse his extended stay in New York on the grounds of illness, but his mother was not fooled. She could imagine what Tatler might write if they got wind of her son’s idleness.


Mrs Stirling’s manoeuvre worked. So frightened was David of his mother, even when she was venting her fury through an emissary, that he checked out of the Pierre and rode the railroad west. He subsequently sent his sister a letter in which he said he hoped she understood why he had fled New York the moment she arrived.


He was suffering now, however, as his brother and mother had intended. It was a tough life in the saddle, and camping in a tent was no fun because of the cold nights.


David told his sister that he was about to embark on a cattle drive to a ranch seventy miles away. He had then to ride to Bella Coola, on the west coast of Canada, a distance he estimated to be about 215 miles. From there he would help drive fifty horses from their winter pasture to the home ranch in El Paso.


It must have been early spring when David wrote to his sister, and life on the prairie got easier as the summer arrived. He was a wrangler, working alongside men who didn’t care for titles or money, but judged a man by how tough he was in the saddle and in the mind. David prospered. He was physically brave, and he enjoyed the sensation of being plain David and not a Stirling, the son of the Honourable Mrs Stirling. He also discovered for the first time that he had a power over people; he could bend them to his will, not by force but by charm. No matter if it was insincere flattery; it worked. He had the gift of making people feel so important they would do whatever he asked, regardless of the validity of his request. His technique was simple: stooping to their eye level, he flashed his diffident smile and in his quiet, cultured voice enquired with hesitant courtesy if they wouldn’t mind awfully helping him out.


David was in Montana, driving the horses towards the ranch in El Paso, when he learned that Britain and Germany were at war. He telegraphed Keir and was ordered to return home by his mother. He wasted no time. He secured a cabin-class passage on the luxury liner SS Manhattan from New York to Southampton, arriving in England on 16 September 1939. There were forms to fill before disembarkation. This time, in the column marked occupation he proudly wrote ‘rancher’, and as an address he gave ‘Dumbland, Scotland’. He had returned home with his hatred of Keir and Dunblane still burning.








* In the October 1939 Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, Anthony Blunt wrote an essay on ‘El Greco’s “Dream of Philip II”: An Allegory of the Holy League’, in which he mentioned the Stirling collection and he thanked Mrs Stirling for access to her husband’s correspondence on the subject.
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Only ten months separated Blair Mayne and David Stirling in age but in youthful accomplishments the difference was so great as to be embarrassing. Stirling, the younger of the pair, was a quitter, a ‘lounge lizard’, one who on entering the United States of America in 1938 had listed his occupation as ‘nil’.


Blair Mayne had also voyaged overseas in 1938, to South Africa as a member of the British and Irish Lions rugby squad. His selection for the tour was the climax to an outstanding sporting career that had started in earnest a decade earlier when he enrolled at Regent House grammar school in Newtownards. Mayne was made for sport; from an early age he showed exceptional hand-eye coordination. He also had balance, rhythm and reflexes so swift he seemed always to be a half-step ahead of his opponent, whatever the sport. At school he played cricket and rugby, and in his spare time enjoyed golf and swimming. He also shot, rode and fished.


Mayne possessed a physique that was as powerful as it was agile, and in adolescence he grew upward and outward. But what distinguished Mayne from his peers was his temperament. Physique alone doesn’t make a great athlete; without a strong mind a strong body is useless. Some sportsmen thrive only as part of a team, finding courage in camaraderie, but Mayne excelled in individual sports as well as team ones. He had the self-discipline and iron determination to train on his own, in all weathers, pushing himself to the limits of his mental and physical endurance. He coped with the pressure of competition, thinking with clarity and processing information with such speed it appeared he knew what his opponent was going to do before they did.


When he was only seventeen Mayne was playing senior rugby for his local club, Ards, and by the time he was nineteen he was captain, issuing instructions to teammates ten years his senior. He led by example more than by words. He never bawled at his teammates; he cajoled and encouraged.


Mayne was appointed captain of the Ards cricket team for the 1934 season but that September he embarked upon a new challenge as an undergraduate at Queen’s University in Belfast. He played another season of rugby at Ards before deciding to focus on university sport.


Ards’s loss was Queen’s gain, and in November 1935 Mayne played in the second row of the Queen’s side that beat University College Dublin 11–3. That same week he was among thirteen candidates who stood for election to the Students’ Representative Council; Mayne was one of eight chosen to sit on the council.


There were barely enough hours in the day: as well as studying for a law degree, playing for the rugby team, sitting on the students’ council and drilling with the Officer Training Corps, Mayne also won the heavyweight division of the Irish junior inter-university boxing championships in Dublin, beating an opponent from University College Dublin in the final in February 1936. That victory secured him a place in the British universities’ championships in London. He reached the final but lost on points to a boxer called Luntz from Liverpool University.


So Mayne was human after all. But he was soon in the ascendant once more, in October 1936 earning a place in the North of Ireland XV against a West of Ireland XV in Galway, an indication that he was being considered for the national rugby team. In announcing Mayne’s selection, a local paper described the 6ft 2in and 15 stone Mayne as ‘a big, solid forward who learned the game in Regent House’.1


Mayne won his first cap for Ireland in April 1937, playing in the second row against Wales in Belfast, a match the hosts lost but one in which the debutant ‘showed up well’, according to one newspaper report.2 The following season he played against England and Wales, and impressed enough to earn a place among the twenty-nine players selected to tour South Africa with the British and Irish Lions in the summer of 1938. Two of his fellow tourists were Queen’s men, Harry McKibbin and George Cromey, and the Ulster prop Sammy Walker was captain.


Mayne and the seven other Irish Lions were given a ‘cordial sendoff’ when they sailed for England on 18 May on the first leg of their voyage to South Africa.3 It would be four and a half months before they returned.


When Mayne did come home it was with the reputation as the pre-eminent player of the tour. The Lions had lost the series two Test matches to one, but they acquitted themselves creditably against a South Africa side that in 1937 had gone to New Zealand and beaten the All Blacks on their own soil. In total, the tourists had played twenty-four matches and Mayne had featured in all but four. The hard grounds and fast pace had been too much for most of his teammates, who kept the physiotherapist busy throughout with a succession of injuries. Mayne alone of the forwards had remained free from injury. He hadn’t just been durable; he had been consistently at the top of his game. Some of the tourists had been found wanting, mentally and physically, against the relentless aggression of their opponents. Not Mayne. The more ferocious the match, the better he played. ‘Prominent’, ‘outstanding’, ‘magnificent’ and ‘best in the pack’ were among the descriptions bestowed by the British and Irish newspapers on Mayne’s performances. One South African paper went so far as to suggest he ‘was the equal of any British forward ever seen in the Union’.4


The physical confrontation stimulated Mayne, as did the company of his fellow tourists. He had enjoyed a comfortable middle-class upbringing and although sport had broadened his social horizons, as had, to an extent, university, in South Africa he was living cheek by jowl with men from a diverse range of backgrounds.


His particular friend was the Welsh hooker, Bill ‘Bunner’ Travers, a coal trimmer from Newport who shared Mayne’s love of combat. They were also united by their distaste for the stuffy formality that accompanied any major overseas rugby tour, where local dignitaries, swollen with self-importance, hosted interminable receptions. At one such function in Durban, Mayne and Travers slipped out of the country club and went drinking in establishments in which they felt more at home, among the city’s working men.


Vivian Jenkins, the Lions’ vice-captain, described Mayne as ‘immensely popular’ with his teammates. Jenkins also said, ‘He was a very quiet chap. He was a bit of a loner in one way … at first glance you would think he wouldn’t hurt a fly, but we soon discovered that when he got steamed up, he would do anything.’5


There were two things that got Mayne steamed up: alcohol and injustice. He had an acute sense of right and wrong, and reacted badly, and often violently, if he judged something was blatantly unfair. When the tourists arrived at their hotel in Pietermaritzburg in Natal they were unimpressed with their accommodation. The rooms were small and cramped, and their chagrin intensified when they discovered that the best rooms had been reserved for the Natal Rugby Union’s officials and their wives, evidently intent on turning the midweek match into a mini holiday. ‘Blair wasn’t happy,’ recalled Jenkins. ‘So he decided to stage a one-man protest.’


Mayne smashed up everything in his room. The bed, the wardrobe, the chest of drawers and the bedside table. ‘He broke the whole bloody lot and then piled it in a heap in the middle,’ said Jenkins, who could hear the destruction from his room. ‘I might have been vice-captain of the tour, but I kept very quiet because there was no way I was getting involved.’


The return to the mundanity of everyday life must have been hard for all the tourists after nearly five months away. They had visited vineyards, safari parks and swum in the Indian Ocean; they’d been wined and dined from Rhodesia to Cape Town, met some delightful young women, and now it was back to the nine to five.


For Mayne, that entailed practising with the Belfast solicitors G. L. MacLaine & Co., advising clients on matters relating to their cases or making the odd appearance in court as a witness to the signing of a contested will.


Rugby remained his outlet, his means of escaping the humdrum office life of the young solicitor. The physical challenge excited him, and there was nothing comparable to the adrenalin rush of running onto a pitch to the roar of thousands of voices. In South Africa thirty-six thousand spectators had watched the first Test match at Ellis Park, Johannesburg, and in February 1939 a capacity crowd of forty-three thousand saw Ireland beat England at Twickenham. Among the spectators was a correspondent for Tatler, the society magazine that a couple of months earlier had sniggered at the indolence of David Stirling.


There was nothing inert about the Ireland performance, they wrote, which was ‘due almost entirely to a forward display of the real old-fashioned type’. The victory was Ireland’s first at Twickenham since 1931 and while the correspondent thought it invidious to single out individuals, ‘J. W. S. Irwin was a splendid leader, and was wonderfully supported by R. B. Mayne’.


The Belfast Telegraph agreed. Mayne had been superb, and he and David O’Loughlin were ‘two giants for work’ in a team performance the paper described as ‘guerrilla-like rugby’.


On 28 March Mayne’s name once more appeared in print, but this time in the London Gazette announcing his commission in the reserve of the Royal Regiment of Artillery:




8th A.A. Regt.—Robert Blair MAYNE (late Officer Cadet, Queen’s Univ. Belfast Contgt, O.T.C.) to be 2nd Lt. 27th Mar. 1939, with regtl. seniority 6th Mar. 1939.





At first life continued as normal. On Monday 3 April 1939 the Lions reunited for a match at Ravenhill against an invitational XV, a chance for Belfast fans to get a glimpse of the players who had performed so respectably in South Africa. It was a thumping victory for the Lions, but a good-natured one, and Mayne provided the denouement when, ‘amid uproarious merriment’, he kicked the final conversion between the posts ‘at the second attempt and with much difficulty’.6


There was a sinister stillness to the summer of 1939. Twenty-five years earlier, flaming June had been a month of parties and picnics in Britain and the terrible storm that broke in August caught the continent unawares. In 1939, life went on but few people made long-term plans.


On 28 June Mayne was introduced as a new solicitor to Judge John McGonigal at a sitting of the Belfast Quarter Sessions. Informed that Mayne had served his apprenticeship with Mr. T. C. G. Macintosh of Newtownards, before joining MacLaine & Co., the judge replied that he ‘knew Mr Macintosh very well, and he was sure that Mr Mayne would do both firms every credit’.7


Nine weeks later Britain declared war on Germany, but as autumn became winter the conflict was dubbed ‘phoney’. For Mayne, the only combat was on the rugby field, representing assorted army teams whenever invited. On 16 December he was selected to play for a combined Scotland/Ireland XV against an England/Wales team in a services international at the Richmond Athletic Ground in Surrey, with all gate receipts from the five-thousand-strong crowd going to the Red Cross. Mayne was on the losing side, but it was an occasion when the result was irrelevant.










PART II
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The ideal role for David Stirling upon his return to Britain in September 1939 would have been a desk job in the Ministry of Information. As the government began plotting a strategy of national propaganda to boost morale on the home front and influence opinion abroad, a man of Stirling’s fertile imagination would have been welcome. As it was, he travelled to the Guards training battalion at Pirbright in Surrey.


He had been there before, briefly in the summers of 1937 and 1938, having joined the supplementary reserve; but that was part-time soldiering in peacetime. Now the Guards were training for war. Stirling struggled from the start. At Ampleforth he had shown little aptitude for soldiering in the OTC, only ever attaining the rank of lance corporal. Too uncoordinated for the parade ground and too listless in the field, Stirling had little to recommend him to the Guards’ training instructors.


The parade ground training was monotonous, but Stirling lacked the discipline to knuckle down and submit to the drudgery of drilling. According to his biography, he answered back to his drill sergeant and fell asleep in lectures because he was unafraid of authority. Part of this disdain for military discipline came from his character but Stirling also knew the weight that the family name carried. His mother was one of the best-connected women in Scotland; at some stage or another she had hosted every senior officer in the Scots Guards at one of her legendary balls. She was a friend to Queen Mary and Stanley Baldwin, and was an acquaintance of Queen Elizabeth. Stirling may not have liked his mother, but he was quite prepared to exploit her status for an easier life.


Another young Scots Guards officer at Pirbright was Willie Whitelaw,* who had the misfortune to be put under Stirling for instruction. It was not an edifying experience, he recalled: ‘He would simply ignore the duties and go off to a party in London … he was quite, quite, irresponsible.’1


Guardsmen shared that view. Archie Gibson grew up in Crieff, sixteen miles north of Keir, and joined the 2nd Battalion Scots Guards on the outbreak of war. A few weeks later he encountered Stirling when the battalion went on manoeuvres in Hampshire. ‘I was detailed to go to the station and pick up a Guards officer,’ he recalled. ‘No one came off that train and no one came off the next train, and I thought this is rather a nice way of getting off manoeuvres so I’ll wait for the third train.’2


Stirling stepped off that train, and Gibson winced when he saw the tall officer coming towards him. ‘He was wearing his Guards checkered hat, service dress and Sam Browne belt, everything was wrong for manoeuvres.’ Stirling climbed into the passenger seat and told Gibson to ‘waken me up if anything exciting happens’. When they arrived at the site of the manoeuvres there wasn’t a soul to be found. ‘He slept for two hours,’ said Gibson. ‘It was just as well he missed manoeuvres because some higher-up officers would have bollocked him for turning up in the wrong gear.’


Stirling could always blame his lethargy on the state of the war. The initial excitement of early September slowly dissipated throughout the winter of 1939–40. The British Expeditionary Force in France numbered more than 150,000 but had nothing to do other than dig ever deeper defensive positions on the eastern border. The Luftwaffe air raids that the British people had been warned by their government to expect never materialised and thousands of children who had been evacuated to the countryside in the first week of September returned to their cities. Only at sea was there any fighting. On land life was often more agreeable. ‘I went hunting in borrowed clothes on a troop horse called Number Nine,’ wrote Hermione Ranfurly in her diary on 20 November 1939.3


Born Hermione Llewellyn in 1913 to a wealthy father, who squandered his money gambling, and a mother who suffered from manic depression, Ranfurly’s troubled upbringing had forged a character that was resilient and self-sufficient.


Her mother was an Elwes, some of whom were contemporaries of the Stirlings at Ampleforth, and her husband was Daniel, the 6th Earl of Ranfurly, an officer in the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry whom she had married in January 1939.


Lady Ranfurly was staying at Brocklesby Hall in Lincolnshire, a large house whose twenty-seven thousand acres had been given over to the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry for training. On 1 December she joined her husband and a group of his fellow officers on a hunt. When she returned to Brocklesby Hall she learned that Russia had invaded Finland.


What became known as the Winter War proved harder for the Russians to win than they had envisaged. The Finns were indeed brave, and their courageous resistance against the invader inspired Britain and France to offer assistance.


The French mobilised their Chasseurs Alpins with a view to sending them north to fight alongside the Finns, and Britain promised two divisions, including a battalion of soldiers with winter skills.


Designated the 5th (Special Reserve) Battalion Scots Guards, volunteers were chosen on their skiing ability and they began reporting for duty in January 1940 at Quebec Barracks in Bordon, Hampshire.


In command of the ‘Snowballers’, as the new unit was nicknamed, was Lt-Col Jimmy Coats, MC, Coldstream Guards, a famous bobsledder in the 1930s, while Maj Bryan Mayfield, Scots Guards, was appointed second-in-command.


Col Coats had instructions to have the battalion ready for active service by 1 March, so time was of the essence. The priority was to select the right personnel from the one thousand volunteers, who included civilians as well as soldiers, six hundred of whom were commissioned officers.


Coats and Mayfield interviewed them all and eventually appointed four company commanders and fifteen subalterns. Those not chosen had the choice of relinquishing their commissions and serving in the ranks, while continuing to receive their officer’s pay. Among those who accepted this proposal was David Stirling, who enlisted on 25 February, and Andrew Maxwell, his cousin. Stirling was no expert on skis. The family had never skied in Scotland and so what experience he had would have consisted of the rudimentary skills he had learned from his time in Switzerland in the winter of 1937–8. That Stirling had scant experience of real winter conditions was evident in his letter to his sister while ranching in America, when he complained of the cold nights and snowstorms.


Most of the Snowballers, however, were inured to snow and ice. There were competitive skiers, Arctic explorers and renowned mountaineers. Freddie Spencer Chapman was the holder of the Polar Medal and a veteran of two explorations of Greenland, and Jim Gavin had been a member of the eight-strong 1936 Everest expedition.


The Snowballers embarked at Southampton on 2 March and landed in France the following day, taking the train onward to Chamonix in the Alps. Their training time in the Alps was brief and they were back in England just over a week later, hurriedly preparing to head to Finland where the Russians had launched a spring offensive. Before the Snowballers could sail from Scotland the Winter War ended in defeat for Finland. ‘We were all set to go when the Finnish Armistice came,’ recalled George Jellicoe, one of the officers. ‘It was an extremely lucky thing for us that there was that armistice, I think. Our bones would be bleaching on some sort of tundra very quickly. But it was a rather pleasant interlude, and I went from that straight away to our training battalion at Pirbright.’4


Stirling also returned to Pirbright, and, in his recollection, to White’s, which had become a second home since his commission in the Scots Guards.








* Later Viscount Whitelaw, and Home Secretary in Margaret Thatcher’s first government.
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London was a city of liberation for David Stirling. He could lose himself in its anonymity, as well as its bars, clubs and nightspots. Physically and temperamentally, Stirling didn’t have the feeling that he stood out in the capital. He could be himself.


He was also far removed from the influence of his family but, as he had demonstrated in New York in the winter of 1938–9, Stirling had neither the maturity or the self-discipline to stand on his own two feet. Left alone in a big city he invariably got up to mischief, like a child who has crept into the pantry. Mrs Stirling had sent Margaret to America to take David in hand; in London it would require the intervention of Bill to save David from himself.


After a brief foray into politics in November 1937, when he had unsuccessfully stood as the Progressive Party candidate in the Glasgow council elections (coming second to the incumbent Socialist Party in the left-wing stronghold of Provan), Bill had concentrated on business and his duties as laird of Keir.


Like his father, Bill was a popular master with the household and estate staff. He had his father’s integrity and fairness, but was less patrician and more personable. He talked to his employees man to man, and not master to servant, as had been the way with the brigadier-general. His charm and humour were a maternal inheritance. His green fingers came from the paternal side. The Stirlings had always been enthusiastic horticulturalists and Bill was no different. In April 1939 he opened Keir’s grounds to the public – at a cost of a shilling’s entrance fee – as part of Scotland’s Garden Scheme. Visitors had the opportunity to enjoy some of the most celebrated private gardens, with all proceeds going to the Queen’ s Institute of District Nursing. The Scotsman newspaper visited Keir and congratulated Bill on ‘his fine rock garden, shrubs, and walled garden’.


Unlike his father, Bill had an eye for a business opportunity, a quality he shared with his mother. Together they formed the Coal Company, and in April 1939 acquired Blackhill Colliery in Bishopbriggs, raising £7500 of capital by selling shares at £1 each.


The outbreak of war was an inconvenience for Bill, who as a reserve officer had been called up on 15 June 1939 and then released from duty on 15 July after a month’s training at Windsor. With the grouse season under way, he rented land on Edinample Moors, twenty-five miles north of Keir. But on 1 September he was ordered to report for duty at Chelsea Barracks with the 1st Battalion Scots Guards. Six weeks later Bill joined the Scots Guards training battalion.


All the while he kept an eye on his business affairs. Early in 1940 Bill and his mother acquired another business, a quarrymaster and sand merchant in Renfrew, which they named the Houston Quarry Company Ltd. The capital was £500 in £1 shares, and this time there was a third director, Maj Bryan Mayfield.


Mayfield was a career soldier. He had been commissioned into the Scots Guards in 1918 aged nineteen and for the last three years he had been stationed in Palestine and North Africa. He was recently divorced so a business opportunity represented a new chapter in his life, and Bill was an old friend he knew he could trust from their time together in the Scots Guards.


When Bill and his mother made public the formation of the Houston Quarry Company Ltd, Mayfield was on his way to Chamonix with the Snowballers. Bill had been invited to join the battalion but he laughed off the idea; he had never skied in his life. But when presented with another invitation, again from Mayfield, he accepted.


Bill was asked if he would like to join an organisation called Military Intelligence Research, known as MI (R). In view of the internecine warfare that would bedevil British intelligence in the first two years of the war, it is worth examining the roots of MI (R) to better understand how this came to pass.


In 1909 the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) was formed as a section of the Secret Service Bureau. In The Special Operations Executive 1940–46, M. R. D. Foot – himself a wartime intelligence officer – wrote of SIS, ‘From 1921 it was under Foreign Office control,* though it also included sections from the navy, the army and the air force. Its job was to secure secrets from abroad. Founded in parallel with it, the security service (MI5) looked after preserving secrets at home, and came under the Home Office.’1


In 1938 three new sections were formed; one was concerned with propaganda and was known as Department EH, on account of its location in Electra House on London’s Embankment. Another was Section D, headed by Maj Lawrence Grand. According to Foot, its raison d’être ‘was to look into the theory of secret offensives: how could enemies be attacked, otherwise than by the usual military means?’


The third was known as GS (R), and initially comprised Maj Joe Holland and a typist. Holland was a decorated soldier from the Great War, who had been wounded in Ireland during the 1919–20 War of Independence. The guerrilla tactics of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) roused in Holland a deep fascination with irregular warfare, and by 1939 he was Britain’s foremost expert in the field. M. R. D. Foot recalled that he had collated reports on Boer tactics in the South Africa War of 1899–1902; T. E. Lawrence in the Great War; the Russian Revolution; the Spanish Civil War; the Sino-Japanese War; and the Arab–Jewish conflict in Palestine.


Described by Foot as ‘a bald, burly, short-tempered, large-hearted man’, Holland was a rarity in the conservative British military in being an unconventional theorist. Fortunately, in Frederick Beaumont-Nesbitt, the deputy director of military intelligence, Holland had a like-minded ally. In the spring of 1939 GS (R) was renamed MI (R), and Holland and Lawrence Grand began a close collaboration that ultimately resulted in the formation of the Special Operations Executive in July 1940. ‘It was eventually formed by combining section D, MI (R) and EH,’ wrote Foot, ‘a combination approved by C [the head of SIS], by the Foreign Office, and by the army high command.’


In the interim, Holland moved into the main War Office building in Whitehall, and one of the men who joined MI (R) was Colin Gubbins, described as a ‘small, slight, wiry Highlander’. Born in Japan in 1896, Gubbins was as independent and audacious in intellect as his chief. Together, Holland and Gubbins wrote two pamphlets, ‘The Art of Guerrilla Warfare’ and the ‘Partisan Leaders’ Handbook’, and they then began to put into practice their theories. ‘Holland spent the winter of 1939–40 starting up various parts of the secret war and finding the right men to take them over,’ recalled Foot.2 One of these ‘parts’ was Operation Knife.


On 9 April 1940 Germany invaded Norway, occupying the capital, Oslo, as well as Bergen, Trondheim and Narvik. There was spirited resistance from the Norwegians, however, assisted by an Allied expeditionary force, especially in western Norway where the cities of Bergen and Stavanger were of particular strategic importance. MI (R) hatched a plot to land a small party of men in Sognefjord, north of Bergen,* who would then work with the Norwegian resistance in sabotaging German railway communications.


Bryan Mayfield was chosen to lead the party, which consisted of Bill Stirling, Peter Kemp, Ralph Farrant, David Stacey and Jim Gavin. Mayfield and Gavin had been Snowballers, and the latter was a tough and experienced mountaineer, as well as a regular officer in the Royal Engineers and something of a demolitions expert. On coming down from Cambridge Kemp had felt compelled to go to Spain to fight in the civil war. Unlike most international volunteers, however, Kemp fought not for the Republicans but for the Nationalists. One of the few foreign officers in the elite Spanish Legion, his war ended in 1938 when shrapnel from a mortar round lacerated his face and hands.


Stacey had been a stockbroker before the war and was as inexperienced in clandestine warfare as Farrant – an artillery officer who had competed in the 1939 Fastnet yacht race – and Stirling.


What they did possess, however, was good breeding. ‘England in the late 1930s and early 1940s was run, almost entirely, by an educated governing class drawn from headmasters’ conference public schools,’ reflected M. R. D. Foot. ‘To know which school a man had been at was to know something about his probable competence and character.’3


Farrant had been to Rugby, Kemp to Wellington, Gavin to Uppingham and Stirling to Ampleforth. Furthermore, Kemp, Gavin and Stirling were Trinity men. David Stacey might have owed his place to Lawrence Grand, who, with the support of Sir Stewart Menzies, the new head of the SIS, tended to recruit his friends who worked in the City of London.


Kemp recalled that they were assembled in London in April 1940 and briefed on their mission. They would be transported to Norway by submarine and would have with them a substantial supply of explosives, grenades and weapons with which to equip the local resistance, who would be waiting to greet them at Sognefjord. Their initial task was to ski south to the Bergen-Oslo railway and sabotage it. Then they were to assess the German occupation of Norway and either organise local resistance or make their way to Sweden.


Kemp was promoted to captain, but he still considered himself the pup of the party. ‘After me the most junior was Bill Stirling, at this time a captain in the Scots Guards,’ he recalled. ‘A man of six foot five and proportionately broad.’4


It had been four years since Bill had resigned his commission, and undoubtedly he owed his place on the party to the old-boy network. Nonetheless he had plenty of suitable traits: physically fit and temperamentally strong, he had power of command and ‘was one of the best shots in the country’.5 On the form he was required to complete on joining SOE, Bill listed his competency in driving a car or lorry, riding, swimming, mountaineering, shooting and running. But he answered ‘no’ when asked if he could ride a bike, ski or sail.


Once briefed on their mission, the six men of Operation Knife had a short audience with Joe Holland, who told them, ‘I say, you know, it’s frightfully nice of you chaps to go on this show.’


They caught the train from King’s Cross to Edinburgh, and from there to the Rosyth naval base on the Firth of Forth. Their stores had gone before and were already stowed on HMS Truant, one of the new T-class submarines under the command of Lt-Cdr Christopher Hutchinson. ‘At Rosyth these brave soldiers came on board,’ he recalled. ‘I say brave because they probably never volunteered to dive in a submarine to start with. Secondly, not perhaps in war, and thirdly, having got them to their landing place I was to forsake them, and leave them with such weapons as they had: plastic explosive, cheesewire for silencing sentries, ghastly-looking knives. I’d never seen such a bunch of cut-throats, but I must say, I did admire them.’6


Hutchinson observed that the seven men were all officers except one. When Hutchinson ‘queried’ the seventh man, he was told that he was Stirling’s ghillie, Adam, brought on the mission by Bill as a condition of his participation. ‘The ghillie was disguised as a corporal in the Lovat Scouts,’ said Hutchinson.


Hutchinson had already acquired a reputation as an outstanding commander, having sunk and damaged two enemy vessels. However, months of constant patrolling had taken their toll and in a recent action HMS Truant had been hunted by three German torpedo boats, which between them dropped thirty-one depth charges at their prey, ‘most of them unpleasantly close’. Consequently, Hutchinson could sleep only with ‘fairly powerful drugs, drugs that I dare not take at sea’.


The Truant departed Rosyth at 5 p.m. on 24 April 1940 with the seven soldiers permitted to stay on deck until the submarine was clear of the estuary. Hutchinson then ordered them below and they turned in for the night. At 3.41 the next morning Mayfield and his men were talking to the commander in the ward room when two loud explosions shook the Truant as it sailed on the surface of the North Sea. Hutchinson made his way to the bridge, where the officer of the watch said he had seen ‘a great red flash’. The bridge was cleared and the submarine, dived. Hutchinson then began to assess the damage. ‘One battery appeared to be in a very parlous state,’ he recollected. ‘Several cells were broken and chlorine gas was apparent. The forehatch had jumped open against its clips and shut again, and had let in quite a bit of water. What a mercy it did shut again. I was surprised it didn’t fracture the clips.’


Hutchinson’s initial assessment was a torpedo from an enemy submarine or torpedo boat, although the explosion was subsequently attributed to a mine. Whatever the cause, it was evident that the Truant was incapable of continuing to Norway. ‘It was on my way back to Rosyth that I realised that my nerve had gone,’ said Hutchinson.


He had discovered what his father’s generation had learned: that men are like clothes, and no matter how tough they will eventually wear out. ‘Courage is will power,’ wrote Charles Wilson, a medical officer in the First World War, who in May 1940 was appointed Winston Churchill’s personal physician. ‘The story of how courage was spent in France [in the Great War] is a picture of sensitive men using up their will power under discouraging circumstances while one by one their moral props were knocked down. The call on the bank might be only the daily drain of the trenches, or it might be a sudden draft which threatened to close the account.’7


For Hutchinson, it may have been the sight of the forehatch that drained the last of his courage. It had been a lucky escape; on another day it might not have shut, and they would have foundered at night in the North Sea. Understanding that he was now a liability to his crew, Hutchinson exhibited impressive moral fortitude in signalling Rosyth that he was returning to base, ‘and on arrival the commanding officer required a relief. So back we went and I could barely face any of my crew.’8


On arrival at Rosyth at 5.30 p.m. on 25 April Hutchinson was taken to hospital and he never returned to the Truant.*


The Admiralty promised Mayfield and his men that there would be a second attempt to transport them to Norway, but it might take a day or two to provide a replacement submarine. Rather than loiter on the Rosyth base, Bill invited his companions to Keir House to recuperate, where they were joined by Simon Fraser, 15th Lord Lovat, who had been taken on by Mayfield as ‘an extra hand’.9 Peter Kemp found the experience delightful. ‘Exhilarated by the recollection of our recent escape and stimulated by the hope of another, more successful venture, we were yet able to relax enough to enjoy the superb hospitality which the Stirlings, undismayed by the imminent conversion of Keir into a hospital, lavished upon us,’ he recalled.10


In fact, a wing of Keir had already been converted into a hospital, as it had a quarter of a century earlier. Age had not withered Mrs Stirling, now in her fifty-ninth year, and her patriotic fervour burned as brightly as ever. The previous March several Scottish newspapers had run stories about the house’s conversion, including one in the Dundee Courier headlined ‘Tommy’s Hospital is Mansion’, alongside which was a photograph of one of Keir’s patients.


The appearance of Bill was a double cause for celebration for Mrs Stirling; not only was her firstborn back, but his timing couldn’t have been better: the annual Scottish Gardens Scheme was upon them and his presence at Keir on Sunday 28 April would be greatly appreciated. Despite the dreary weather, reported the Perthshire Advertiser, ‘those who visited the policies and gardens admired the beautiful spring flowers, the Alpine garden, rare Japanese shrubs, etc. … The Hon Mrs Stirling gave personal welcome to many of the guests, while the young laird, Captain William J. Stirling, was also present prior to leaving the same evening to rejoin his regiment.’


But Bill wasn’t rejoining his regiment; he was heading south to London. The previous day he and his comrades had been informed that there would be no second attempt to launch Operation Knife: the Norwegian campaign was unwinnable and Allied command had decided to withdraw troops from southern and central Norway. The news was a heavy blow to the men, but Bill alone was undeterred. His mind had been opened to the potential for irregular warfare; the reason he had insisted on taking his ghillie on Operation Knife was because Adam was an expert in fieldcraft, a man capable of moving swiftly and noiselessly across extreme terrain.


‘It was thanks to Stirling’s imagination and initiative that our partnership was not, in fact, immediately dissolved,’ said Kemp. ‘Accompanied by Mayfield he preceded us to London for conferences with Col Holland, the head of MI (R), and a number of influential friends of his own.’11


Bill arrived in London with the zeal of a convert. As he explained in his conferences, this war would be ample in opportunities for partisan warfare but at the moment the British approach was characteristically amateurish. He pointed to the fact that he had been obliged to take his ghillie to Norway because the rest of the party lacked fieldcraft experience. It was this and other skills that would make a good partisan, and not whether one had been to Eton or Oxford.


Bill presented a five-point charter:




(1) To command and train Independent Companies which had been operating in Norway.


(2) To train personnel for special missions.


(3) To instruct in Guerrilla warfare, demolitions, sabotage, secret micro-wave W/T communications.


(4) To conduct an experimental establishment in the security of a Protected Area.


(5) To rehearse and practise with security operations of the type undertaken by S.O.2.12





Holland, always one for innovation, saw immediately the good sense in Stirling’s proposition, and forwarded it to the War Office with the recommendation that an irregular warfare training centre should be opened; he added that Stirling had suggested locating the centre in the north-west of Scotland, an area he knew well from family holidays. Mayfield was to be the director and Stirling his chief of staff.


Bill had in mind the area around Morar, topographically a smorgasbord for the student of irregular warfare. Within easy reach were the sea, beaches, a large freshwater loch, mountains and moorland. The land belonged to the Lovats but Simon Fraser readily agreed to its loan. He also suggested an HQ: Inverailort House, a large three-storey building of imposing brickwork that was currently unoccupied. The house wasn’t owned by the Lovats but by the Cameron-Heads, who signed it over to the army on 30 May and it was designated the Commando STC (Special Training Centre) Lochailort.


In the intervening period Bill, who was officially released from the Scots Guards for ‘special duties’ on 3 June, having received the go-ahead from Col Holland, had recruited a team of specialists for his training staff: he, Adam, Peter Kemp and Lord Lovat would teach students the art of fieldcraft, with the last the senior instructor. Lovat and Bill had fished, shot and hunted together since they were thirteen. They usually started the day by stalking roe bucks and then moved on to pigeon shooting. This was Bill’s speciality, and he used a single-barrelled 16-bore Purdey to great effect. Lovat’s weapon was a 20-bore double-barrelled and he believed himself superior to his cousin in bagging deer.


One time, Lovat had played a joke on his cousin by suggesting ‘a trial by ordeal to decide the penetrating power of our respective weapons’.13 Standing a hundred yards apart on a newly cut corn field, they took it in turns to fire at each other’s backsides. After each shot, the pair advanced five yards. ‘At fifty yards the salvos must have started to sting,’ recalled Lovat. ‘Past the halfway stage Bill started to rub his bottom.’ What Stirling didn’t know, until Lovat confessed years later, was that his adversary had taken the precaution to pad his bottom with a game bag before the firing commenced.


Other instructors at Lochailort included Ralph Farrant, and he called up an erstwhile comrade in the artillery, a Maj John Munn, whose forte was map-reading. Jim Gavin* did something similar, inviting a fellow Sapper officer, Mike Calvert, to join him at Lochailort as a demolitions instructor. Together they produced an ‘Offensive Demolitions’ handbook, which ran to forty-two pages and was distributed to every student who attended the five-day explosive course. This was a mixture of lectures, practical demonstrations and exercises, such as pairing up and setting a dummy charge on a nearby stretch of railway line.


Calvert was another Snowballer, and a man as attuned to the potential of irregular warfare as Bill Stirling. In 1940 he had with the encouragement of Joe Holland written a paper for the War Office entitled ‘The operations of small forces behind the enemy lines supplied and supported by air’.


Also recruited were Freddie Spencer Chapman and Capt Jimmy Scott, fellow Arctic explorers, who would help in the instruction of fieldcraft. Spencer Chapman, who would spend more than two years fighting a guerrilla war against the Japanese in Occupied Malaya, recalled how Stirling had come up with the idea ‘to start a training centre for smash-and-grab raids on targets in enemy-occupied territory, a sideline which, after Dunkirk, seemed the only possible form of offensive warfare’.14


There was a sergeant-major appointed to the centre, remembered the actor David Niven, who returned from Hollywood to ‘do his bit’. He was ‘a huge man, brought by Bryan Mayfield and Bill Stirling from their parent regiment, the Scots Guards’.15


Kemp arrived at Inverailort House in the last week of May and judged it an austere location. The house, which was at the head of Lochailort on the south shore, was plain greystone and its colour matched the sky overhead. At the back of those was an imposing black cliff surmounted by a sinister wall of trees.


It surprised neither Kemp nor the rest of the instructors to learn that the rainfall in this corner of Scotland was the highest in the British Isles. The staff had a few days to get their bearings before the first intake of students arrived at the start of June. They were, wrote Kemp, ‘twenty-five keen but puzzled subalterns, some of them volunteers, others arbitrarily despatched by their commanding officers. Among them was Stirling’s brother, David.’16








* It is better known today as MI6.


* Some sources claim their destination was Hardangerfjord, thirty miles east of Bergen, but Peter Kemp stated in his 1958 memoirs that it was Sognefjord.


* Hutchinson recovered, and resumed his naval career, retiring a rear-admiral with a DSO and OBE in 1962.


* In 1941 Gavin was posted to Singapore where he established 101 Special Training Centre, from where graduated several men who proved magnificent guerrilla fighters, notably Ivan Lyon, who in 1943 led a canoe raid on Japanese shipping in Singapore that was one of the most audacious and successful commando attacks of the war.
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