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			Dedication
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			Epigraph

			Invictus

			Out of the night that covers me,

			Black as the pit from pole to pole,

			I thank whatever gods may be

			For my unconquerable soul.

			In the fell clutch of circumstance

			I have not winced nor cried aloud.

			Under the bludgeonings of chance

			My head is bloody, but unbowed.

			Beyond this place of wrath and tears

			Looms but the Horror of the shade,

			And yet the menace of the years

			Finds and shall find me unafraid.

			It matters not how strait the gate,

			How charged with punishments the scroll,

			I am the master of my fate,

			I am the captain of my soul.

			William Ernest Henley

		

	
		
			Quote

			‘It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.’

			Theodore Roosevelt, 23 April 1910, Sorbonne, France
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			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages. Throughout the period researching and writing this book I have endeavoured to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will endeavour to include further recollections of the operations portrayed in this book in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Service volunteers was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist can tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

			Where various accounts of a mission appear to be particularly confused, the methodology I have used to reconstruct where, when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that account as most likely.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct any in future editions. Likewise, while I have endeavoured to locate the copyright holders of the photos, sketches and other images and material used in this book, this has not always been straightforward or easy. Again, I would be happy to correct any mistakes in future editions.

			I have chosen the title SAS Shadow Raiders for this book, because that is the unit from which the first operation, and that which followed, sprang. Of course, other units – the nascent Parachute Regiment, the RAF, Royal Navy and Britain’s scientists – played key roles, and that is not to detract from their contribution to this vital and little-told piece of wartime history.

			One final note: ‘radar’ is an American-derived term, one that came into usage towards the end of the Second World War. For much of the war the British used the term ‘RDF’ – short for Radio Direction Finding, the Germans the term Dezimeter Telegraphie (DF). Radar was a useful, palindromic word that tripped more easily off the tongue. It stood for – and stands for – RAdio Detection And Ranging. It fell into common usage, and is the term I have used throughout this book.

		

	
		
			Preface

			In the summer of 2018 I was invited to speak at the Malvern Festival of Military History. After the event, I was approached by an individual from the Malvern Radar and Technology History Society (MRATHS), perhaps not a name that trips too easily off the tongue. Mike Burstow proved personable and hugely enthused by his subject, and particularly about the Radar War, which played such a pivotal role in the Second World War.

			He suggested it was something I probably would not know much about, as it had been so little publicized, at least in the popular media, but which constituted an utterly gripping tale of scientific genius, skulduggery, derring-do, bluff and deception. As it happened, I’d long been fascinated by the Bruneval Raid, or Operation Biting as it was codenamed at the time – a smash-and-grab mission by a few score men to seize a piece of war-winning Nazi technology, the Wehrmacht’s mysterious ‘paraboloid’ radar.

			My interest in the story quickened when Mike explained that his charity, MRATHS, had rescued for posterity the entire archive – or what remained of it from the Second World War – of Britain’s foremost radar research establishment, known as the Telecommunications Research Establishment, or TRE for short. TRE had been at the very heart of defeating Nazi Germany’s radar and other vital technologies, and boffins from TRE had played some daredevil roles – including on D-Day, when they landed at Omaha and Gold beaches. A TRE scientist had even formed a part of the assault party deployed in February 1942, on Op Biting, to snatch the enemy’s prized radar.

			Mike offered me access to that archive, one that even at the time of writing is still being catalogued and assessed. It consists of tens of thousands of documents, photographs and examples of the technology itself, most of which had been languishing in abandoned buildings, about to be destroyed, when a handful of former military technology boffins, including Mike and the archivist, Hugh Williams, discovered it all and realized the need to save it for posterity.

			They’d formed MRATHS, rescued the material, and the rest as they say is history. Via their archive, and the kind attentions and guiding hand of Mike and his team, I was drawn ever deeper into the Bruneval raid and the wider Radar War. The riveting story that unfolds in these pages is the result. But in researching this, I came across something equally spectacular, equally untold.

			Being an airborne raid, Operation Biting is generally seen as the first battle honour for Britain’s Parachute Regiment. But the forerunner to Biting, the first ever airborne raid by Allied forces, provides a powerful prelude to the mission to snatch Nazi Germany’s radar. For the first years of the war, our fledgling airborne forces had to fight tooth and nail for recruits, resources and airframes, and to get assigned missions. Assailed on all sides by naysayers, doubters and detractors, they would not have succeeded without Winston Churchill’s dogged backing.

			The first ever Allied airborne mission, codenamed Colossus, was launched in February 1941 and was described in official records as a ‘disaster’. Not a man returned from the operation: all went ‘into the bag’. An extraordinary undertaking by anyone’s reckoning, a few dozen very brave men had been dispatched into the heart of Europe on a raid of breathtaking proportions. But my research – thankfully, much documentation on Colossus has survived in the various archives – suggests that it was far from being the disaster portrayed. Indeed, Colossus was the foundation stone from which Biting was launched.

			What struck me as fascinating about Colossus is that it was undertaken by a unit known as the Special Air Service, almost a year before David Stirling ‘founded’ the SAS in the North African desert, in the winter of 1941. Moreover, when Stirling came up with his idea for a desert raiding force, he was advised by Colonel Dudley Clarke, one of the founding fathers of Britain’s special forces, to take on the mantle and legacy of those who had gone before, by naming his new outfit, after them, the Special Air Service.

			In the days after Dunkirk, Clarke had founded the Commandos – units charged to take the fight to the victorious enemy at Britain’s darkest hour. With Churchill’s visionary backing, just weeks after Dunkirk the first boatloads of Clarke’s Commandos raided the coast of Nazi-occupied France. All Clarke’s recruits were volunteers and he referred to them as the ‘Special Service’. When, at Churchill’s urging, Clarke raised a battalion of airborne Commandos, he inserted the word ‘Air’ into that name, so at a stroke they became the ‘Special Air Service.’

			These, then, were the men who undertook Operation Colossus. These early Special Air Service recruits, and the training they pioneered, plus the incredible operation they undertook, represent the precursor to the SAS proper; an extraordinary ‘origins story’ for how The Regiment came into being. Discovering this rich chapter of untold SAS history, one that reaches back into the summer of 1940, when recruitment and training for Clarke’s SAS first began, has been hugely exciting. It extends the history of the SAS regiment back into the earliest chapters of the war proper, after Nazi Germany’s lightning advance through Western Europe had put an abrupt end to the so-called Phoney War.

			In one way, that this prequel to the SAS story has remained untold for so long is remarkable. But actually, regimental history is not always the strong point of special forces units – and especially not those which, as happened with the SAS and SBS, were summarily disbanded at war’s end (and not reformed until the 1950s). Reclaiming this legacy, the SAS origins story, has been a huge privilege and one that I have been thrilled to pursue as I have.

			In that spirit, let me take you to a fleet of ageing Whitley bombers clawing through the dark skies over Nazi-occupied Europe, in February 1941.

			Damien Lewis

			Dorset, May 2019

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The six men were wedged into the aircraft’s narrow hold like the proverbial sardines in a tin. No one ever had parachuting in mind when designing the Armstrong Whitworth Whitley, a medium night-bomber nicknamed the ‘Flying Barn Door’, due to the square, hard-edged – some might argue downright ugly – appearance of the warplane, with its large, angular wings.

			Aerodynamic the Whitley was not. Obsolete by the start of the war, by now – 10 February 1941 – the aircraft was increasingly being withdrawn from frontline service. Oddly, airborne operations somehow fell into that category – non-frontline duties – even when, like now, these troops were preparing to parachute some six hundred miles behind enemy lines.

			Being one of the earliest airborne recruits, Major Trevor Alan Gordon Pritchard – a long-serving volunteer with 11 Special Air Service – was resigned to the several hours of cramped, freezing conditions that lay ahead, riding the Flying Barn Door. A rare bonus were the inflatable Li-Los – rubber mattresses – with which his men had been issued, to insulate themselves from the cold metal of the fuselage, as they sat nose-to-tail, their backs pressed against one side, their boots jammed against the other.

			From the initials of his first three names – Trevor Alan Gordon – the men had coined the nickname ‘Tag’ for their commander, but it was never one they’d use to his face. Several of Pritchard’s officers were on first-name terms with their men, in keeping with the informal, egalitarian nature of their unit. But Pritchard, a ten-year Army veteran and a tough-as-old-boots regular, was only ever going to be addressed as ‘Sir’ by those under his command.

			The product of a typically robust British public-school education, Pritchard had been commissioned into the Royal Welch Fusiliers – an infantry regiment with two-and-a-half centuries of history behind it – but had hungered for more action. In the summer of 1940 Winston Churchill had called for the formation of ‘troops of the hunter class’, to foment ‘a reign of terror down the enemy coast’. Pritchard had answered Churchill’s call, signing up as one of the earliest volunteers. Tonight’s mission was all about making Churchill’s urgings a reality, striking further and harder than had ever been done before.

			Tag Pritchard was square-faced, with prominent eyebrows and a solid, level gaze. There was a no-nonsense look about him. An Army heavyweight boxing champion, those who had tried to go twelve rounds in the ring with him had learned to their cost that he didn’t take prisoners. In uniform, he was known as a quiet, somewhat gruff leader; a man of few words, but when he spoke others tended to listen. Out of uniform, he had the one surprising quirk: he was never to be seen without a monocle – a single eye-glass – attached to a long black ribbon. Never one to cuss, Pritchard was known to be fiercely loyal. He was a leader who commanded respect, not one who sought out friendship or affirmation.

			Via his earphones, Pritchard listened in on the chat, as the pilot of his Whitley, Wing Commander J. B. ‘Willie’ Tait, chatted to his crew. While the aircraft was hardly state-of-the-art, Pritchard could have no greater confidence in those flying her. Tait had already won a Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) for the long-range bombing sorties he’d executed over Berlin, rising to command 51 Squadron RAF, the unit tasked to deliver Pritchard and his raiders to target.

			The sun was setting over the island of Malta – Britain’s besieged Mediterranean outpost, lying fifty miles off the coast of southern Italy – as Tait and his crew prepared to get airborne, running through their flight-checks with the calm thoroughness that Pritchard had come to expect. On tonight’s mission Tait would earn for himself a Distinguished Service Order (DSO), and by war’s end he’d have won that decoration three times over, plus the DFC twice, making him one of the RAF’s most decorated pilots.

			But all of that lay sometime in the future. Tonight, Tait was leading a flight of eight Whitleys packed full of would-be para­chutists – plus their loads of weaponry and explosives – into the untested and the unknown. Their mission was fittingly codenamed Operation Colossus, after the ancient mythical god that bestrode the world: it was to be the first ever British airborne raid, no Allied parachutists having ever flown into combat before. As firsts went, Colossus was one hell of an ambitious and daring undertaking, especially when launched from aircraft such as these.

			Due to a design quirk, the Whitley flew with a pronounced nose-down attitude, making the hold pitch at a bizarre angle, like the deck of some storm-tossed ship. With no viable side-door, the only means for the men to exit was via a dark, narrow hole sunk into the floor of the fuselage. Under normal conditions, that hole would have contained a ventral gun-turret, one from which one of the Whitley’s crew could unleash fire. But in winter 1940/41, desperate times called for desperate measures. With no other planes available to raise Britain’s fledgling airborne forces, the Whitley’s gun-turret had been removed and replaced with a round dustbin-like jump tube.

			Leaping through it was not without its dangers, so much so that those who were forced to train on the Whitley had come to refer to the aircraft as the ‘Flying Coffin’. Jumping with too much enthusiasm risked smashing one’s head against the far side of the hole, nicknamed – with typical fatalism – the ‘Whitley kiss’. Conversely, leaping with too little vigour risked the paratrooper getting jammed in the hole, complete with all his airborne and combat paraphernalia. The Whitley was known as ‘The Elephant’ by those who were forced to jump from her, the hole via which they exited earning a very obvious associated nickname.

			But as Wing Commander Tait brought the Whitley’s twin Rolls-Royce Merlin engines up to speed, readying the aircraft for take-off, Pritchard felt a certain sense of confidence. He was commanding a force of thirty-six men, some of the British Army’s finest, deemed ‘capable of the greatest bodily and mental strain’. Of the thousands who had stepped forward to answer Churchill’s call, less than 5 per cent had made it through to the Commandos and associated outfits, including No. 11 Special Air Service.

			From that elite group, Major Pritchard had had the luxury of hand-picking his team. He’d done so in a manner designed to foster the independence and self-reliance for which such outfits were becoming famed: he’d selected five junior officers, each of whom was allowed to pick his best operators in turn. All had to be volunteers.

			In early January 1941 the 450 men of 11 SAS had been called on parade. An operation was being planned with ‘the intention of penetrating deep into enemy territory’, they were told. It was ‘top-secret’ and they were honour-bound ‘not to speak a word of it to anyone’. The chances of coming out alive were slim, and any captured might well be shot as spies. Those who wished to volunteer were asked to take one step forwards. Every officer and man did just that, as if in one smooth movement. It spoke volumes about 11 SAS and the incredible esprit de corps that had been fostered.

			A period of intensive training had followed, as from those several hundred volunteers Pritchard’s cadre of raiders – codenamed X Troop – had taken shape and been formed. Despite the icy conditions, the average day began with pre-dawn PT, daily runs, and fifteen-mile fast marches under full loads of kit. Nights were occupied with shooting practice using the kind of weapons the raiders would take into action: the Colt automatic – ‘Browning’ – handgun, plus the iconic ‘Tommy Gun’, the favoured weapon for Allied special forces.

			Although it was a twenty-year-old design, the American-made Thompson sub-machinegun was famed for its reliability and its pure grunt and punch. Synonymous with gangsters and the mafia, it had earned various nicknames – ‘The Annihilator’, the ‘Chicago Piano’, the ‘Chopper’ and the ‘Trench Sweeper’. Fitted with a 30-round stick magazine, or a 50-round drum, it spewed out its heavy, .45 calibre rounds at over 800 per minute. It wasn’t lightweight and it wasn’t particularly accurate at over 150 yards, but at close quarters it was lethal.

			Specialists drew up a diet to maximize stamina and build up reserves of energy. Bespoke rations were manufactured for the first Allied airborne raiders to take into battle. They included slabs of ‘pemmican’, a concentrated mixture of meat fat and protein, which could be boiled in water to make a thick, sludgy ‘porridge’. Pioneered as a food for Polar explorers, each raider was to carry two pounds of pemmican per day, the standard cold-climate ration.

			Once the X Troopers had exhausted the opportunities at their para-training school, they were shipped north to the Scottish Highlands. There, the Lovat Scouts had put them through a course of Irregular Warfare, based at a country house a few miles from Fort William, on the rugged western coast. Formed during the Boer War in South Africa, the Lovat Scouts had drawn recruits from the gamekeepers of the Highland Estates. Experts in fieldcraft, survival and mountain warfare, their first commander, American Major Frederick Burnham, had described the Scouts as ‘half-wolf, half-jackrabbit’.

			Their official motto was ‘Je suis prest’ – an archaic spelling of the French for ‘I am ready’. The unofficial motto coined by Burnham was: ‘He who shoots and runs away, lives to shoot another day.’ The British Army’s first ever snipers – or ‘sharp-shooters’ as they were then called – Lovat Scouts had served in the First World War with distinction. The Scottish Highlands were not too dissimilar to the kind of terrain that Pritchard’s SAS were about to deploy to, and they were there to learn how to fight and survive in such an environment.

			On meeting their first Lovat Scout instructor, a grey-haired and gnarled figure, he had announced enigmatically that they’d just ‘go for a wee walk together’. Many of the younger SAS men had scoffed. ‘Don’t worry, Dad,’ one of the upstarts quipped, ‘we’ll wait for you at the top.’ When they finally reached the summit of Ben Nevis, that ‘father figure’ was waiting for them, quietly puffing away on his pipe.

			‘What kept ye?’ he enquired. Then he told them to do it all over again, only quicker this time.

			Self-reliance was as crucial as toughness and aggression, for the kind of mission that was coming. The raiders were taught to be happy with only themselves for company in the mountains. ‘Fight and survive alone, if you are separated from your mates,’ was the order of the day. They were taught to track and kill a wild animal. ‘If you can stalk a deer, you can hunt a man,’ one veteran Scout told them.

			The training was unrelenting. A ‘day off’ involved just a ‘wee run’ to the summit of Ben Nevis. Finally, two middle-aged Scotsmen arrived at the camp. One was short and portly, the other tall and beanpole-like and both were dressed in smart suits. They looked like . . . accountants. What on earth were they doing there, the X Troopers wondered?

			The two mystery figures introduced themselves as William Fairbairn and Eric Sykes. Appearances can be misleading: they were both former policemen from the tough streets of Shanghai, then an Anglo-American colony. Fairbairn and Sykes taught the skills they’d learned at close quarters in China’s largest city: knife-fighting, hand-to-hand combat, and how to wrest a pistol from an assailant before he even had a chance to fire.

			They taught to kill using fair means or foul; via the back of the hand; via a matchbox even. Their weapons – knives, pistols – were kept concealed beneath a jacket until the last possible moment, so the enemy had no idea what was coming. ‘Remember, gentlemen, go for the ears, eyes or testicles,’ was one of their oft-repeated refrains.

			The men of X Troop returned to their airborne school feeling invincible. There they learned how to execute night-drops, para­chuting under cover of darkness. Training was unrelenting, and one man was to pay the ultimate price. On 22 January Sergeant Dennis found himself drifting in strong winds towards an ice-covered lake, lying to one side of the landing zone. Despite efforts to avoid it, he cracked into the ice, plunged into freezing water and mud, becoming stuck fast. In spite of being a strong swimmer, he was unable to free himself and drowned before help could reach him.

			Operation Colossus had claimed its first victim, and before they’d even got boots on the ground. Shaking off the dark shadow cast by Sergeant Dennis’s death, the X Troopers were charged to put on a show for the top brass, to demonstrate just what Britain’s airborne forces might be capable of. They were to drop over Salisbury Plain and seize an ‘enemy-held position’ – in reality a quaint Wiltshire village manned by regular infantry.

			Landing barely yards from the observers, the paratroopers were in no mood to waste time, let alone their newly acquired Lovat Scout and Fairbairn-Sykes training. They commandeered a vehicle at knifepoint, which just happened to be a top VIP’s limousine, forcing the chauffeur to drive them to the village. Using that as their Trojan Horse, plus a truck in which to hide under a tarpaulin, they surprised the defenders and liberated the village in short order.

			The limousine happened to belong to Prince Olaf, the Crown Prince of Norway, who was in Britain to lead the Norwegian Government in exile, acting as a rallying point for the Norwegian resistance. Watching the demonstration along with a score of field marshals and top generals, Prince Olaf had been delighted at the theft of his vehicle, buying the raiders a celebratory round of pints in the village pub.

			A few select and trusted journalists had been invited to the demonstration, although they would not be permitted to report on it for some months. One would write: ‘Our parachute men are, as might be supposed, of considerable resource, initiative and daring. Some of the men who came down near me were busy “inducing” the driver of Prince Olaf of Norway’s car at bayonet point to take them across the country. The men certainly looked pretty tough.’

			Just how ‘tough’ and ‘daring’ they were was about to be tested in the hostile skies and over the snow-bound mountains of Italy, then the heartland of Fascist Europe. For the mission, two of the eight Whitleys were slated to carry no parachutists. Instead, their bomb racks would be loaded with 7,000 pounds of munitions. They were to fly diversionary raids, hitting targets adjacent to the paratroopers’ landing zone. That way, if the fleet of aircraft was heard passing overhead, the enemy should conclude it was simply a bombing raid.

			Whitleys had flown bombing missions over Italy before, so the ruse had form. On the night of 11/12 June 1940, just hours after Italy had sided with Nazi Germany, declaring war on Britain, the RAF had mounted Operation Haddock, a fleet of Whitleys bombing the northern cities of Turin and Genoa, via a refuelling stop in the Channel Islands, which at that point still lay in British hands.

			As the Whitleys prepared for take-off from their Malta airstrip, Wing Commander Tait testing his engines’ thrust against the aircraft’s brakes, Major Pritchard tried to make himself as comfortable as possible, straightening his para-smock (then called a ‘jumping jacket’), and adjusting the lie of the parachute at his back, but at five-foot-ten and with the broad physique of a rugby player and boxer, it was never going to be easy.

			When Pritchard, a real lion of a man, had volunteered for airborne operations, some had suggested he was too bulky for parachuting. He had gone on to prove them wrong. As with all his men, he would leap through the Whitley’s narrow tube unburdened by most of the paraphernalia of war. All he had strapped to his person was a pistol, a Commando knife, a water bottle, and a small backpack containing basic rations. Everything else that he and his men needed for the raid – Bren guns, Tommy guns, grenades, high explosives – was packed into containers held in the Whitley’s bomb-racks, to be released by parachute.

			There were certain other top-secret devices secreted on Pritchard’s person, but they were invisible to even the closest scrutiny. A few days prior to leaving the UK, the raiders’ battle tunics had been taken away, so that covert items could be hidden among them. Each man had 50,000 lire – a veritable king’s ransom in Italy – sewn into either the collar or the waistband of his tunic, plus the officers were given a fistful of gold sovereigns, so they could buy their passage through any territory no matter what the local currency.

			In the seam above the left breast pocket was sewn a tiny, flexible hacksaw blade, and in the lining of the sleeves were hidden two silk escape maps, each a foot square – one showing the northern part of Italy, the other the southern half. Each had a metal collar stud, which, when the white paint was scraped off the underside, would reveal a tiny, but usable, compass.

			As the Whitleys began to move, taxiing towards the runway, Pritchard took a firmer grip of his core of inner calm, reflecting upon the naming of their mission: Operation Colossus. It was peculiarly appropriate: tonight’s raid was, by anyone’s reckoning, a colossal undertaking.

			He and his men had already journeyed over 1,600 miles, when moving from the UK to their forward operating base, here in Malta. That flight had seemed never-ending, taking all of a long February night to complete, and for the most part they had been moving through enemy airspace – Nazi-occupied France, plus Mussolini’s Fascist Italy, which was allied to Nazi Germany, forming the Axis powers, along with Japan.

			Menaced by anti-aircraft fire over the French coast, the men had wondered how the German gunners had managed to see the Whitleys in the thick darkness. Did they possess some special means to probe the night sky; a cunning piece of technology that enabled them to pierce the clouds up to their 15,000-foot cruise altitude? Hitler’s Germany was known to have mastered fearsome new machines of war, the blitzkrieg – ‘lightning-war’ – tactics of his Stuka dive-bombers and armour being but one such manifestation.

			The parachutists’ fear had proved momentary – a passing terror – as vicious bursts of flak had thundered in the sky all around, the flashes of the explosions pulsing through the fuselage eerily, throwing the hunched figures into stark relief. The worst thing about being locked into the Whitley’s hold was the lack of vision: designed as a bomber, there were few windows or port-holes. To many it was horribly, sickeningly claustrophobic.

			Like being confined to a coffin.

			Those in the flight cabin could see the licks of flak – flaming snowballs bursting in the night sky to either side and to the front of the aircraft. But then the Whitleys had broken through the barrage of enemy fire, droning onwards across hundreds of miles of enemy airspace. At one stage one of the bombers had been hunted by a Luftwaffe night-fighter, but with its four Browning machine-guns set in the rear turret, the Whitley had managed to beat off its pursuer.

			Yet upon arrival at Malta – a hunk of sun-blasted rock surrounded by azure seas – further peril had lain in wait. Britain’s island fortress was under siege from the air. Bombs had crashed down among the ranks of Whitleys, the explosions sending jagged shards of shrapnel tearing into the airframes. Fortunately, due to its robust construction, the Whitley was able to take some serious punishment and still remain operational, and the ground crews had managed to repair the worst of the damage.

			But air-raid warnings had kept interrupting the frenetic prep­arations, as the men had raced to get the aircraft airworthy and loaded for the coming mission. ‘The risk of damage to Whitley aircraft by hostile action was considerable,’ recorded the official report on Colossus, stamped ‘MOST SECRET’. Take-off from Malta would have to be made ‘at the earliest possible moment’.

			X Troop, Pritchard reflected ruefully, was a peculiarly apposite name for his raiding party. But what exactly did the ‘X’ stand for? X as in ‘hush-hush’ – beyond top secret? Or ‘X’ as in ‘ex’ – a force of men written off as expendables, dispatched into the unknown to attempt something that had never been tried before and was perhaps undoable? Had they been written off, before they’d even got started?

			Pritchard couldn’t be certain, but he had his suspicions. They’d had a strangely emotional – one might almost say foreboding – send-off, and from none other than the Chief of Combined Operations, the newly formed command that supposedly brought together Army, Air Force and Navy for such special missions, though in reality the three services seemed famously prone to bickering over ‘turf’ and who was in control.

			Admiral Sir Roger Keyes had a legendary reputation, earned during the First World War and his leadership of what had become known as the ‘Zeebrugge Raid’. On 23 April 1918, Keyes had masterminded the daring attack on the Belgian harbour of Zeebrugge, scuttling two obsolete ships, HMS Intrepid and Iphigenia, their hulls filled with concrete, in the narrowest section of the Bruges Canal, part of a German Navy U-boat base, and ramming it with a pair of submarines, each of which was packed with five tonnes of explosives.

			Though suffering over five hundred casualties – all the men were volunteers – the raid was hailed as a British victory, and no fewer than eight Victoria Crosses were awarded to those who’d taken part. More recently, on 7 May 1940, dressed in the full uniform of the Admiral of the Fleet, medals included, Keyes had addressed the House of Commons, invoking Horatio Nelson in urging Britain’s leaders to dig deep and find the will to fight.

			‘One hundred and forty years ago, Nelson said, “I am of the opinion that the boldest measures are the safest,” and that still holds good today,’ Keyes had declared combatively.

			Two days later Chamberlain’s government had fallen, bringing Winston Churchill to power. In his dash and daring and with his unconventional mindset, Keyes was a kindred spirit to Churchill. Like-minded souls, both were convinced that even at Britain’s darkest hour, attack was still the best form of defence. Britain needed to hit back at a seemingly omnipotent foe, striking wherever she might be vulnerable. Churchill was a long-time admirer of Keyes, and he was the obvious choice as his commander for special operations.

			For Keyes, then aged in his late sixties, Operation Colossus was intensely personal. It represented the culmination of all that he – and Churchill – had hungered for. ‘This operation is an ideal one in which to employ a part of the specially-trained parachute force,’ he declared. ‘Its successful conclusion will have far-reaching effects upon the course of the war, and its effect upon enemy morale will be incalculable.’

			Prior to X Troop’s departure, Keyes had shaken hands with every man, speaking to each in turn. A die-hard believer in the use of airborne forces to thrust deep into enemy territory, he had appeared unusually sombre and grave. He’d paused the longest at two figures. One, unsurprisingly, was Major Pritchard, the rock around which his raiders might tether their occasionally storm-tossed ships. The other was a last-minute addition to X Troop and a real man of mystery, not to mention a comparatively grizzled and aged warrior.

			A forty-something veteran of the First World War, Flight Lieutenant Ralph Lucky was fluent in several languages, including Italian. Hailing from Bisley, a quaint village of Cotswold stone houses in Gloucestershire, he’d spent the inter-war years in the Middle East, though no one knew doing quite what, and he was married to an Egyptian. Few doubted that he hailed from some sneaky-beaky outfit, most likely the Special Operations Executive (SOE) – more commonly known as ‘The Ministry For Ungentlemanly Warfare’.

			At Churchill’s behest, SOE had been founded to do what HMG could not be seen to be doing, and was charged to break every civilized norm and all known rules of war. The global conflict was a ‘total war’, as far as Churchill saw it, and it would need to be fought no holds barred. SOE agents would need to head deep into enemy lands to raise guerrilla armies, fomenting the spirit of resistance. SOE had a hidden hand in Operation Colossus, and many suspected that ‘Flight Lieutenant Lucky’ was the SOE’s man on the mission.

			One of the X Troopers had a particular reason to resent Flight Lieutenant Lucky’s last-minute addition to their number. Lance Corporal Harry ‘Lucky’ Pexton – buck-toothed, tousle-haired – had earned his nickname the hard way, by keeping a smile on his face no matter what. A twenty-three-year-old painter and decor­ator from Grimsby, Pexton’s attitude to his first jump summed up his spirit. Having made a fine landing, he’d turned to his mates and quipped: ‘As I stood at that hole waiting to jump, I knew in a flash that by joining this mob I’d made the greatest mistake in my life.’

			During training with the Lovat Scouts in Scotland, Lucky Pexton had suffered the misfortune of spraining an ankle near the summit of Ben Nevis. No one was allowed to help him down again. He was told he’d have to crawl back to camp if need be. Pexton knew the military drivers in the area were forbidden from giving lifts to any troops. ‘To hell with that!’ he told himself. Cheekily, he’d flagged down a passing truck and managed to cadge a ride back to camp.

			Lucky Pexton resented another ‘Lucky’ joining their elite number, and especially if that man’s ‘name’ had been earned the easy way, as a cloak-and-dagger cover. ‘I’m the lucky one,’ he insisted. ‘If “Lucky” is that man’s real name then I’m a Dutchman. Who could possibly have a name like that?’ It was funny how the tables had been turned: always-cheerful and always-lucky Pexton getting fuming mad, because a usurper had stolen his nickname.

			By contrast to Flight Lieutenant Lucky’s mature years, most of the raiders were in their early twenties or younger. The ‘baby’, Trooper Alan Ross, was just nineteen and ever since he could remember he’d been ‘Army mad’, being a voracious reader of war books. As soon as Britain had declared war on Germany, he’d resigned from his trainee salesman’s job and volunteered for Special Service, his keenness trumping his obvious youth.

			In July 1940, a batch of raw recruits had had to make their first jump. ‘It’s as easy as falling out of bed,’ the instructor had enthused. As the pilot had throttled back his engines, it was Trooper Ross who’d taken pole position, legs dangling into the void. At the word ‘Go!’ he’d slipped through the Whitley’s hole with barely a moment’s hesitation. The instructor had turned to the others. ‘See. Dead easy. The youngest of you lot, too, isn’t he?’ After that, none could refuse to follow Trooper Ross’s lead, five further jumpers floating to earth in miraculous-seeming safety.

			But not all would find parachuting so easy. During one training flight a Trooper Evans’s name was called. He was about to take his parachute but hesitated for an instant. In that moment, another trainee, Corporal Douglas Jones, had stepped forward and grabbed the ’chute meant for Evans. When the time came to jump, Corporal Jones had made a perfect landing, but glancing up to check on the man next in line, he’d seen a figure plummeting to earth, his parachute balling up a like a load of damp washing.

			Trooper Evans had landed barely a hundred yards away, being killed on impact. It was a hugely sobering moment for Jones, and all in 11 SAS. In airborne operations, death might only ever be a hair’s breadth away.

			As he spoke to each of the X Troopers in turn, Admiral Keyes had paused at the distinctive figure of Flight Lieutenant Lucky, conversing almost as if the two were old friends. It had made the rest wonder just who was this mystery figure that had been foisted onto their mission. Once he was done with Lucky, Keyes had stepped back to address the troop, stressing how there were ‘no better, fitter or braver men’ in the entire British Army, and how theirs was ‘a very important job’, fulfilling a ‘very vital role’.

			‘We shall be waiting to hear how you have got on,’ Keyes continued. Then he’d added, almost as if in afterthought: ‘I decided that I just couldn’t let you go without coming here to say goodbye . . .’ It had left some with a strangely unsettled feeling, as if ‘goodbye’ carried a terrible finality, boding little prospect of return. Then Keyes had lowered his voice still further. ‘A pity,’ he’d murmured. ‘A damn pity.’

			Seemingly pulling himself together, Admiral Keyes told the raiders how proud he was of them, before drawing himself to attention, erect as a flagstaff, and saluting them all.

			Only those standing closest to Keyes had heard those final comments, but still the word had spread. It had left many, Pritchard included, with the distinct impression that the Chief of Combined Operations didn’t expect to see many of them again. He might have every confidence in their pulling off the attack, but it looked as if he felt the prospects of them getting out again were pitifully slim, and in the high emotion of the moment had been unable to hide it.

			As the Whitleys’ engines roared for take-off, the aircraft straining to get airborne, Pritchard forced such disturbing thoughts to the back of his mind. He had other things to worry about right now. In one of the nearby warplanes one of his men had been taken suddenly ill. He was running a high temperature. Though rare, there was malaria in Malta. The man could be seriously sick, and Pritchard couldn’t allow for any lame ducks on this mission.

			Indeed, his orders were crystal clear: any man incapacitated or injured on operations was to be left behind. That was the esprit de corps that had been fostered during the weeks of ferocious training in the Scottish Highlands: nothing could be allowed to interfere with the prosecution of the attack, the success of the mission.

			Moments before the Whitleys began to move, the sick man was ordered off his aircraft. A dark figure tumbled from the fuselage and dashed to get clear. They were one man down – thirty-five, as opposed to thirty-six – and before the fleet of warplanes had even taken to the skies. It was somehow distinctly ominous.

			So strict had been the security over Colossus that no one apart from Pritchard and one fellow officer, Lieutenant Anthony Deane-Drummond, had known the true nature of the mission, until just an hour or so before mounting up the aircraft. Pritchard had needed to know, for obvious reasons. Lieutenant Deane-Drummond had needed to know, for he had flown out as the advance party, tasked with organizing the Malta side of oper­ations, prior to the main force’s arrival.

			Not least of Deane-Drummond’s responsibilities had been to liaise with the commander of HMS Triumph, the submarine that was charged to slip into Italian waters several days hence, to perform a covert pick-up of the raiding party and sail them back to friendly shores. Deane-Drummond – all of twenty-three years in age – had been granted access to the most sensitive of information, and after Major Pritchard, his was one of the most arduous and demanding roles on Colossus. He’d been chosen due to his solid military pedigree, though it was more by dint of luck than design that he’d earned it.

			At age nine, Deane-Drummond’s father – something of a philanderer – had divorced his mother, remarrying twice thereafter. The young Deane-Drummond had been raised by his mother in a rented home, the Old Vicarage, in the Cotswold village of Little Barrington, begging a hand-me-down Purdey shotgun and horses off a wealthy aunt. Viewed by his mother as not particularly bright or physically robust, she’d sent her son to Marlborough College, for it was ‘nice and high up and had lots of fresh air’, and should serve to harden him up. Fortunately, his absent father was still willing to pay the school fees.

			Marlborough College – motto, ‘God gives the increase’ (Latin: Deus Dat Incrementum) – was founded to educate wealthy sons of the English clergy, and it was one of the toughest of such establishments at the time. At first feeling utterly lost, Deane-Drummond was rescued by his tutor, one A. R. Peppin. Master Peppin not only fostered in his young charge a love of ancient history and maths, he imparted a sage piece of advice: ‘Put your heart and soul – as well as brains – into anything you do . . .’

			It was a lesson that Deane-Drummond had never forgotten. Bucking his mother’s predictions, he’d graduated to the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, and after that the Royal Signals. In the summer of 1937, finding himself with time to kill, Deane-Drummond had decided to learn to fly, something he’d always yearned to do. He’d taken up gliding and, remembering Master Peppin’s urgings, he’d gone on to become a foremost gliding champion. But first had come the outbreak of war.

			Deployed to France as part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), Deane-Drummond had suffered the ignominy of defeat and the evacuation from Dunkirk. While the miracle of the little ships had been presented in the British press as a great victory, in truth, he lamented, ‘the superb but tiny British Army had been flung off the continent.’ The stories in the media rankled and he hungered to hit back.

			The opportunity had come when the call went out for Special Service Volunteers. Deane-Drummond’s skill at flying made him an ideal recruit for airborne forces, and in July 1940 he’d joined 11 SAS. His first parachute jump had been from a Bristol Bombay – an ageing troop transport, if anything even more obsolete than the Whitley. The Bombay had a side-door that could be lifted off its hinges. Deane-Drummond’s parachute cord – the static line which caused it to open shortly after jumping – had been lashed to one of those hinges.

			He’d duly leapt from the aircraft’s open door, the double half-hitch around the hinge holding good, and he’d floated to earth unharmed. Some six months later he’d flown out to Malta on a Sunderland seaplane, several days ahead of the main party of raiders, charged with ensuring that all went smoothly, for a forty-eight-hour transit was envisaged. If the Whitleys stayed on the ground any longer, they were likely to get bombed to smithereens.

			That rapid turn-around had been achieved, and it was only as the men were about to board the Whitleys that Pritchard had finally told them what lay ahead, and even then it wasn’t the whole story. None of his men seemed to resent the tight secrecy; the fact that they had been kept in the dark.

			It had been up to the Inter-Services Security Board (ISSB) – part of Churchill’s War Cabinet tasked with coordinating deception operations – to come up with a feasible cover story for Colossus. In a January 1941 ‘SECRET’ document, ISSB had announced: ‘The cover decided upon for dissemination amongst the troops [is] the destruction of a bridge carrying an important railway and road at an unidentified point in ABYSSINIA . . . ’

			To give body to the ISSB’s lies, maps of East Africa (Abyssinia is part of modern-day Ethiopia) had been pinned up in the operations room, and photos of East African railway bridges left lying around the place. But mostly, the men of X Troop hadn’t wanted to know the destination of the coming raid, for fear they might inadvertently give the game away to the enemy.

			Just before the men had boarded the Whitleys at Malta, Pritchard had judged the time was right to reveal the truth. He gave his men the bare bones of the operation. They were not flying south to Abyssinia, which was then held by the Italians, he explained. Instead, they were heading north into the very heart of Fascist Europe – making for a mountainous area of Italy situated 150 miles to the south of Rome.

			Their target was not a rail bridge. It was an aqueduct lying in the shadows of Monte Vulture, a 4,350-foot extinct volcano. It piped fresh drinking water to three of Italy’s key ports, serving several million people. If they could blow it up, it would cause all kinds of problems, for those harbours dispatched Italy’s men and arms to battle. If they could be paralysed, it might transform the fortunes of the war in North Africa.

			Upon realizing they were to strike at Italy itself, not some far-flung outpost of empire, a ragged cheer went up from the men. While not revealing the full details of their escape plan, Pritchard explained that a long and arduous trek lay ahead, if and when they’d destroyed their target. He was proud that they had been chosen for such a momentous mission, he declared, Britain’s first ever strike by airborne forces.

			He’d rounded things off with typical bluntness, declaring: ‘You are pioneers – or guinea pigs . . . You can choose whatever word you prefer.’ That warning given, Pritchard had taken Deane-Drummond and the rest of his officers to one side, to brief them on the escape route and their intended rendezvous with HMS Triumph. Then, as a velvet-hued dusk had descended over the airstrip, the raiders had mounted up the Whitleys and they had lifted off from Malta, clawing their way into the darkening skies.

			Few aboard those warplanes were in danger of losing their nerve. Even the lone figure who had bailed out at the very last minute was adamant that he had wanted to continue. But to para­phrase Churchill, people often act heroically because they don’t appreciate the dangers that lie ahead. Others see those dangers and are afraid them, but do what they do in spite of their fears. No man can be braver than that.

			Bravery there was in abundance, but fear still stalked the holds of those Whitleys. They climbed to cruise altitude, the eight aircraft taking up a holding pattern to the north of Malta, awaiting nightfall to better hide their thrust deep into enemy airspace. As they circled over the shadowed sea, trepidation seized hold of some, roiling in their guts. Often, it was the least-expected individuals who were seemingly at risk of ‘crapping out’ – of refusing to continue with the mission.

			But every man present tonight was a volunteer, and each had been free to go back to his unit at any time, had he chosen to do so. Likewise, that was the only form of ‘discipline’ required among such self-reliant, independent-spirited warriors: the threat of being thrown out of their exalted brotherhood was more than enough to keep most in line.

			As Churchill had averred, men such as the Special Service Volunteers would push on with their mission, stepping into the unknown, in spite of their fear. Indeed, none of the X Troopers would have been there – preparing to mount the first ever Allied airborne raid – if it hadn’t been for the dogged perseverance of Britain’s wartime leader. They owed their very existence to him.

			Whatever the next few hours might bring, it was at Churchill’s urging that they were heading into the darkness and the unknown.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Eight months earlier, on 4 June 1940, even as the last of the little ships had steamed away from Dunkirk, Churchill had delivered a momentous speech to parliament, hailing the rescuing of so many ‘out of the jaws of death and shame, to their native land and to the tasks that lie immediately ahead’. But he’d added a trenchant reminder: ‘We must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are not won by evacuation.’

			Eloquent. Pithy. A timely call to action, it reflected absolutely Churchill’s mindset.

			One man with whom those words resonated most powerfully was Lieutenant-Colonel Dudley Wrangel Clarke, one of the most intrepid, if enigmatic and little-known figures of the war. Travelling home from the War Office that evening, Clarke had racked his brains for inspiration, considering what other nations had done when besieged by a seemingly omnipotent foe. There had to be lessons from history, if only he could alight upon them.

			In a sense, Clarke was uniquely placed to do so. Known as a maverick free-thinker, he’d first come to notice when foremost British commander General Archibald Wavell had recognized his ‘unorthodox outlook on soldiering’ and his ‘ingenuity and somewhat impish sense of humour’. Clarke’s most infamous exploit during the war would be when he was arrested in Madrid, the capital of supposedly neutral Spain, dressed – very convincingly – as a woman, on some cloak-and-dagger business.

			Clarke had spent his infant years growing up in South Africa at the time of the Boer War, his family braving the 1899 Siege of Ladysmith (a city in north-eastern South Africa) by Boer forces. A quarter of a million British troops had been tied down by the Boer Commandos, loosely organized bands of highly mobile horsemen numbering no more than 50,000 in strength. Having no regular army, the Boers would form ad hoc militias, electing their own officers, each fighter carrying whatever weaponry and kit he could muster.

			Dressed in regular khaki farming clothes – jacket, trousers and slouch-hat (a wide-brimmed felt hat) – and sporting hunting rifles, they rode into battle astride their own steeds. Most had spent their lives in the saddle working the land, and they were expert hunters and survivalists. Largely equipped and fed by what they could win from the enemy – in this case, British troops – Boer Commando bands were held together by the prowess and charisma of their leaders.

			To Clarke, they were the antithesis of modern European armies, and the stories of their thrilling exploits were burned into his mind. As Clarke reflected upon such memories, it occurred to him that the Boer Commandos could be ‘reborn’ in Britain, to aim ‘mosquito stings upon the ponderous bulk of a German Army’. Hurriedly, he noted down the main concepts of ‘Commando’ operations. Mobility was the key – the ability to strike swiftly, then withdraw just as quickly, in hit-and-run attacks.

			The British had their mastery of the sea, of course, and having seized practically all of Western Europe the Germany military was strung out along thousands of miles of potentially vulnerable coastline. There seemed no reason why the Commando concept shouldn’t be adopted by British troops – small bands, stripped to the minimum of kit, following a charismatic leader, striking from the night-dark sea and melting away just as quickly. Before retiring to bed, Clarke summed up his musing on a single sheet of note paper.

			The following morning Clarke, who served as the assistant to General John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), heard Dill declare, somewhat gloomily: ‘We shall have to find a way of helping the Army to exercise its offensive spirit once again.’ Clarke had jumped right in, outlining his concept for a British Commando. General Dill asked him for a short paper presenting his ideas, to help sell it to Churchill, with whom he would speak right away.

			Churchill, of course, had direct experience of the Boer War. In October 1899, he’d headed out to South Africa, serving as a foreign correspondent for the London Morning Post, then one of the foremost newspapers of the day. He was travelling on an armoured train when it was ambushed by the Boer Commandos. As shells and bullets had pinged all around, Churchill had helped organize the train’s defences, but while others had made their getaway he was captured.

			Carted off to prison in the Boer capital, Pretoria, his daring escape became the stuff of legend. Scaling the prison fence, he hid by day, moving only during the hours of darkness, stealing food and drinking from streams. Enraged, the Boers had launched a massive man-hunt, posters offering a reward for Churchill, ‘dead or alive’. Still he’d managed to cross hundreds of miles of enemy territory and escape. Later, Churchill returned to the Boer conflict, both as a reporter and a combatant, and its memory was etched deep in his mind, as was the dash and daring of his adversaries.

			The day after penning his proposal, Clarke was told by General Dill: ‘Your Commando scheme is approved . . . Try to get a raid across the Channel at the earliest possible moment.’ He’d won Churchill’s backing. Clarke was ordered to hand over all duties immediately, so he could set up a ‘raiding headquarters’ right away. It was to be given the innocuous-sounding cover-name ‘Section MO9’, short for Military Office 9.

			To further obfuscate MO9’s true purpose, Dudley Clarke took the unusual step of recruiting several redoubtable women to staff his HQ. The foremost, Constance Rumbold, was the daughter of Sir Horace Rumbold, who’d served as Britain’s ambassador to Berlin in the 1930s, during which time he’d repeatedly warned of Hitler’s aggressive ambitions.

			Constance Rumbold offered up the family home on Grosvenor Crescent, in London’s plush Belgravia district, as a covert meeting place for MO9 business. She founded a bogus charity, and all MO9 officers were charged to report to Grosvenor Crescent in plain clothes, telling the butler they were there on ‘charity business’. It might have seemed a little melodramatic, but London in 1940 was jam-packed with refugees from across Nazi-occupied Europe, and everyone was mindful of how ‘loose talk costs lives’.

			Against much ‘sage’ advice, Clarke recruited David Niven, the debonair Hollywood actor, as his second-in-command, believing him to have just the right combination of flair, without being too constrained by the rigidity of professional soldiering. Having joined MO9’s exalted number, Niven promptly got himself arrested under suspicion of being a German spy. It was a Sunday, and Niven had spent the day out of London, visiting friends. After dinner he was motoring back to town, when the air-raid warnings had sounded, road-blocks being erected to guard against enemy landings.

			Niven had pulled over and changed into uniform, so he could proceed relatively unmolested. Unfortunately, two eagle-eyed Home Guard officers had spied him doing so, overpowering Niven before his change of clothing was complete. Clarke had duly taken a call from Scotland Yard, but had managed to convince them that their prisoner was indeed the famous actor, David Niven, who was now serving in a top-secret arm of the military.

			Clarke’s HQ, cover and second-in-command sorted, his next challenge was where to source his recruits. Fortunately, in Scotland, a band of eminently suitable soldiers were sitting around with very little to do. Ten so-called Independent Companies had been formed to operate in Scandinavia as mobile forces. Five were busy fighting the Germans in Norway, though their days there were numbered. The five remaining companies had not been dispatched, and they were awash with the dispiriting rumour that they were about to be disbanded.

			Clarke headed to their base, where he explained that he was looking for several hundred Special Service Volunteers for raiding operations. Those who stepped forward would make up the first Commando, with a view to more being formed. A raid would have to be mounted in quick order, to prove to Churchill – and the wider world – that the British Army had the wherewithal and the will to buck defeat and to strike back. He was inundated with volunteers.

			So important was Clarke’s mission that he was answerable only to the Chiefs of Staff and Churchill. Even so, there was precious little equipment with which to do anything. His Commandos resorted to training with RAF Crash Boats, air-sea rescue craft designed to pluck downed pilots out of the drink – hardly suited to amphibious landings.

			Even as Clarke’s first raid was being planned, objections were raised. Surely, the War Cabinet argued, Clarke didn’t intend to formally christen his force the ‘Commandos’? The name had all the connotations of the Boer irregulars, with their lack of military orderliness and discipline. The War Cabinet decreed that Clarke’s unit change its name. Henceforth, the raiders would be known as Special Service troops, or ‘SS’ for short. The dark connotations of calling them that were all too clear.

			‘Desperate days demanded desperate remedies,’ Clarke himself argued. Finally, General Dill himself was forced to intervene, to ‘give Commando an authoritative blessing’. Clarke enjoyed the full backing of Churchill and General Dill, plus his long-time associate, General Archibald Wavell. Wavell, then serving as Commander Middle East and battling the Italians in North Africa, had described his ideal soldier as a mixture of ‘cat-burglar, poacher and gunman’, and he had long favoured deception, guile and unorthodox operations.

			Clarke sought to go one step further with his Commandos. ‘We looked for the dash of the Elizabethan pirate, the Chicago gangster, and the Frontier tribesman,’ he remarked. Crucially, his Commandos would need to be self-starters and independently minded, so they would press on to their objective no matter what might have befallen their fellows to left or right.

			To foster such independence of spirit, Clarke decreed that a daily allowance be given to each volunteer, from which he had to house, feed and transport himself. There would be no barracks, or rations or quotas of military vehicles. Recruits would have to find their own lodgings, eat at hostelries as they saw fit, and make their own way to embarkation points using whatever transport came to hand. It was a revolutionary concept, but the bean counters at the War Office took it all in their stride, coming up with the magical figure of 6s 8d as the individual Commando’s proper daily allowance.

			In London, Clarke established a central Commando store – a cross between an armoury stuffed with Tommy Guns, and a film studio cram-full of props, including ‘all sorts of unorthodox equipment, such as enemy uniforms and equipment, special explosives . . . in addition to every kind of weapon which the Commandos might need’.

			Churchill declared that he wanted 5,000 such Commandos, and the call went out for Special Service Volunteers to step forward for hazardous duties. Clarke looked forward to having ten separate Commandos, each of 500 men, one of which would be an exclusively airborne unit, trained for parachute insertions deep into enemy territory. But first, in late June 1940, he needed to execute his inaugural raid, to prove his concept in action.

			*

			On the night of 24/25 June 1940 – less than three weeks after Clarke’s Commandos had been founded – 120 men of No. 2 Commando set sail in four RAF Crash Boats, carrying thirty raiders apiece. Led by Major Ronnie Tod, the former commander of No. 6 Independent Company and one of Clarke’s earliest Scottish recruits, Clarke himself was riding with them, although he was strictly forbidden from going ashore.

			Under cover of darkness, the four craft crept towards the French coast, off Le Touquet, in the Pas-de-Calais region. Just twenty days earlier the last of the little ships had fled in the opposite direction, carrying the remnants of a defeated British Army. It was a herculean feat to be striking back again so swiftly. In the ensuing action, three of the craft landed their men successfully, and there were fierce skirmishes ashore, as the raiders targeted a hotel known to billet German troops.

			But the June night was short, and barely three hours had been allotted before the boats had to withdraw. Come daybreak they had to be well off the coast. The Crash Boat in which Clarke was riding came under fierce fire from a German bicycle patrol, which had raced along the beach to investigate all the commotion. It was also menaced by a German E-boat, a heavily armed fast-attack craft capable of speeds approaching 50 knots.

			Fortunately, they managed to give the E-boat the slip, as did the other Crash Boats, and all made it back safely to British shores. Operation Collar, as the mission was codenamed, was hailed as a success. The Germans had taken casualties, the Commandos had lost not a man, and there had been very few injuries. Ironically, one of those was Dudley Clarke himself, who had had his ear shot almost in half, when under fire from the bicycle patrol. Once it was sewn together again and bandaged it healed well enough.

			To a British nation desperate for positive news, Operation Collar proved a real tonic. A communiqué was issued to the press, which was both bullish and refreshingly honest:

			Naval and military units yesterday carried out successful reconnaissance of the enemy coastline. Landings were effected at a number of points and contact made with German troops. Casualties were inflicted and some enemy dead fell into our hands. Much useful information was obtained. Our forces suffered no casualties.

			Dudley Clarke expressed a ‘modest pride’ in the achievements of Op Collar: they had landed 120 Commandos on enemy shores, wrought a little damage and got them all back home again. An editorial in The Times summed up the mood of the nation. It read: ‘The point is that this incident shows the offensive spirit, which is exactly what the public wants . . .’ But it was on the far side of the Atlantic that the media really went to town, US newspapers hailing the bulldog spirit of this new breed of piratical British raider.

			In time, Hitler himself would berate the Commandos as being ‘terror and sabotage troops’ who, he claimed, ‘acted outside the Geneva convention’. German propaganda would take up this line, calling the Commandos ‘murderous thugs and cut-throats’ who preferred to kill their enemies rather than to take them prisoner. All the publicity had one major side effect: Dudley Clarke was inundated with volunteers who wished to join the ranks of the daring Special Service Volunteers.

			At the outbreak of the war Churchill had been hugely impressed – if not daunted – by German parachute operations, Hitler’s Fallschirmjäger – paratroopers – seizing Belgium’s key defences, in a lightning airborne raid known as the Battle of Fort Eben-Emael. Some fifty DFS230 gliders had landed silently in four waves, enabling German paratroopers to seize four different objectives in Belgium – Fort Eben-Emael, plus three strategically placed bridges.

			In that lightning airborne operation, 500 Fallschirmjäger – many dropped by parachute – had opened the way for German ground troops to roll into France, using Belgium as the launch-pad for their blitzkrieg. Churchill had watched aghast, but typically he had vowed that what the enemy could do, Britain had to do better. ‘Let us raise a force of 10,000 parachutists,’ he had declared, in one of his subsequent memos.

			Following Operation Collar, there was no shortage of volunteers. The challenge was equipping them. The RAF was pitifully short of airframes. All they could offer were a few ageing Whitleys. Regardless, the first paratroopers began airborne training. As Clarke wanted to distinguish them from his seaborne commandos, he decided to insert the word ‘Air’ into the Special Service name: at a stroke they became the Special Air Service.

			And so, unwittingly, a legend was born.

			The first unit formed was christened 11 Special Air Service; ‘11’, so as to bluff the enemy that ten other airborne brigades were already in existence. At Ringway, a flat, windblown civilian airstrip just to the south of Manchester, the Central Landing School was founded, Clarke’s top-secret airborne training establishment. So little understood was the concept of airborne operations, especially within an Army high-command fearful of a German invasion, that letters turned up at Ringway addressed to the ‘Central Laundry School’ and ‘The Central Sunday School’, among other equally laughable misnomers.

			Ringway had the advantage that no less a figure than Wing Commander Sir Henry Nigel St Valery Norman, 2nd Baronet, had taken up command there. A graduate of the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, Norman had served in the First World War with artillery and signals units, before spending the inter-war years learning to fly and rising through the ranks of the RAF. More to the point, Norman – like Keyes and Churchill – was a die-hard advocate of airborne forces.

			As an added bonus, Lord Egerton of Tatton’s Cheshire country estate lay adjacent to Ringway. Another First World War veteran and aviation enthusiast, Maurice Egerton, 4th Baron Egerton, offered up that expanse of open parkland within which the fledgling parachutists could train. With no expertise whatsoever within the British military regarding parachute operations, two former Hollywood stuntmen were brought in to instruct the earliest recruits.

			Bearing in mind how pioneering were those early efforts – in truth it was the blind leading the blind – it was an irony not lost upon Clarke that his airborne raiders were to be some of the first to strike again against the enemy. By autumn 1940, Operation Colossus – though it had yet to attain its iconic codename, and was then known simply as ‘Project T’ – was in the offing. If Operation Collar had proved that Britain still had pluck and punch, Colossus would demonstrate that she could take the fight deep into the enemy’s back yard.

			But this was an operation that Clarke was sadly to miss. In November 1940 he received an urgent summons from General Wavell, asking him to depart post haste for Cairo. Clarke was to leave his beloved Commandos, charged instead to develop the dark arts of trickery, deception and bluff, to help trounce the Italians in North Africa. It was a task to which he would appear a born master, but he bade farewell to his Commandos with lingering regret.

			After a circuitous series of flights, Clarke reached Cairo on 12 December 1940, less than two months before the Operation Colossus raiders were to fly to Malta. Clarke had no staff in Cairo and he worked alone, his office being a converted bathroom in British Army headquarters. His official title was simply Intelligence Officer. His cover was that he was working for MI9, the British ‘escape and evasion factory’, whose job it was to enable Allied POWs to slip the enemy’s clutches.

			His real mission – beyond-top-secret; codenamed Operation Abeam – was one he hardly could have attempted without his previous Commando experience. By the turn of the year Clarke had begun to fabricate the supposed existence of a British airborne regiment in North Africa, which in truth did not exist, to play upon Italian fears. Realizing that bending the truth was far better than creating a lie, Clarke ‘formed’ I Special Air Service, using faked documents, photos and reports, which he made sure would fall into Italian hands.

			He had dummy parachutists dropped in the open desert, where they were sure to be spotted by the enemy. He had ‘soldiers’ wearing SAS uniforms wander around the streets of Cairo, talking all too freely about their carefree, daredevil, cut-throat airborne ways. Of course, the real SAS paratroopers were even then involved in intensive training, in preparation for Operation Colossus, so the deception had real meat behind it.

			That summer, Clarke was to make the acquaintance of David Stirling, who was then serving with No. 8 Commando, recently arrived in North Africa. Stirling recognized in Clarke a hugely influential fellow, and he shared with him his ideas for creating a deep-desert raiding party. Clarke sensed an opportunity to further his great deception: if real parachutists could strike at the Italians’ rear in North Africa, so much the better. It would give body to his lies.
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