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      PROLOGUE

CORDITE

      
      It was an hour after dusk when the submarine surfaced. As it began to recharge its batteries, the hush of the night air gave
         way to a raucous throb. Every pulse of the engines, reverberating through the hull, jarred the nerves of the two men waiting
         below. Never had danger felt so real before.
     

      
      From the voice pipe came the words they had been expecting, spoken quietly but with urgency. They climbed a ladder into the
         conning tower, then another down onto the wet deck, its casing almost level with the water and speckled with foam. After days
         in the cramped confines of the submarine, the moonless sky above them seemed vast. The darkness was as soft as velvet and
         smelled of the sea.
     

      
      Beyond the gun platform, a lone figure crouched on the slim fin of the starboard fore-hydroplane. With one hand, the Special
         Boat Section corporal clung to a steel stay meant to stop mines from fouling the craft. With the other, he held in place the
         two-man canoe which had been brought up through the forward hatch and lowered over the side. The prow heaved under his grasp,
         rising and falling on the swell.
     

      
      Dressed only in a thick sweater and long-johns, the first paddler let the canoe ride up towards him and stepped across awkwardly
         into the front seat. The boat lurched and clattered against the submarine as the kneeling corporal tried his best to steady
         it again. Then the second man vaulted athletically in behind, placing his palm flat on the canvas and levering his heavy frame
         into place. The satisfied grin showed even through the boot polish that covered his face.
     

      
      Working swiftly, senses alert for the glare of a searchlight or the roar of an E-boat, a naval rating passed the men double-ended
         paddles, a Thermos flask and two small boxes. These were an infra-red transmitter and receiver, newly invented and highly
         secret. Already stowed in the canoe were a machine-gun and a 0.38 revolver, wrapped in the best waterproofing available –
         a cellophane envelope.
     

      
      Then they were away, easing off with their paddles and dipping their shoulders in the purposeful rhythm that would bring the
         canoe in a mile to land. Behind them, the submarine drew back into the night. Ahead lay the coast of Rhodes, and thousands
         of enemy troops. Operation CORDITE was on.
     

      
      By early 1941, Britain’s position in North Africa looked much more promising than it had done a few months earlier. A series
         of offensives mounted by General Sir Archibald Wavell had shattered the Italian forces in the region and he was able to turn
         his attention to the other end of his Middle East command. At Churchill’s insistence, Wavell had previously sent troops to
         help Greece in its fight against Italy, yet though the mainland still resisted the Dodecanese Islands had fallen to the invaders.
         Already the Italians and their German allies had flown sorties from the airstrips there and the threat presented by them to
         Britain’s possessions in the Eastern Mediterranean, and perhaps even to the Suez Canal, was clear.
     

      
      Wavell now proposed to secure this flank by seizing the largest of the Dodecanese, Rhodes. The attack – codenamed CORDITE – was to be executed in April by an infantry division, supported by tanks, which was to be put ashore by a naval contingent
         under Rear Admiral Harold Baillie-Grohman. More specifically, responsibility for the convoy releasing the landing craft at the right place and on time rested with its thirty-year-old navigating
         officer, Lieutenant Commander Nigel Willmott.
     

      
      Willmott had visited Rhodes in peacetime, but his view of his task was shaped more by what he had witnessed in Norwegian waters
         earlier in the war. Many of the vessels lost on both sides at Narvik in April 1940 had foundered on unseen obstructions, grounding
         amid uncharted shoals or holing themselves on rocks marked on no map. And those ships had had expert navigators. Willmott
         was only too aware that few of the landing craft which he would be dropping four miles offshore, at night, had compasses,
         and that none of the officers steering them would be trained in pilotage.
     

      
      For, despite Britain’s long military and naval traditions, the truth was that it still had a great deal to learn about cooperation
         between the two arms. Willmott’s uncle had taken part in the last major amphibious landing, at Gallipoli in 1915, where the
         assaulting troops had been slowed by barbed wire hidden in the surf. Now Willmott worried that he could give the landing craft
         no information about what they might find if they actually reached their designated beaches.
     

      
      Aerial reconnaissance only showed half the picture. It would not reveal the sandbar that might convince a helmsman he was
         in the shallows, only for soldiers laden with kit to plunge off the ramp into deep water. Nor could the survey of Rhodes’s
         coast which Willmott had recently made through the periscope of a submarine tell him whether sand at a particular spot lay
         fourteen inches deep – enough to bear the weight of armour – nor where the enemy had concealed their pillboxes.
     

      
      The Navy was Willmott’s career and accordingly he made decisions cautiously. Yet there was a side to him that was open to
         possibilities which eluded others. As a young midshipman, he had had his fortune told by an old woman in Ceylon. She had predicted
         that a great war would come but that he would survive it in the desert. His shipmates had laughed, pointing to his sailor’s
         uniform, but here he was with a cushy berth on the Staff in Cairo. It was this same willingness to look beyond the obvious that now persuaded him that – whatever his superiors thought – CORDITE would fail, and with catastrophic loss of life. The only way to avoid that was for him to see the beaches for himself.
     

      
      When Willmott first suggested this to Baillie-Grohman he was rebuffed. He knew far too much about the operation to risk being
         captured. Yet he was sure that sooner or later the Army would want better intelligence about the places where it was to land.
         So certain was he that, although he disliked swimming, he started a training routine. In the early mornings, while the sun
         was still below the Pyramids, he did twenty-five laps of the Cairo Club Baths, practising sliding silently through the water
         as if approaching a beach watched by sentries.
     

      
      The call came earlier than he had anticipated. There was a panic on: the plans had changed and the Army needed to know if
         they could land tanks below the town of Rhodes itself. By the next day, Willmott was in Alexandria, negotiating passage in
         a submarine. His intent was to row between it and the beach in a rubber dinghy, swimming the last hundred yards or so for
         greater stealth. The flotilla commander pointed out straight away that a dinghy would not fit through a submarine’s hatch.
         Instead, he had another suggestion.
     

      
      A few weeks earlier, a large and rather mysterious body of troops had disembarked in Egypt and they were now encamped north
         of Suez at Kabrit. They were commandos. There had been much talk about this new organisation since its formation six months
         before, but no one seemed to know what commandos actually did, or indeed how they might be used in North Africa. One of their
         sections, however, had contacted the submariners to explore the feasibility of making clandestine landings by canoe. They
         were currently training on the Great Bitter Lake, where Willmott was introduced to their leader, Captain Roger Courtney.
     

      
      The two men proved to have very different temperaments. Willmott had an ancestor who had won the Victoria Cross in the Indian
         Mutiny, but he did not see himself in the heroic mould. He achieved results through planning and dedication. Courtney was, by contrast, in the words of one of his men, ‘a grown-up boy’
         with the adventurous outlook of an Elizabethan privateer.
     

      
      Now nearly forty, Roger Courtney had abandoned a job in a bank to seek his fortune in Kenya. There he had become a white hunter,
         helping wealthy visitors to shoot big game and acquiring the nickname ‘Jumbo’. He had then paddled the length of the Nile
         in a canoe, armed only with an elephant spear and living off a sack of potatoes. The journey had left him with two shillings
         in the world and in need of work, so he made his way to Palestine and signed up as a colonial policeman.
     

      
      The Arab Revolt of the mid-1930s had taught him much about irregular warfare. He had seen how a handful of guerrillas could
         pin down a larger force using rapid movement and camouflage. When the insurgents began to snipe his barracks, Courtney was
         sent up a clock-tower with binoculars to spot their muzzle flashes. The bullets kept coming out of nowhere. Not until later
         was it discovered that the flash was being masked by wet sacks hung in front of the rifles.
     

      
      Courtney had had a spell in the Army as a young man, and several months before war broke out in 1939 he joined up again. He
         had got married a year earlier, and had spent his honeymoon travelling down the Danube to the Black Sea in a collapsible German-made
         canoe. The locals called it a folbot – a folding boat; Courtney and his wife called it Buttercup.
     

      
      In skilled hands, Courtney realised, canoes were fast and silent. He came to think that they would be perfect for carrying
         out reconnaissance and sabotage at close quarters, but like Willmott he failed at first to persuade more conventional minds
         of his idea’s merits. Yet where Willmott had waited to be proved right, Courtney had resorted to direct action. In the late
         summer of 1940 he made a bet with his commanding officer that he could board a ship at night and get away again, even if the
         crew was forewarned. A few evenings later, the CO was hosting a drinks party for the other officers when the French windows
         opened abruptly and in stalked Courtney, naked apart from a pair of sodden swimming trunks. Without a word he flung down the breech-blocks and covers
         from the ship’s anti-aircraft guns and left the way he had come. Daylight revealed a line of crosses chalked on the hull where
         there would have been limpet mines.
     

      
      Challenged to repeat his feat against a submarine depot vessel, Courtney and a comrade again succeeded in placing their canoe
         undetected alongside the ship and making their chalk marks. They were then tempted by a dangling rope-ladder – only to find
         a master-at-arms and two marines with fixed bayonets waiting for them at the top. Yet Courtney had made his point, and when
         the commandos sailed for the Mediterranean, their Folbot Troop went with them.
     

      
      The ‘folboteers’ would soon be given a more anonymous name to disguise their activities – the Special Boat Section (SBS).
         Courtney quickly found, however, that no one on Wavell’s staff knew what to do with them. He was therefore delighted to be
         given the chance to demonstrate his worth by helping Willmott carry out his reconnaissance. One of his NCOs, Jimmy Sherwood,
         was equally excited to be told that he too had been selected for the SBS’s very first operation.
     

      
      They had a fortnight to prepare. ‘For several nights we practised approaching the shore in folbots, with the object of getting
         ashore without being seen,’ Sherwood later remembered. ‘There were people on the beach trying to spot us.’ A canoe seen bow-on
         has a narrow silhouette and usually they were only sighted at the last moment. They were happy enough with this since the
         Italian patrols on Rhodes would not be actively looking for them, and the sound of the waves would help to cover any noise
         they made.
     

      
      The two officers also spent hours in games of hide and seek. ‘Generally speaking, it’s surprising what one can do at night
         if one keeps low to the ground or water and quiet,’ Willmott wrote afterwards. Courtney had a hunter’s eye, but after ten
         days Willmott was able to swim ashore in the dark and circle behind him twice as often as he was caught. They also found that
         as long as Willmott remained motionless in the sea, a torch shone on him would dazzle Courtney rather than illuminate Willmott.
     

      
      The latter had sheathed the torch in a contraceptive to keep the water out, and the rest of their kit was equally makeshift.
         They might have to stay submerged for hours, and in an age before wetsuits the best protection against the cold that Willmott
         could devise was a submariner’s thick jersey and woollen leggings soaked in periscope grease. On top of this he wore an inflatable
         Gieves waistcoat to add buoyancy. Even so, the clothing was heavy and uncomfortable, and did not stop Courtney from catching
         a bad chill which for several days put an end to their training.
     

      
      The folbot did not inspire Willmott with confidence either. He soon learned the rudiments of paddling, but the canoe had been
         made for the pre-war leisure market rather than to military specifications. There were no spray caps and the boat risked being
         swamped in rough water. It was also prone to tip over in all but the lightest of winds. In fact, the sole piece of high technology
         that they had laid their hands on was the infra-red transmitter. Its rays were visible only when seen on the screen of the
         receiver, and most nights they practised homing in on the beacon being flashed by Sherwood from the base of Alexandria’s lighthouse.
         Without the device, their chances of returning safely to the submarine would be remote.
     

      
      In the last week of March 1941, the trio sailed for the Dodecanese aboard Triumph. ‘I’d never been in a submarine in my life,’ said Sherwood. ‘I thought it was romantic, not dangerous!’ They saw little sign
         of enemy activity on the surface, although they spotted much in the air; far to the west, the Navy was eviscerating the Italian
         fleet in the battle of Cape Matapan. On the night of the 30th, Sherwood helped to launch the folbot a little over a mile from
         the northern tip of Rhodes.
     

      
      Willmott was to make the first recce, and after they had closed to within a hundred yards of the beach, he slipped as silently
         as he could into the water. The canoe was floating in a small bay, separated from the main harbour by a promontory. Shingle
         sloped steeply up from the shallows to a sea wall, beyond which lay the Hotel des Roses. Once a fashionable resort, it was now the headquarters of the Axis forces on the island.
     

      
      The sea was so cold that it took his breath away, and Willmott quickly started to swim towards the narrow crescent of sand.
         Almost instantly, he saw that it would be impossible to land tanks there. The foreshore was too rocky and the gradient was
         too stiff. He then began to check whether it was suitable for troops, stretching his toes down to see how the sand shelved
         under the surf. As he did so, he heard someone speaking in German.
     

      
      On the road behind the wall at the back of the beach, two sentries were stamping their feet to warm themselves. One was having
         a surreptitious smoke while the other hawked and wheezed. Willmott focused on the sound of the water around him. Then, moving
         in time to the noise made by each breaking wave, he began to crawl up the shingle on his elbows.
     

      
      He had got halfway to the wall when he saw one of the soldiers looking at him. He froze. The hours of practice with Courtney
         had taught him that if he stayed absolutely still he resembled nothing more unusual than a rock in the dark. Through his wet
         clothes he felt a breeze coming from the sea, and he clamped his teeth together to stop them from chattering. The sentry turned
         his head again and moved away.
     

      
      Peering over the wall, Willmott realised that the Germans were no more than ten yards from him. A truck passed between them,
         and the headlights revealed two others stationed further up the road. His limbs felt tired and numb, and he did not relish
         going back into the water. Digging deep into his reserves of willpower, he dragged himself back down to the sea and began
         methodically to explore the shallows.
     

      
      Within a few minutes he found a sandbar, some fifteen yards out. If the landing craft came to rest on this, their cargoes
         would be sitting targets. He traced its course, noting carefully where it ended so as to be able to direct the boats around
         it. Then he headed for the last of his objectives – the Hotel des Roses itself.
     

      
      There might be hidden gun emplacements here, and he crept slowly round the edge of its lawn, keeping to the shadows, until he was only fifty yards from the building. Satisfied that
         there were no tank traps or machine-gun nests, only tamarisks and bougainvillea, he retraced his steps downhill. Grabbing
         a few pebbles from the beach as geological specimens, he braced himself for the icy coils of the sea.
     

      
      Three hours had passed and the Benzedrine tablets he had taken to keep himself alert had worn off. Fatigue began to wash over
         him as he held his torch aloft, two hundred yards from the shore, praying that Courtney would see his signal. It took all
         his concentration to keep flashing ‘R’ in Morse code and after ten minutes he started to worry that the commando had been
         captured. Or perhaps he had lost his bearings in the dark and been carried out of position by the current.
     

      
      Willmott felt a blissful exhaustion overwhelming him. He lost sensation in his feet, and then in his legs as it crept up him.
         His eyes closed, but he willed them to open and as he did so heard the sound of a blade parting water. Up came Courtney, and
         with a final effort Willmott pulled himself over the stern of the canoe. So cold was he that he could not feel the whisky
         that Courtney poured down his throat, but the hot coffee revived him a little and they began to paddle out to sea to rendezvous
         with the submarine. A thick mist came down, but once through it they were able to begin transmitting with the infra-red equipment,
         watching in turn for Triumph’s own beam. They did not have long to wait before they saw her rise from the water.
     

      
      The next night, Willmott went onto a beach south of Rhodes town. There he found an unmarked reef below the waterline which
         would have holed any landing craft. Pushing his luck, he worked his way through barbed wire and got onto the esplanade of
         the town itself. No sooner had he begun to swim for the canoe than he saw a group of sentries with torches combing the area
         where he had just been. By now his strength was spent, and after resting for two days in the submarine he agreed to Courtney’s
         suggestion that he let him make the third and final recce.
     

      
      
      It was the nearest they came to getting caught. The beach was twenty miles down the east coast, and while Courtney was ashore
         Willmott paddled off to take depth soundings at another. When he returned four hours later there was no sign of Courtney.
         The minutes passed and Willmott began to fear that something had gone wrong.
     

      
      Then out of the dark came the frantic barking of a dog. It was a high, angry snarl warning of an intruder. There was a guard
         hut close to the water, and Willmott expected at any moment to be picked out by a searchlight and to see tracer arcing towards
         him. Instead, all he heard was a long, muted whistle. Was it Courtney? Or was it a ruse to lure Willmott in? If he was captured,
         the entire invasion would be compromised. Yet the outcome would be the same if he left Courtney there. Willmott presumed that
         it was the commando’s presence which was disturbing the animal, and cradling his tommy-gun in the crook of his arm he slowly
         nosed the canoe right in to the beach.
     

      
      The whistle sounded again, and then Courtney came floundering loudly through the surf. He was unable to swim, having seized
         up with cramp after mapping more than half a mile of enemy defences. The dog had followed him much of the way, growling from
         the other side of the fence. Stroke by stroke, Willmott backed the folbot out to sea, keeping his weapon levelled at the beach
         all the time, until they could hear the barking no more.
     

      
      The mission had achieved all of Willmott’s ambitions for it. He had acquired vital intelligence and shown that many of the
         charts on which the planners of CORDITE had relied were wrong. As he put it later: ‘There had been natural misgivings at Headquarters about the practicability of
         this sort of snooping … but the venture proved the possibilities.’ But when Triumph returned to Alexandria they learned that all their efforts had been for nothing. Germany had invaded Greece on 6 April, so
         Wavell’s priority was now to reinforce the mainland. The attack on Rhodes was cancelled.
     

      
      None the less, it would seem clear that Willmott had demonstrated beyond doubt the value and potential of covert beach reconnaissance.
         He and Courtney had also shown what could be accomplished by enthusiastic cooperation between the Army and the Navy, and that a few men might by foresight, surprise and
         daring succeed where a more orthodox approach would not. Yet their reward was to be ignored by those who should have made
         best use of just such a lesson.
     

      
      Roger Courtney was awarded the Military Cross for his courage on Rhodes but within three months the Commandos in the Middle
         East would be disbanded, and by the end of 1941 the SBS in the Mediterranean had been absorbed into other units. Similarly,
         Nigel Willmott was appointed to the Distinguished Service Order (DSO), but not for another year and a half did his superiors
         think to make use of his unique experience again. In the meantime he found himself evacuating British troops from other beaches
         in Greece, and teaching navigation in the desert.
     

      
      It is a mark of the legendary status that the Commandos have attained in the seventy years since they were founded that so
         little of what is commonly thought about them is true.
     

      
      When they were set up in 1940 Britain’s fortunes were at a low ebb. After Dunkirk, its armed forces appeared permanently on
         the defensive, and even the Battle of Britain was a victory won on the back foot. The public was ready to be inspired by any
         organisation which took the fight to the enemy, and the media was willing to do its bit to raise morale. So was born the image
         of the commando, dagger between his teeth, striking night after night in a carefully coordinated campaign of sabotage and
         raiding. By and large, that has remained the heroic picture of them cherished by successive generations.
     

      
      The reality was considerably more complex. In fact, for much of their wartime existence, the Commandos were regarded by those
         in charge of military strategy not as a major asset but as a nuisance. Occasionally they were treated by the rest of the Army
         from whose ranks they originally came, and by the other armed services, with undisguised hostility. As Willmott discovered
         after CORDITE, this was partly due to the suspicion within the higher ranks of the Staff of anything untried and irregular. The Army is an institution, and a vast one, and it functions most efficiently when running
         on straight lines. Yet the failure of the Commandos to win greater approval from the High Command was also self-inflicted.
     

      
      Their early raids were described by their greatest supporter, Winston Churchill, as ‘silly fiascos’. But even once fully trained,
         they endured years of frustration as political in-fighting, the high-handedness of their commanders and resentment at the
         resources given them led to the cancellation of operation after operation. From July 1940 until June 1941 they carried out
         just one attack of any significance, and before March 1942 only two more of real importance. So much for ‘hitting back’.
     

      
      Moreover, when they were given an opportunity, the raid often ended in failure or at an almost recklessly high cost in blood
         if it managed to achieve its aims. Three men out of thirty-four came back from FLIPPER, the attack on Rommel’s supposed headquarters. More than two-thirds of those who went to St Nazaire were killed or taken
         prisoner, while the fledgling Special Service Regiment was annihilated at Tobruk. Four from twelve survived Operation MUSKETOON, two from the original party of twelve returned after ANGLO, and just two of the ten ‘Cockleshell Heroes’ lived to tell of FRANKTON. The toll on officers was especially high. The five who went on BASALT in the autumn of 1942 won between them a Victoria Cross, the DSO and six Military Crosses (MCs), but none saw the end of
         the war.
     

      
      Nor were their successful raids indispensable to Britain’s survival. At a strategic level, such exploits were of questionable
         value, drawing off highly skilled troops who might have been better used elsewhere. Their early operations made for good propaganda,
         perpetuated by numerous films after the war, but that has led to their effect being overestimated in the years since.
     

      
      It has also coloured the public perception of the Commandos’ role. Their time as coastal raiders was in fact brief. By 1942,
         they were already being envisaged – when used in large numbers – primarily as assault troops. It was as this spearhead that
         they were deployed from 1943 on the beaches of Italy and later of Normandy, side by side with the newly formed Royal Marine Commandos,
         whose adoption of a name and tradition created by the Army at first caused much resentment.
     

      
      Even in this new role, though, it could be argued that the wrong lessons were drawn about their abilities. Certainly, the
         Commandos did all that was asked of them as flank guards and amphibious warriors in the push to the Po and the drive to the
         Rhine. The evidence suggests, however, that they were largely wasted on the tasks they were allocated, and could have done
         more if handled with greater flexibility and imagination. Pertinently, many of the objectives assigned to the elite Commandos
         were accomplished as well by ordinary regiments of the line. It was not the Commandos but the 8th Infantry Brigade which supplied
         the first troops to storm ashore Sword Beach on D-Day.
     

      
      It was only in the decades after the war that the more important achievements of the Commandos came to be appreciated and
         acted on. For there is no doubt that the approach of some of them to combat, especially of those ever-smaller units which
         specialised in raiding, has had a profound effect on the art of war. It is no coincidence that the Parachute Regiment, the
         SAS and the SBS all sprang directly from the Commandos. Indeed, the very idea of ‘special forces’, now such a feature of modern
         warfare, is their legacy.
     

      
      The particular methods and feats of a few individuals on a handful of occasions have often been taken to stand for the tactics
         and deeds of the Commandos as a whole. That was not the case. One of the aims of this book is to reveal the wide variety of
         commandos’ experiences, and the diversity of formations the term encompassed. Some commandos, for example, saw very little
         fighting. For many, it came in intense bursts rather than as the prolonged slog endured by regular soldiers. Perhaps the most
         famous Commando leader, Lord Lovat, spent about a week on the front line in the course of the war, the great majority of it
         – until he was severely wounded – in the period after D-Day.
     

      
      The soldier’s job is to win battles. That of the historian, seated safely at his or her desk, is to set the record straight. No one’s memory is honoured by the repetition of myths or by the
         sensationalising of events in which men lost their lives. To show that things sometimes go wrong, however, is not to denigrate
         the courage of those who served in the Commandos, nor to overlook the pride with which they wore the green beret. Those virtues
         were common to all commandos, as was a shared ethos of self-belief and self-reliance that frequently allowed them to wield
         influence in war far out of proportion to their number. That standard military training now aims to instil in every recruit
         those Commando qualities, and often by using the techniques they first developed, is the most enduring tribute to the reputation
         they won for themselves during the Second World War.
     

      
      Many books have already been written about the Commandos. Most concentrate on a particular unit or operation, or just on the
         original Army Commandos and not on their comrades (as they were from 1942) in the Marines. Meanwhile, the previous general
         histories, largely written by an earlier generation, tend to favour the wider military context over the viewpoint of the individual
         soldier.
     

      
      This book is, I think, the first to try to tell the full story of the Commandos in the words of those who were there, and
         to do so by focusing on the most important or representative of their missions. It is written for a wide readership rather
         than for the scholar, but I hope that even those who already know something about the Commandos will find in it much that
         is new to them.
     

      
      Among the little-known and first-hand accounts in the archives on which I have drawn is that of Gerald Montanaro’s waterborne
         raid on Boulogne harbour – Operation JV – which pre-dated ‘Blondie’ Hasler’s overly bold attack on Bordeaux by nine months. There are also insights from the only
         other survivor of FRANKTON, Bill Sparks, and reminiscences by Tommy Langton of his epic walk to safety after the debacle of AGREEMENT, when commandos dressed as German soldiers tried to seize Tobruk.
     

      
      Other chapters include new material on the extraordinary assassination of a German commandant in Yugoslavia by a commando disguised as a shepherd, and the even more remarkable assignment
         he was then given personally by Field Marshal Alexander. The tensions behind the façade of unity maintained by two of the
         Commandos’ leaders, Lord Lovat and Robert Laycock, are laid bare in their private letters, while one written by a prisoner-of-war
         sheds light on the fate of two officers executed in a concentration camp on Hitler’s orders. Another chance find means that
         the suspected treachery of a member of 62 Commando (the Small-Scale Raiding Force), who became an agent for the Gestapo, can
         now be revealed.
     

      
      Above all, this is a book about the impact of war on men, and the impact they had on war. The Second World War continues to
         fascinate us because we wonder how we would cope if we faced such a test. These are the stories of those who did so for real.
     

      




      
      
      1

      
      AMBASSADOR

      
      5 June 1940 was a fine summer evening, but the cloudless skies did little to dispel the gloom in the War Office. From a corner
         room on its second floor, the head of the British Army was looking thoughtfully up Whitehall to Trafalgar Square. Barrage
         balloons rode above Nelson’s Column and over the road a stream of government messengers hastened in and out of the Admiralty.
         He watched the scene for a minute or two and then turned to the officer sitting on the other side of his desk. ‘We must’,
         he said, ‘find a way to help the Army exercise its offensive spirit again.’
     

      
      Twenty-four hours earlier, the nation had heard its prime minister, Winston Churchill, give Parliament the news of the Army’s
         retreat from France. He had promised that Britain would never surrender, but there were many who did not share his optimism.
         Returning home that night from the War Office, Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Clarke began to ask himself what other countries
         had done in the past when their main force had been driven from the field. By the time he reached his flat on Piccadilly he
         had his answer. For a career soldier, Clarke was unusual in being something of an intellectual. He was less interested in
         hunting and shooting than he was in books and music. He had a sharp mind and an imaginative streak that ran in the family;
         his brother later wrote many of the Ealing film comedies.
     

      
      
      While he had been walking through the West End, Clarke had been thinking about South Africa’s history. He had been born there
         during the Boer War, and he remembered how after their armies had been defeated the settlers had formed small bands of horsemen
         who for two years had harried and eluded a British force ten times their number. The Boers’ word for them was ‘Kommando’.
     

      
      On one side of a sheet of writing paper Clarke jotted down his idea. ‘With the resources we have,’ he wrote, ‘there seem enormous
         possibilities of creating untold havoc among enemy air bases and communications if we resort to guerrilla warfare on a big
         scale.’ Perhaps the Kommandos could be reborn under another flag.
     

      
      Like Roger Courtney, Clarke had seen irregular warfare at first hand in Palestine, where he had served as a staff officer
         under Sir John Dill. When Churchill appointed Dill as the new Chief of the Imperial General Staff at the end of May 1940,
         Clarke went with him to the War Office. Every commander of an army needs an aide who knows how his mind works, and even as
         Dill was looking across the rooftops of Whitehall Clarke was pulling the sheet of writing paper from his pocket.
     

      
      Dill was immediately enthusiastic. He told Clarke to expand his notes into a briefing paper which he could take to the Cabinet
         meeting the next morning. By lunchtime, the plan was approved, and that afternoon Clarke found himself in charge of all raiding
         operations, with orders to strike at German positions across the Channel as soon as possible. The Commandos had been transformed
         from a historical memory into Britain’s newest weapon in less than forty-eight hours.
     

      
      The uncharacteristic speed with which the wheels of government had turned owed everything to one fact: Churchill had been
         brooding on exactly the same problem. ‘The completely defensive habit of mind, which has ruined the French, must not be allowed
         to ruin all our initiative,’ he wrote to his principal military adviser, Major General Hastings Ismay, on 3 June. ‘How wonderful
         it would be if the Germans could be made to wonder where they were going to be struck next instead of forcing us to try to
         wall in the island.’
     

      
      
      Churchill understood how vital it was to raise both military and civilian morale quickly after the shock of Dunkirk, and two
         days later he urged the matter again on Ismay: ‘We have got to get out of our minds the idea that the Channel ports and all
         the country between them are enemy territory. They must become no man’s land. Enterprises must be prepared,’ he insisted,
         ‘with specially trained troops of the hunter class who can develop a reign of terror down these coasts … The passive resistance
         war, which we have acquitted ourselves so well in, must come to an end.’ That same evening, Clarke echoed those thoughts to
         Dill, and Churchill at once gave the Commandos his approval. He had, after all, seen at close range how effective they had
         been in their original incarnation when a war correspondent in South Africa.
     

      
      Yet, encouraging though it was to have Churchill’s backing, Clarke was being asked to do much more than just form a new unit.
         In its four-hundred-year history, the British Army had never incorporated a permanent body of irregular troops; and if he
         was to succeed, Clarke would also have to change the military mindset. There had been rare examples of commanders conducting
         guerrilla campaigns, such as T.E. Lawrence in Arabia and Orde Wingate during the troubles in Palestine, but both had made
         use of local and largely unprofessional forces. Even the Boers had been defeated eventually, and their example had had no
         impact on the training and tactics prescribed by the General Staff.
     

      
      During the First World War, all three armed services had famously combined to mount just such a raid as Churchill now envisaged.
         Eight Victoria Crosses were won in the attack on the Belgian port of Zeebrugge, which the Germans were using as a U-boat base,
         but in the years since then little attention had been paid to developing a doctrine of amphibious operations. Air power was
         the coming thing, and the assumption was that it would make landing troops directly from ships (as was the standard method
         for waterborne assaults) almost impossible.
     

      
      Only late in the 1930s had the War Office set up a department to study ungentlemanly warfare. It was staffed by just two officers,
         Colin Gubbins and J.F.C. Holland, both veterans of the strife in Ireland and sharing a common interest in subversion. At their
         suggestion, in the spring of 1940 volunteers from the Territorial Army had been formed into ten ‘Independent Companies’ tasked
         with sabotaging the enemy’s lines of communication. Under Gubbins, some had taken part in the fighting in Norway, yet in a
         portent of things to come they had been used by the generals not in their intended role but as an infantry reserve.
     

      
      None the less, the Independent Companies were the most obvious remedy for Dudley Clarke’s first headache. Dill had made it
         clear that, with an invasion expected at any moment, no existing unit was to be diverted from defensive duties to provide
         recruits for the Commandos. Five Independent Companies, however, were merely doing garrison duty in Scotland, so Clarke told
         two of their COs to pick a hundred men and bring them south for a raid in a fortnight’s time.
     

      
      Meanwhile, Clarke got on with planning it. He decided that the chances of keeping it quiet would improve if he did not hold
         meetings at the War Office. Accordingly, he based himself at the Belgravia home of the former ambassador in Berlin, Sir Horace
         Rumbold. Sworn to secrecy, Sir Horace’s butler gamely answered the door to a series of beefy men ill at ease in civilian clothes
         who told him that they had come about the ‘Charity Committee’.
     

      
      The minutes of the meetings were kept by Rumbold’s daughter Constantia. Other members of the team were also recruited out
         of Clarke’s own address book rather than from the civil service. Marian Marling, known as ‘Buster’, was a relation of a friend
         of Clarke, and put herself and her car at his disposal. Joan Bright, a girlfriend of Ian Fleming and afterwards a key figure
         in Churchill’s administrative staff, came over from Intelligence to organise the filing cabinets. As liaison officer between
         his department – now christened MO9 – and the Commandos themselves, Clarke settled on the debonair form of David Niven, who
         had held an Army commission before becoming a film star.
     

      
      The creation of this little empire did not go unnoticed in Whitehall. The higher echelons of the War Office had squirmed in their seats when Clarke unveiled his radical plans for the
         Commandos to live out of barracks and to draw weapons from a central store as needed. Eyebrows were raised even at the use
         of a Boer term for their name. Within a week of Clarke’s appointment, the service ministries moved to reassert their control
         over what they regarded as their own resources.
     

      
      Anthony Eden, the Secretary of State for War, wrote to Churchill emphasising the War Office’s need – or at least desire –
         to coordinate all aspects of irregular warfare. The same day, Clarke learned that responsibility for directing raids was to
         be handed to a senior officer, Lieutenant General Alan Bourne, the Adjutant-General of the Royal Marines. He was to report
         to the Chiefs of Staff and the Prime Minister and head a combined staff from all three services, to be housed in the Admiralty.
     

      
      Clarke’s position in this new set-up appeared uncertain. He was reassured by Bourne that for the time being he would concentrate
         on securing help and facilities from the ministries, while Clarke looked after policy and continued to organise the first
         raid. But Clarke could see trouble ahead. If the Commandos fulfilled their potential, the Chiefs of Staff would find that
         in Bourne’s organisation they had created a rival to their own power, and one with the Prime Minister’s ear.
     

      
      Churchill had talked in terms of turning five thousand soldiers into commandos, with ships at their disposal night and day.
         Neither the War Office nor the Admiralty would relish losing such a quantity of men and equipment when they were already hard-pressed
         to meet demands on other fronts. Dunkirk had left them with even larger shortfalls. It seemed most unlikely that they would
         give the Prime Minister’s new venture their enthusiastic cooperation. For the moment, however, Clarke kept his reservations
         to himself and turned his attention to a map of the French coast.
     

      
      In the first flush of excitement at Clarke’s scheme, the War Office had turned its own mind to the question of how to find
         recruits for the Commandos. On 9 June, a letter went out to each of the Army’s regional Home Commands, asking them to collect the names of officers who could raise volunteers for a new unit ‘specialising
         in tip and run tactics’. The officers were to have personality, tactical ability and imagination. A few days later the letter
         reached the desk of the adjutant of the 23rd Medium and Heavy Training Regiment of the Royal Artillery.
     

      
      John Durnford-Slater had been in the Army for a decade, but while he had enjoyed life with it in exotic India, garrison duties
         back in Britain had bored him. He had planned to resign his commission until the Munich Crisis in 1938. War seemed inevitable
         to him afterwards and he had decided to stay in. Sturdily made, energetic and red-headed, with a rather high and breathless
         voice which others mimicked behind his back, he was eager to have a taste of real soldiering. ‘I was tired of training men
         for action,’ he said later, ‘I wanted action for myself.’
     

      
      He applied for the job of raising a Commando unit, wrote his own recommendation, had an interview at the War Office, and on
         28 June received a telegram promoting him from captain to lieutenant colonel at the age of just thirty. He was to lead 3 Commando,
         the first to be formed, making him – as he proudly recalled – the first commando.
     

      
      From the start, the Commandos were not organised into the standard formations of battalions and regiments. Each Commando would
         consist of five hundred men – less than the strength of a regular battalion – divided into ten troops. Since they were to
         operate in small groups there would be a higher proportion than usual of junior officers. It was a measure of Durnford-Slater’s
         vigour that within a week he had interviewed dozens of candidates in headquarters towns across Southern Command and chosen
         the thirty-five he needed.
     

      
      ‘What I was seeking and what I obtained’, he wrote later, ‘were men of character beyond normal.’ Mental and physical toughness
         was important, but he prized keenness over sheer size. He also looked for cheerfulness and confidence. All would help build
         the spirit which would enable soldiers to overcome difficulties and danger.
     

      
      
      That it was left to Commando COs to choose their own officers, rather than the Army doing so, set the tone for the new force.
         Much that was to be unique about it stemmed from that one peculiarity, born largely of the haste with which the organisation
         was created. It made it as much a club as a military unit. Above all, the pride taken by men and officers alike in having
         been picked to join them gave the Commandos immediate esprit de corps.
     

      
      One of the first young officers chosen by Durnford-Slater was John Smale. The son of a well-to-do farmer, he had shown more
         enthusiasm for the rugby pitch than for his lessons while at Haileybury, and in 1936 he had joined the Lancashire Fusiliers.
         His battalion had fought three engagements in the retreat from Brussels to the beaches at Dunkirk, where he had been confronted
         by the sight of a general having a breakdown and asking him why he wasn’t wearing a hat.
     

      
      When he returned to Britain, he realised that it might be another two years before recruits were trained to replace those
         killed in France and the battalion went to war again. He was twenty-four, and full of self-confidence despite his recent experiences.
         ‘We’d fought the Germans and felt we were just as good as them,’ he said years later. ‘The feeling was among those who had
         come back that we wanted another go at them … So when the offer of joining the Commandos cropped up, I jumped at it.’
     

      
      Durnford-Slater told him that the officers were in turn to select their own men from volunteers, and sent him to make the
         rounds of the 4th Infantry Division with another second lieutenant and Dunkirk veteran named Peter Young. Neither had any
         qualms about the guerrilla methods that the Commandos were to use. ‘You would be attacking German soldiers, and it was their
         job to defend themselves, it was fair play,’ thought Smale. Young would take to raiding with such zest that by 1945 he would
         be a brigadier with a DSO and three MCs.
     

      
      ‘We chose a number of what you would call old soldiers, fully trained infantrymen,’ recalled Smale of their recruiting process.

      
      

In addition, quite a number of younger chaps who had been called up, young businessmen mostly. They were a very different
            type in that from the weapon-training point of view they didn’t compare, but on the other hand they were young, fit and probably
            had more flexible minds … We hoped they would be quicker thinkers in an emergency.
        

         We also enlisted quite a lot of Artillery men and those from the Tank Corps … a smattering of Royal Engineers who were trained
            in explosives, and quite a number from the Royal Army Service Corps who were trained in vehicles. We were a hotch-potch lot.
            When you saw us on parade we all wore our own head dress. We didn’t have the green beret yet so, what with a few tam o’shanters,
            we were a pretty mixed bunch to look at.
        

     



      
      Those who had been picked were told to report to Durnford-Slater at Plymouth and on 8 July, just over a week into its existence,
         3 Commando held its first training exercise. It consisted of rowing a small boat borrowed from the Navy round and round the
         harbour. It was hardly a dashing entrance into the war, but it was a start.
     

      
      The first Commando raid, however, was not to be carried out by the Commandos. Quick off the mark as Durnford-Slater was, Churchill’s
         impatience for an early sortie meant that this had already taken place four days before 3 Commando came into being. The troops
         involved were the 115 men of the Independent Companies summoned from Scotland by Clarke.
     

      
      Led by Major Ronnie Tod, they were divided into four groups and carried across the Channel in RAF air–sea rescue launches
         from Dover, Folkestone and Newhaven. They reached France in the early hours of 24 June and were put ashore at four spots near
         Boulogne.
     

      
      One of the officers in the party that landed at Le Touquet was Ronnie Swayne. A rugby Blue at Oxford, he had joined No. 9
         Independent Company from the Herefordshire Regiment. They had been briefed to go to Norway, but had merely got as far as embarking on a ship to take them there.
     

      
      The main aim of the night’s raid was to capture prisoners. Swayne’s target was the Merlimont Plage Hotel, which it was thought
         was being used as a barracks. But from the start things went wrong. They arrived at their beach late, when the short summer
         night was already ending. Swayne managed to locate the hotel, only to find that it was empty and – since the doors and windows
         were boarded up – had apparently been so for some time.
     

      
      Having ‘wandered around a bit, looking for Germans’, he decided that as time was running out they should head back to the
         crash boat. Except that at the beach there was no sign of it. ‘The boat was hanging around off shore,’ he recalled, ‘and we
         couldn’t make contact with it.’ It was at this point that two German sentries stumbled on them.
     

      
      Swayne levelled his revolver at close range and pulled the trigger twice. Nothing happened, and it was then that he remembered
         that he had forgotten to load it. He grappled with one of the soldiers and hit him on the head with the butt of his gun, while
         his batman bayoneted the other.
     

      
      As it turned out, Swayne’s carelessness proved to be a stroke of luck. The Germans had been killed silently, whereas shots
         would have alerted a larger patrol soon seen making its way across the dunes. By then, Swayne had lost his patience and swum
         out to the launch. His temper was not improved by the water which filled his baggy breeches and made the boat seem further
         out still.
     

      
      When he reached it, he abruptly informed the naval officer in charge that he was being demoted, replaced him with the coxswain,
         and took the vessel in to pick up the rest of his soldiers. Most of their weapons, however, had to be left behind. ‘We got
         everybody off, but it was a rather amateurish affair,’ he admitted.
     

      
      Two of the other three groups had not done any better. One had got several hundred yards inland without encountering opposition
         and had then come home. The second had tried to sabotage a sea-plane anchorage, but their boat had almost been swamped by
         an aircraft taking off. The last group was commanded by Tod himself, accompanied by Dudley Clarke. Tod had invited him along
         at the final meeting of the ‘Charity Committee’. Clarke knew perfectly well that members of the War Office staff had no business
         blacking up their faces and creeping up on German guard posts, but he convinced himself that MO9 ought to send an observer
         with the raid. He was thrilled when Bourne gave him permission to go, providing he stayed in the boat.
     

      
      Everything remained calm ashore at Stella Plage until Tod came back to report that so far he had found nothing. At that moment,
         a German bicycle patrol came riding silently along the water’s edge, where the sand was firmest, and so slipped unnoticed
         past Tod’s lookouts. Tod himself did spot the patrol, however, and he was unable to resist such a tempting target. Snatching
         up his new tommy-gun, he brought it to bear on the cyclists but he had never used the weapon before and in cocking it dislodged
         the magazine. It fell noisily to the ground, the Germans opened fire, and Clarke was knocked out by a violent blow to the
         side of his head.
     

      
      When he came round, the firing had stopped. He could feel an acute pain in his hip and it took him a while to realise this
         was just the result of having crushed his silver cigarette case as he fell on the deck. In the meantime, Tod had gone to find
         the rest of his men in case the Germans returned in strength, and a long half-hour later Clarke saw shadowy figures wading
         quietly out towards the boat. Closer and closer they came, with bayonets fixed, until Clarke suddenly wondered with horror
         if they were his own troops.
     

      
      ‘Give the password!’ he croaked. His voice was so tense that he did not recognise it as his own. The nearest figure halted
         a few yards away, but the answer he gave was quite incomprehensible. For a minute they remained rooted to the spot, each as
         frightened as the other, until Clarke heard an NCO say his name and the strain was broken.
     

      
      As dawn broke, Clarke saw the others in the boat looking at him with worried faces, and found to his shock that his head and
         coat were caked in blood. A bullet had almost severed his ear. The near loss of the Commandos’ founder was by far the most notable event of a dismal night.
     

      
      Operation COLLAR, as the raid was called, had been a complete failure. No intelligence had been gathered, no prisoners captured, and no damage
         done to the German forces except for the sentries killed by Swayne. Even then, he had neglected to take their identity papers,
         and an attempt to tow the bodies back to England had ended in rather grim farce when they were lost in mid-Channel.
     

      
      Naturally, none of this was revealed in the bland press release put out the following day by the Ministry of Information.
         The spin it gave to ‘successful reconnaissances of the enemy coastline’ was seized on by newspapers eager for positive news.
         ‘The point is’, trumpeted a leader in The Times, ‘that this incident shows the offensive spirit, which is exactly what the public wants.’ Churchill had certainly judged
         the popular mood correctly.
     

      
      The lesson was not lost on Clarke. ‘Publicity will play a very big part in exploiting the moral value of a raid,’ he observed
         later in some notes on how to plan them. ‘Good publicity may easily extract a great deal of moral effect from a raid which
         achieved few concrete military results – in fact, the less achieved, the more important to boost it! On the other hand,’ he
         urged, ‘the moral effect of one fiasco will outweigh that of several successful raids.’ It was sound advice, but it would
         be a long time before it was taken to heart.
     

      
      As 3 Commando began to assemble in early July, Durnford-Slater was briefed on its first operation by Niven, who to his surprise
         proved to have none of the showy manner of a film star. AMBASSADOR would take place in just a week’s time. Despite the evidence from Boulogne, the frame of mind at the top was still one of
         hurry – of being seen to do something – rather than of prudence. Tod’s troops were to be handed the chance to redeem themselves,
         together with forty of the new commandos.
     

      
      The target was Guernsey, which had been occupied by the Germans on 4 July. It was thought that the aerodrome at Le Bourg might
         be used as a base by the Luftwaffe, and the raiders were to prevent this by destroying its underground fuel tanks. An officer originally from the island had been landed by submarine
         and cleverly learned from the baker who supplied the German garrison that it numbered 469 soldiers. Most were based in the
         capital, St Peter Port, from where reinforcements could reach any part of Guernsey within twenty minutes.
     

      
      Durnford-Slater decided to take with him H Troop, as it contained many regulars who had fought in France, including Joe Smale
         and Peter Young. On the evening of 14 July, the commandos boarded buses for Dartmouth and there embarked on the destroyers
         Saladin and Scimitar. Durnford-Slater was still recovering from shock as he made his way up the gangway. A few minutes earlier he had learned
         that his men had asked untrained fifteen-year-old naval cadets to help load the magazines of the Troop’s few precious Bren
         guns. ‘We were completely raw,’ recalled Smale, but they were not the only ones.
     

      
      The commandos’ role in the operation was to provide a diversion. They would land on the Jerbourg Peninsula in the south of
         Guernsey while the Independent Companies came ashore near the airfield and attacked it. As they neared the island, Tod’s one
         hundred men disembarked into RAF crash boats which had been towed behind the destroyers and headed in two groups for their
         beaches.
     

      
      None arrived. Some of the craft developed engine problems, others became swamped even before they set off. In one of them
         was Ronnie Swayne, who found himself being constantly transferred between a series of boats as each began to fail. By dawn,
         he was sitting in a launch with water up to its gunnels. Fortunately, they were spotted by their destroyer and picked up.
     

      
      ‘We weren’t remotely ready,’ he concluded. ‘We didn’t know what kind of boats we wanted, we didn’t know how to do it, and
         there wasn’t a proper planning body to prepare for these raids. In any case, there was a fearful shortage of weapons.’
     

      
      One group had gone right off course. After sailing east for several hours, they came to an island which they assumed must
         be their destination, but its landmarks did not agree with their map. In fact, it was Sark; they had missed Guernsey altogether. Only afterwards did the Navy realise that the electric field of degaussing
         coils newly installed in boats to counter magnetic mines was interfering with the compasses.
     

      
      Oblivious to the shambles taking place out to sea, Durnford-Slater ordered his men to scramble down the nets into their launches
         at twenty minutes past midnight. There was no moon and the water in Telegraph Bay was calm. The boats sped towards land, but
         the first sign that things might go wrong came when they grounded not on smooth sand, as predicted, but on rock some way out
         from the beach.
     

      
      Undaunted, Durnford-Slater set an example by leaping briskly over the side. He found himself chest deep in water, at which
         point a wave hit him from behind and knocked him over. He came up spluttering and soaking, as did everyone else. All of their
         weapons had received a dunking, too. Standing on the shore, with the sea flooding out of his battledress, he saw ahead of
         him a flight of steps which led to the top of the cliffs. He set off at a fast run, but there turned out to be 250 of them
         and he was soon exhausted. Behind him he could hear the squelch of wet boots plodding up the steps rather more slowly.
     

      
      The Troop then divided in two. Durnford-Slater headed along a path towards a machine-gun post and the German barracks. Smale’s
         job was to set up a roadblock to stop reinforcements from arriving. ‘There was a bungalow at the top of the cliffs so we thought
         we’d better have a look.’ His Troop’s commander, Vivian de Crespigny, broke down the door, but when he began to question the
         only person inside, an old man, all he got from him was a piercing series of shrieks. ‘De Crespigny said he was mad,’ remembered
         Smale. ‘He wasn’t mad, he was just scared completely out of his wits, poor chap. De Crespigny said: “You’d better lock him
         up in case he bolts.” So we locked him in the lavatory, and there he stayed.’
     

      
      Meanwhile, Durnford-Slater was creeping up on the gun emplacement. He sent another officer, Johnny Giles, around the back
         and readied his pistol. Jumping over the sandbags, he found himself looking down the barrel of Giles’s tommy-gun. The post was empty, and de Crespigny soon found that the ‘barracks’
         contained no Germans either.
     

      
      Back at the road, Smale had made a makeshift barricade from the bungalow’s rockery. They had brought a roll of barbed wire
         with them for this purpose, but it had proved too heavy to carry up the steps. His sentries then reported that there was someone
         coming along the path. Smale had been told to presume it would be the enemy and he should shoot first without challenging.
         He decided instead to shout out the password – ‘Desmond!’ – and discovered that it was Giles, coming to say that it was time
         to get back to the boats.
     

      
      Durnford-Slater was surprised not to have heard any explosions from the direction of the airfield, and disappointed not to
         have encountered any Germans. None the less, he knew that the destroyers were under orders to leave them behind if they failed
         to make the rendezvous at 0300. He herded his men down the steps, but then lost his own footing and tumbled head over heels
         to the bottom, dropping his cocked Webley. The gun went off with a shattering noise, finally waking a nearby German position
         which started to fire tracer wildly out to sea.
     

      
      Down on the beach, there was a decided air of anticlimax. This changed to alarm, however, when it was realised that the crash
         boats were unwilling to come in and risk the rocks that were now covered by the risen tide. The commandos would have to swim
         for it.
     

      
      Three of the men now chose this moment to admit that they did not know how to. ‘We’d done a swimming test at Plymouth,’ recalled
         Smale, ‘but they must have got someone to do it for them and give in their names. One of them I knew quite well, Corporal
         Dumper of the East Surreys.’ Struggling to contain his anger, Durnford-Slater told them to go and hide themselves and he would
         arrange for a submarine to pick them up the next evening. ‘Well, I’m not sweating on it, sir,’ said Dumper with a shrug of
         resignation.
     

      
      
      All the weapons were piled into a dinghy, which began to make trips between the beach and the boats. But on its fifth journey
         it capsized in the heavy surf and the guns were lost. There was now nothing for it but to swim the hundred yards out to the
         launches. Durnford-Slater went first, doing his best to hold his silver hip flask and cigarette case above the waves. But
         the sea was much rougher now, and though Durnford-Slater was impressed by his troops’ discipline, many of them quickly became
         exhausted. Joe Smale was a strong swimmer but found his grenades weighed him down, and as he reached the boat he began to
         founder. ‘I sank twice and the third time panicked,’ he said later. ‘I thought: “Well, I won’t come up this time,” so I shouted,
         “For Christ’s sake, get me out!” And a naval officer jumped in fully clothed and pulled me out. He saved my life.’
     

      
      All the other men reached the boats safely, although to his annoyance Durnford-Slater let slip his flask and case as he was
         being hauled aboard. His watch had stopped working and he was appalled to discover that it was half past three. Assuming that
         the destroyers would already have sailed, he flashed a torch towards the appointed meeting place, and was relieved to see
         Saladin reply. Dawn was fast approaching, but despite the danger this brought of air attack, the captain had decided to make one
         final search for the launches.
     

      
      Sitting around in the hats and football jerseys used to clothe the survivors of shipwrecks, the veterans of AMBASSADOR grinned sheepishly at one another. The raid had been a ‘ridiculous, almost comic failure’, admitted Durnford-Slater, and
         he and Tod resolved to learn from their mistakes. Joe Smale accepted that ‘if that garrison had been there … we would have
         been massacred’, though he blamed the Navy and the planners for the cock-ups. He had found the experience ‘thrilling but very
         frightening, mainly because you didn’t know what was going to happen’. He was still too young to appreciate that his exploits
         might provoke the same emotion in others: ‘Durnford-Slater took the attitude that we might as well be on leave, and I was
         home within a day. Mother asked me in the dining room what I’d been up to and I said, well, I’d been in Guernsey last night.
         The horror on her face!’
     

      
      
      Churchill’s reaction to the raid was sheer rage. The first he knew of it was when other ministers came to a Cabinet meeting
         saying they had read about the operation in the evening paper. His initial response was to demand that the officer responsible
         for having staged it lose his commission, until Eden said that he thought it rather a good show.
     

      
      Nevertheless, Churchill remained dissatisfied with MO9’s work so far. ‘It would be most unwise to disturb the coasts of any
         of these countries by the kind of silly fiascos which were perpetrated at Boulogne and Guernsey,’ he told Eden the following
         week. ‘The idea of working all these coasts up against us by pin-prick raids and fulsome communiqués is one to be strictly
         avoided.’
     

      
      The Prime Minister’s anger was understandable enough, but it was not entirely justified. At least in part it stemmed from
         the different conception that he and Clarke had of the Commandos. From his conversations with Alan Bourne, the new Director
         of Raiding Operations, it seems that from the start Churchill wanted the attacks to be conducted in great strength. He urged
         Bourne, for instance, to seize Calais and hold it for twenty-four hours, and to Eden indicated that he wanted to see raids
         involving up to ten thousand men.
     

      
      Clarke had always thought in much smaller terms. In any case, he was restricted by the resources that the Army and – crucially
         – the Navy were willing to make available when they were already over-stretched. Not for the only time in the war, Churchill’s
         vision was at odds with what could actually be done. But the failure of AMBASSADOR, and his continued personal interest in the Commandos, was to have far-reaching consequences for them.
     

      
      The events on Guernsey may have helped to confirm his instinct that subversion abroad should be directed by other hands. On
         17 July, the Special Operations Executive (SOE) was formed and told to ‘set Europe ablaze’, with Colin Gubbins as its deputy
         chief. Its remit was in theory different from that of the Commandos, since its agents would operate for much longer periods
         behind enemy lines. But as the war went on, the two organisations came regularly into conflict, often competing for the same
         resources and targets.
     

      
      
      Churchill had also decided that the scholarly looking Bourne lacked the experience, and the aggression, needed to forge the
         Commandos into the strike force that he wanted them to be. Instead, he turned to an old friend.
     

      
      He was irritated not to have been consulted about Bourne’s appointment, and as early as 7 July told Eden: ‘My own judgement
         turns strongly on Sir Roger Keyes.’ The admiral was known throughout Britain as the hero of the Zeebrugge raid, which he had
         planned and led in 1918. Yet he was now approaching seventy, and within the Navy he had a reputation for demanding his own
         way rather than listening to the opinions of others. Churchill saw him as a man who made things happen, and Keyes agreed.
         Bourne was persuaded to stay on as his deputy at the new Combined Operations Headquarters, but Clarke and MO9 were finished.
         In late 1940, he was sent out to Cairo with the task of deceiving the Germans about the strength of British forces and their
         strategy in North Africa.
     

      
      For the Commandos he had left behind there was to be no such fun. Only long months of hard work lay ahead.
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      For forty days and forty nights the two commandos had evaded capture in the wilderness of the Libyan desert. Tomorrow would
         be Christmas Day, 1941. A few hours earlier they had spotted troops they believed to be British. When dawn came, they would
         try to get close to them without being seen and confirm their identity.
     

      
      Both were too excited to sleep. Despite their very different backgrounds, they had got on well enough throughout their ordeal.
         Rank and class had meant little when hunger had driven them to dig up the entrails of a goat previously rejected as inedible
         even before they had rotted. Yet regaining the safety of their own lines held rather different prospects for each man. The
         sergeant would return to a world where he had proved himself an exceptionally reliable soldier but where he took orders from
         those who were not. At least, however, he would not have to listen any longer to the officer passing the time by reading out
         loud to him. They had just one book with them – The Wind in the Willows. His commander, meanwhile, would have much explaining to do. Not only had their mission ended in catastrophe, but the two-thousand-strong
         force he had led a mere six months earlier had been reduced to two men sharing a tattered blanket borrowed from a Bedouin.
         Professional ruin and personal humiliation were staring him full in the face. It was not the destiny he had seen for himself when he had sought so eagerly to join the Commandos.
     

      
      From birth, Robert Laycock had been expected to succeed and had enjoyed every advantage to help him do so. His father Joe,
         who had won the DSO in the Boer War and was a renowned sportsman, had superb social connections. He had travelled back from
         South Africa in 1900 with Churchill, and for many years had been the lover of the Countess of Warwick, also mistress to Edward
         VII. When his son came to marry, it was to one of the daughters of Freda Dudley Ward, who had a lengthy affair with the future
         Edward VIII in the 1920s. After Eton and Sandhurst, Bob Laycock had joined the Royal Horse Guards in 1927 and by September
         1939 he was working at the War Office. A few minutes after learning that war had been declared, he was summoned to a meeting
         about anti-aircraft defences and told that the Germans were expected to launch an immediate aerial offensive. At that very
         moment the wail of the air-raid siren floated through the window.
     

      
      ‘In accordance with strict regulations we all trooped sheepishly down to the shelters in the shored-up, air-conditioned sub-basement,’
         he wrote later. ‘There was a certain amount of banging going on overhead and a few of the more senior officers who had served
         in the 1914–18 war were heard to observe, rather over heartily, that it was exhilarating to hear the sound of gunfire again.
         We found out later that the noise was made by workmen busy strengthening the floors above us.’
     

      
      Laycock would come to be characterised by some who served with him as no brighter than those officers in the shelter, a ‘society
         cavalryman’. But he was far more able than that term implied. He certainly carried himself with all the nonchalant assurance
         of a school prefect, yet few others who did so during the war were reading Bertrand Russell’s Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy. Staff officers with an interest in the sciences were rare in the Army, and by mid-1940 Laycock found himself designated
         an expert on chemical warfare and bound for Headquarters in Cairo.
     

      
      For most soldiers such a posting would have represented another step up the ladder. But for Laycock it was a dead end. At thirty-three, he had the vision, energy and ambition to make his
         name if given the right opportunity, and that would mean seeing action. With the possibilities of that limited after Dunkirk,
         he set his heart on being chosen to command one of the ten new Commandos. He was rebuffed.
     

      
      Dudley Clarke had been keen to have Laycock, but the stumbling block was the War Office. GHQ Middle East needed an anti-gas
         staff officer and Laycock was to proceed to Egypt as ordered. However, it was now that his contacts came into play. His friend
         David Niven urged that he be given another chance, and Clarke agreed, providing Laycock somehow found a substitute for his
         staff job. Within two days he had done so and begun to raise 8 Commando; within three years he would be the youngest major
         general in the Army.
     

      
      The legend is that Laycock recruited his junior officers at the bar of his club, White’s. In fact they were sifted from those
         who volunteered, but the application forms do reveal that he was not looking to cast his net wide. Laycock was not searching
         for supermen but for those in whom he could put his trust, and often that equated to those in his social circle. The first
         qualification that candidates were asked about was whether they rode. Of course, many officers did, but the question perhaps
         indicated more about the conventional mindset that still prevailed at MO9 than it did about the abilities that would be needed
         by commandos.
     

      
      Among those who were successful were Robin Campbell, the son of an ambassador, an ex-Reuters journalist and judged ‘a very
         good type’. He was soon joined in Laycock’s unit by Earl Jellicoe, Viscount Milton, the Lords Sudeley and Stavordale, a pair
         of heirs to press empires – Gavin Astor and Julian Berry – and the Prime Minister’s son, Randolph. Laycock had taken the latter
         as a favour to Churchill, while his own wife Angie had spent the early months of the war staying in Hampshire with Berry’s
         family, the owners of the Daily Telegraph. A third of 8 Commando’s thirty-four officers were, like Laycock, Etonians.
     

      
      
      Those whom they were to command underwent a more stringent initial selection process. Much could be taught to them, but some
         qualities needed to be inherent. Few had experienced combat yet, but a desire to take on the Germans was one attribute for
         which officers looked. More important, however, was the capacity to make decisions without being told what to do, unusual
         in an Army where soldiers had everything organised for them. Even before Laycock met one group of Scots Guardsmen they were
         being thinned out by their own CO. ‘No drive’, ‘not sufficiently quick or intelligent’ and ‘not tough enough’ were his candid
         assessments.
     

      
      By contrast, Jimmy Sherwood had the adventurous spirit that Roger Courtney – ‘white hunter’, noted Laycock, ‘extremely hard
         and fit’ – wanted to see. While working as an office boy in a flour factory, Sherwood had dreamed of joining the RAF. Having
         failed the eye test, he found himself instead driving lorries for the Royal Army Service Corps. Courtney was already thinking
         how he could make use of his folbot and was interested to learn that Sherwood had done some canoeing as a young man in Ireland.
         He sent him up to Inveraray, on Loch Fyne, where 8 Commando was mustering.
     

      
      Such was the freedom given Commando leaders at first that they were allowed not only to hand-pick their recruits but also
         to train them according to their own ideas. There were no manuals for the new commanding officers to follow, nor did they
         all agree on the best ways to achieve results. Nevertheless, as Sherwood quickly discovered, a high degree of physical fitness
         was thought to serve a number of purposes. Soon after arriving the men were formed up wearing all their combat kit, including
         rifles, steel helmets and respirators. Randolph Churchill, looking fat and unfit, took his place at the head of the column
         and then ‘we belted out along the road northwards by the loch, going hell for leather’. They marched for an hour, rested for
         ten minutes, then turned back again. It was the return trip that seared itself into Sherwood’s memory.
     

      
      ‘It was absolute agony,’ he recalled, having done little marching in boots during his time as a driver. ‘We were almost doubled
         up, and I just about managed to hobble back to camp.’ To the surprise of many, so did Randolph, sweating profusely and shouting at the men to pick up their step: ‘He was told to bugger off … Only
         afterwards did it dawn on us what the point was, to weed out those who could stick it – or make themselves stick it.’ Those
         who had had enough were not disciplined, just ‘returned to their units’. RTU was to become the main tool used to mould the
         commando, and a mark of shame that most volunteers would do their utmost to avoid bearing.
     

      
      Laycock told his troop leaders that the men were to adopt ‘the lightning, destructive and ruthless methods of the gangster’.
         Above all, they were to practise moving silently at night, developing as raiders unencumbered by heavy weapons the advantage
         that ‘the burglar possesses over the unsuspecting householder’. Yet he still laid great emphasis on drill, smart turnout and
         good discipline, without which he thought the unit would deteriorate into a rabble.
     

      
      Despite such strictures, when Evelyn Waugh joined No. 8 from the ‘austerity and formality’ of the Royal Marines, he was surprised
         at the country house ways which Laycock had allowed to prevail in the officers’ mess.
     

      
      ‘I found a young troop leader wearing a military tunic and corduroy trousers,’ he wrote. ‘He was reclining with a white Pekingese
         in his lap, a large cigar in his mouth and a large glass of Grande Marnier in his hand.’
     

      
      The officer had won an MC, so Laycock’s smart friends did not lack courage, but other COs were more obviously imaginative
         in their choice of recruits and methods. 3 Commando had also moved to the west coast of Scotland, basing themselves in the
         seaside town of Largs. There Durnford-Slater opened up ‘a completely new world of training’, thought Joe Smale. Looking back,
         he saw how restricted had been the curriculum in his infantry battalion. ‘Now we learned cliff climbing, which we’d never
         heard of before. We learned crossing wire obstacles, and street-fighting – which I’d never come across in the peacetime Army.’
     

      
      Meanwhile, Durnford-Slater ruthlessly disposed of those not up to the mark, including one fantasist who boasted of having
         shot German officers in a raid on the casino at Le Touquet: ‘He hadn’t, nor had anybody else.’
     

      
      ‘We were gradually pulling together and becoming more professional,’ agreed Ronnie Swayne, whose Independent Company had become
         1 Commando.
     

      
      

         We got rid of the officers and men who we didn’t think up to scratch, either not fit enough or a bit wet, or we just didn’t
            like them. The Commandos tended to be clubs … each had its own character.
        

         In mine, there was a lot of very tough discipline. And I think with our Welshmen and boys from the farm it was probably not
            a bad idea … But they weren’t badly behaved. They were very good lads who occasionally had a few too many beers on pay night,
            but they weren’t savage thugs at all, just the opposite.
        

     



      
      It was precisely this lack of ferocity which concerned Laycock. ‘The average Englishman needs mentally toughening for the
         somewhat drastic actions demanded of Commando soldiers,’ he wrote. That could not be done simply by route marches. It called
         for more specialised knowledge, and unconventional teachers.
     

      
      The Special Training Centre came into being almost by chance. In April 1940, a sabotage team dispatched to Norway by MI(R)
         – the subversion department headed by Holland and Gubbins – had been forced to abort their mission when their submarine narrowly
         survived an attack by a U-boat. Among its members was a Scottish landowner, Bill Stirling. While the party was staying on
         his estate and awaiting new orders, he suggested that they set up a school to pass on their skills and so give future operations
         a greater chance of success.
     

      
      The scheme was approved and a house commandeered at Lochailort, in the rugged and remote Moidart area of the Western Highlands.
         Many of its instructors were destined to become key figures in the development of irregular warfare. Stirling’s brother David
         – later to found the SAS – taught fieldcraft, as did their cousin Shimi, Lord Lovat. Ian Fleming’s brother Peter was in charge
         of signals, while the future Chindit leader Mike Calvert handled demolitions.
     

      
      Their first pupils were the Independent Companies, but by the autumn of 1940 they began to accept large groups of commandos
         for month-long courses. Ghillies took them up on the hill to learn stalking and camouflage, with wary deer standing in for
         German sentries. There were games of hide and seek, and a competition in which two soldiers had to hunt each other.
     

      
      Lochailort’s resident experts included George Murray Levick, who had been on Scott’s expedition to the South Pole and taught
         survival techniques. ‘He tried to make us live on pemmican – a mixture of animal fat and dried meat,’ recalled Swayne. ‘We
         all pretended we did, but we used to go off and get a good meal of venison down in the village afterwards.’ Murray Levick’s
         aim was to encourage soldiers to ‘broaden their outlook’ on food when in remote places. ‘I knew a man who always cut a hole
         in the skull of a seal as soon as he shot it and sucked out the nice warm brains,’ he told them. ‘Young foxes and dogs are
         quite palatable, but they are improved with Worcester Sauce or Tomato Ketchup.’
     

      
      Most of his pupils were more taken with the shooting of Olympic marksman Cyril Mackworth-Praed. Soldiers were normally considered
         up to standard if they got off fifteen shots a minute from their Lee Enfield rifles. Using his third finger on the trigger
         and his second to work the bolt, Mackworth-Praed could fire thirty, and put them all in or beside the bull’s eye of a target
         three hundred yards away.
     

      
      Undoubtedly the greatest impression, however, was created by the close-quarter combat team. ‘Suddenly at the top of the stairs
         appeared a couple of dear old gentlemen,’ remembered Second Lieutenant Ronald Hall of the Dorset Regiment, who had been sent
         to do the Lochailort course. ‘Both were wearing spectacles, both dressed in battledress. They walked to the top of the stairs,
         fell, tumbling, tumbling down the stairs and ended up at the bottom, in the battle crouch position, with a handgun in one
         hand and a fighting knife in the other – a shattering experience for all of us.’
     

      
      The two ‘dear old gentlemen’ were William Fairbairn and Eric Sykes, recently returned from China, where they had spent years
         policing the crime-ridden slums and opium dens of colonial Shanghai. They were now in their late fifties. ‘The senior detective’,
         recalled a fellow instructor, Peter Kemp, ‘had the manner and appearance of an elderly amiable clergyman, combined with the
         speed and ferocity of a footpad: lulled by his soft tones and charmed by his benevolent smile, we would be startled to hear
         him conclude some demonstration with a snarled: “Then you bring up your right knee smartly into his testicles.”’
     

      
      The pair had perfected a system of self-defence that struck many of the commandos as ungentlemanly in the extreme. Like all
         the training at Lochailort, however, it was intended to prepare them for the reality rather than the theory of war. They were
         taught how to gouge eyes, break ear drums and slit mouths by jamming their thumbs into the corners and ripping upwards. Similarly,
         Fairbairn had developed an instinctive method of pistol shooting that prized speed above accuracy. It was based on his experience
         that most exchanges of fire took place at short range. ‘Instead of holding the gun out in front of you,’ learned Joe Smale,
         ‘you had to keep it central and shoot immediately a target appeared.’ Fairbairn had turned a warehouse in Shanghai into the
         first range where policemen were taught to react to targets as they popped up unexpectedly, and this was now replicated at
         Lochailort.
     

      
      But Fairbairn and Sykes’s most famous innovation was the Commando dagger. Concerned that the standard-issue sheath knife was
         more of a tool than a weapon, they designed a seven-and-a-half-inch-long stiletto which was manufactured for the Commandos
         by blade-makers Wilkinson Sword.
     

      
      ‘They taught us how to kill a sentry by creeping up behind him, putting an arm round his neck and jabbing the knife in,’ Smale
         recalled. The fighting knife, and the ruthless image it evoked, was instantly adopted by the Commandos as their symbol and
         endlessly played on by the press in the years to come. Yet, as Smale remembers it, the dagger made more of a contribution
         to psychological warfare than it ever did in the field: ‘It got a lot of publicity, but Durnford-Slater would not allow them
         to be issued. He felt that there would be a pub brawl and someone would lose their life. The only time I saw a knife in 3 Commando was when it was being
         worn by the girlfriend of an officer which somehow she had got hold of. I never handled one.’
     

      
      Weeks of intensive lessons in hand-to-hand combat, sniping and explosives, topped up by endurance marches over mountains once
         traversed by Bonnie Prince Charlie, brought the commandos to a peak of fitness. Now all they wanted was to put their training
         to use. But their commanders were finding that unexpectedly hard to do.
     

      
      The fall of France left Britain facing invasion, but its consequences continued to shape the war even after the RAF had averted
         the immediate threat of a German landing. The planning for all three armed forces had been based on the assumption that, like
         the First World War, any future conflict would take place in Europe. Instead, the Navy and the Air Force now found themselves
         in the front line of defence, while the bulk of the Army was bottled up at home. Even returning to the Continent, let alone
         defeating Germany, would require disembarking on a hostile shore.
     

      
      As later became apparent, the only solution lay in a joint effort by the three services. This would require a complete change
         in thinking by senior officers accustomed to putting the needs of their own branch first. Patience would be vital in appreciating
         the demands of each arm, and tact called for in forging an entirely new relationship between them. Unfortunately, the burden
         of these twin challenges fell chiefly on someone who possessed neither of those virtues.
     

      
      Roger Keyes had made his reputation with exploits reminiscent of the age of Nelson. During the Boxer Rising in China in 1900,
         he had blown up the magazine of a rebel fort and been among the first over the walls into the besieged British Legation in
         Peking. His admirers saw him as a hero, but many of his contemporaries in the Navy viewed him as the loosest of cannons.
     

      
      His leadership of the Zeebrugge raid was further evidence of his courage, but he was too young to be given high command during
         the 1914–18 war. By 1939, when he was sixty-seven, he was thought too old, but this was not an opinion shared by Keyes himself. He rapidly came to believe that the mistakes of the earlier conflict
         – as he saw it, principally a failure of nerve – were being repeated, and used his position as an MP to criticise those he
         held responsible. On 7 May 1940, dressed in his admiral’s uniform, he made a dramatic speech in the Commons condemning the
         handling of the Norway campaign which contributed to Neville Chamberlain’s downfall the next day.
     

      
      Keyes accordingly thought of his appointment by Churchill as Director of Combined Operations in July as a vindication of his
         ideas about the conduct of the war, especially by the Navy. He also appears to have assumed, largely due to the hazy definition
         of his role, that the post ranked him above the heads of the three services, at least in matters relating to combined operations.
         Instead of trying to win the cooperation of the Chiefs of Staff, Keyes from the start was on a collision course with them.
     

      
      The first problem he had to address was transport. COLLAR had shown that using improvised landing craft and crews risked the entire operation. Specialised equipment would have to
         be developed almost from scratch, but in the meantime several fast cargo ships and cross-Channel ferries were converted into
         carriers for the Commandos. Any raids that they made, however, would depend for crews and escort vessels on the Navy’s goodwill.
         But Keyes made little effort to win over the planning staff at the Admiralty who had to facilitate his requests, while his
         relationship with the First Sea Lord, his onetime friend Sir Dudley Pound, had been severely strained by his criticisms of
         the Navy. As each proposal by Keyes was scuppered by the services, tensions with them grew.
     

      
      Matters came to a head in December 1940 over Operation WORKSHOP, a plan for two and a half thousand commandos to seize the tiny Italian island of Pantelleria, strategically sited between
         Sicily and Tunisia. It was exactly the type of coup which appealed to Keyes and he pushed hard for it to be approved.
     

      
      The Commandos did not help their cause when the dress rehearsal for the attack, carried out at night on the Isle of Arran
         and watched by the top brass, became a shambles after the officer ordered to wake 3 Commando in time for it overslept. What sealed the operation’s fate, though, was the refusal of the Chiefs
         of Staff to spare the air and sea power needed to hold Pantelleria afterwards.
     

      
      Keyes was livid with rage and appealed to Churchill. Although he had encouraged Keyes to develop WORKSHOP, the Prime Minister did not want to be drawn into a divisive struggle with the Chiefs of Staff and made it clear that the
         operation was off. But, trading on their long friendship, Keyes invited himself to Chequers in order to change his mind. ‘He
         was greeted by an indignant PM,’ wrote Churchill’s private secretary, Jock Colville, in his diary. ‘We were all thunderstruck
         by his audacity: he carries the Zeebrugge spirit too far into private life.’ This time that spirit failed to sway the Prime
         Minister.
     

      
      Colville regarded Keyes’s behaviour as megalomania, but behind it lay his genuine concern for the commandos. Many had been
         training hard for a raid for six months. Like athletes, they had been brought to a pitch of readiness, and it would become
         more difficult to keep them motivated if they were continually stood down. Their parent regiments were also proving reluctant
         to release more of their best men to be trained as commandos. They had been promised their volunteers back after they had
         taken part in a few operations in the autumn, but as yet there had not even been one.
     

      
      So it was with excitement that Jimmy Sherwood learned, after returning to Arran from leave in late January 1941, that all
         communication with the mainland had been cut off. With the other members of the Folbot Troop, he was told to pack up his gear
         and board one of the converted ‘Glen’ cargo ships, the Glenroy. When he and the rest of 8 Commando woke the next morning, they were already in the Atlantic, where a Force 9 gale was whipping
         the sea into a heaving fury.
     

      
      Accommodation was makeshift. The troops slung their hammocks in the hold and the lavatories were ‘merely long rows of seats
         facing one another down a long alley with water running underneath. It was as primitive as they come and all very matey,’
         Sherwood recalled. ‘Luckily everyone was feeling so seasick that they couldn’t have cared less where they sat.’
     

      
      A few days earlier, Laycock had been promoted to colonel and appointed commander of Force Z, made up of sixteen hundred men
         from 7, 8 and 11 Commandos and bound for North Africa. Charles Haydon, the head of the Special Service Brigade, into which
         the Commandos had now been grouped, sounded a note of caution in his instructions to proceed overseas: ‘No information is
         available with regard to the scale of any tasks which you may be called upon to undertake … It will be your duty to explain
         the size, organisation and administrative state of the Force to the General Staff.’ It did not sound as if firm plans had
         been made for the raiders, but if anyone had doubts they were forgotten in their enthusiasm at finally being on their way.
     

      
      Keyes’s own son Geoffrey was serving with No. 11, and after seeing them off the admiral wrote to another proud father: ‘I
         saw the last of the three Commandos who sailed in the “Glens” on Friday, the envy of all those who were left behind. I gave
         your love to Randolph, who is delighted to be one of the lucky ones. So many of our mutual friends have sons in that splendid
         party. It is the flower of my striking force.’
     

      
      All too soon the flower would start to wilt. ‘Layforce’, as it was then renamed, had been sent to Egypt when the Italians
         were being routed and it seemed likely to have the freedom of the Mediterranean. By the time it had rounded Africa and was
         steaming for Suez, Rommel had arrived in the Western Desert. From being in a position of comfort, Wavell found himself stretched,
         and worryingly so when the Germans invaded Greece at the start of April.
     

      
      One idea had been to send the Commandos to Rhodes to carry out CORDITE, for which Nigel Willmott duly reconnoitred the beaches. But with Tobruk and Athens now threatened, and fears growing that
         the oilfields of Persia and Iraq might fall into German hands unless garrisoned, Wavell was suddenly short of troops. Nor
         could he spare the fighter cover and destroyer escorts needed for Layforce to strike in the Dodecanese, or anywhere else. The Commandos had become a luxury for which he had no use.
     

      
      As the Staff in Cairo made plain to Laycock, in any case they had never asked for the Commandos: they had been forced on them.
         Once they arrived, no one at Headquarters knew quite what to do with them. Laycock tried his best to get permission for raids
         but his badgering of staff officers older yet junior to him did not go down well, and they were wary of Randolph’s presence,
         too. The commandos’ lack of equipment and the consequent need to scrounge everything except their personal kit from other
         troops was another source of irritation.
     

      
      ‘We had expected to go into action immediately,’ Sherwood recalled. Instead, he learned that ‘Wavell didn’t know why we were
         there. We were very taken aback. It was a shame because we were the best kind of soldiers – all volunteers.’
     

      
      And when a raid was organised for them, it did not go well. In mid-April, 7 Commando was sent by sea to attack the Italian-held
         port of Bardia, in eastern Libya. Things went badly from the start. The landing had to be postponed because of poor weather
         – a hazard that was to become a recurring feature of operations. In the interval, no one realised that the bulk of the enemy
         forces were being withdrawn. The assault then went in late, not all of the Commando craft were released by their carriers,
         and of those who were put ashore seventy were stranded on the wrong beach and left behind. Some damage was done to coastal
         batteries but it did not justify the risks taken and the men lost. Any chance of the Commandos impressing Wavell on their
         own terms had gone.
     

      
      On 5 May 1941, Laycock expressed his frustration to one of the few sympathetic figures at Middle East Command, Lieutenant
         General Arthur Smith:
     

      
      

         Our situation is now becoming desperate … Unless we are actively employed soon I anticipate a serious falling-off in morale
            which at one time was second to none. The effect on the troops may be summed up by an inscription found written on the partition in the mess decks of one of the Glen ships: ‘Never in the history of human endeavour have so few been buggered
            about by so many.’
        

     



      
      Worse was to come. Three weeks later, German parachutists rained down on Crete. Desperate for manpower to contain them, Wavell
         hurriedly sent No. 7 to the island together with 50 and 52 Commandos, two irregular units which had been raised in the Middle
         East and added to Layforce after seeing action in East Africa and the Greek islands.
     

      
      Led by Laycock himself, their orders were to cover the retreat southwards of the main body of Allied troops, who were to be
         picked up by the Navy. They carried out their task skilfully but the choice of them for this role showed how little Cairo
         understood the Commandos. As Laycock pointed out later, a rearguard needs to engage the enemy at a distance and hold them
         there. Yet his lightly armed raiders lacked the heavy firepower of machine-guns and artillery which would have enabled them
         to do this effectively. Most landed in Crete equipped only with rifles, and though a bayonet charge at Sphakia stemmed one
         breakthrough, the majority of the force was cut off and taken prisoner when German superiority ended the evacuation prematurely.
         Of the eight hundred commandos committed to Crete, just two hundred returned, among them Laycock and his intelligence officer,
         the novelist Evelyn Waugh.
     

      
      Once again, Layforce had been mishandled and had suffered grievously as a result. So it was all the more unexpected when only
         a week later they were given the chance to show what they could really do. This time, it promised to be the perfect Commando
         operation.
     

      
      A month earlier, the war had seemed very remote to Tommy Macpherson. As the train carrying 11 Commando had rolled slowly through
         the orchards of Palestine, there had even been time to jump down and stuff his shirt with oranges and grapefruit before clambering
         back on board. Now, as his landing craft prepared to drop its ramp on a Syrian beach, for the first time he steeled himself
         for battle.
     

      
      
      Just a few days before, on 2 June, his Commando unit had been told by Headquarters in Jerusalem to prepare for a mission.
         Although it was all rather short notice, it was far preferable to the garrison duty in Cyprus that they had been doing for
         the past weeks. Their objective would be the bridges over the River Litani, which runs through a deep wooded gorge to the
         Mediterranean coast south of Beirut, in what today is Lebanon but was then part of Syria. Since 1918, the country had been
         administered by the French, and since Germany’s entrance into Paris its high commissioner had been collaborating with the
         Axis. Its airfields had been used to supply the pro-Nazi government in Iraq, and the prospect of it coming further under German
         control now prompted the British to invade.
     

      
      One obstacle to an advance north from Palestine was the Litani. The main bridge over it, at Qasmiye, was known to be defended
         by strongpoints manned by two battalions of French colonial troops from Senegal. The commandos were to seize and hold the
         crossing, allowing an Australian infantry brigade to pass over.
     

      
      Three months before, at the start of March, 3 and 4 Commandos had staged a raid on the remote Lofoten Islands in northern
         Norway. They had destroyed factories used to produce fish oils, an important source of vitamins for U-boat crews, and had
         also captured German Navy code books and rotors for an Enigma encoding machine. Yet, though Operation CLAYMORE had been a success, like Layforce’s attack on Bardia it had faced no real opposition. On both raids, the only casualties
         had been self-inflicted.
     

      
      EXPORTER – the name given to the Litani plan – would be the first time that the Commandos had made a full-scale assault on a defended
         position, and perhaps the first true test of their worth. It was one that No. 11’s CO was wholly confident it would pass.
         Drawn from Scottish regiments, the unit had been trained remorselessly by Dick Pedder at Galashiels and on Arran. He was known
         for his fierce temper and insistence on self-discipline, but he was not without imagination.
     

      
      At one aerodrome, then on full alert for a German invasion, the guards on the main gate had found themselves subjected to
         an impromptu lecture on their slovenly dress by two officers who had arrived in a staff car. So distracted were they by this that they missed the tall girl from the WAAF and the burly charlady
         who passed behind them and began to throw unfused grenades into the control tower. A busload of ‘workmen’ then piled through
         the entrance, while another group cut the perimeter fence and pretended to massacre the pilots as they spilled out onto the
         strip. In thirty minutes, 11 Commando had the whole field in their hands.
     

      
      Pedder had expected his prospective officers to accept standards no lower than his own, and the attrition rate among them
         had been high. Those who remained included his second-in-command, Major Geoffrey Keyes, the admiral’s eldest son and in his
         sister’s words ‘determined to do him credit’.
     

      
      Tommy Macpherson also had someone to look up to. His brother Phil had captained Scotland’s rugby team to their first Grand
         Slam in 1925. At nineteen, Tommy was the baby of the officers’ mess, but he had already shown his own athletic prowess in
         taking eight seconds off the school record for the mile at Fettes College. The onset of war had interrupted his plans to go
         to Oxford, and like many of his contemporaries he wondered if he would ever see his native hills again after joining up. ‘We
         had been brought up at the knees of our fathers and uncles involved in the First World War in the certain belief’, he reflected,
         ‘that the lifetime at any battle front of a second lieutenant did not exceed three weeks.’
     

      
      Five of the officers shared a house, including Gerald Bryan and his fellow Irishman Blair Mayne, known, perhaps inevitably,
         as ‘Paddy’. Mayne had played rugby for the British Lions and been heavyweight boxing champion of the Irish Universities. His
         housemates’ favourite game was to place him in the middle of the room and then hurl themselves at him from the four corners
         simultaneously. They never managed to bring him down.
     

      
      For all his immense strength, Mayne was aggressive only when confronted with an enemy, or when drunk. At Hogmanay 1940, Bryan
         had been duty officer and called on Mayne, who had turned down the chance to go with the others to a party. Feminine company
         tended to leave him tongue-tied. Bryan found him sitting on the floor, drinking alone, and as he was busy declined to fetch the jug of water that Mayne wanted. As he walked back across
         the gravel, shots shattered the windows of the house, and Bryan had to duck and weave his way to safety. The next morning
         he found Mayne still slumped on the floor, with thirty-six miniature bottles of liqueur lined up in front of him.
     

      
      Together, the junior section officers comprised a powerful group of personalities: rather stronger, thought Macpherson, than
         the troop leaders above them. For Pedder’s forceful temperament meant that his immediate subordinates tended to nod agreement
         rather than think for themselves. Litani would show whether that might prove to be a weakness in an emergency.
     

      
      Pedder’s plan was straightforward. 11 Commando would be divided into three parties – X, Y and Z – which would land from the
         sea in the early morning of 8 June. The main force, under Keyes, would secure the bridge, which was known to be mined, while
         Pedder’s group a mile away in the centre would head over the dunes and deal with the French barracks on a plateau behind.
         A mile further to the north, Captain George More would lead a reserve tasked with keeping any reinforcements at bay and capturing
         a second bridge over a wadi on the road to Sidon.
     

      
      Speed would be vital to their success. Surprise would enable them to overcome the potential dangers of a fortified position.
         Then the prompt arrival of the Australians and their armoured support would allow Pedder to hand over to troops better equipped
         to hold the bridge against a counter-attack. As it proved, No. 11 was to be deprived of all these requirements.
     

      
      When the Glengyle, carrying the 27 officers and 456 men of the Commando, dropped anchor four miles off the Syrian coast, the beaches showed
         white with surf. A west wind was blowing, and a local policeman who knew the area well undertook a reconnaissance and advised
         that the sea was too rough for the flat-bottomed landing craft to make the hour’s journey to land in safety. The launch from
         which he had observed the beaches was chased by a patrol boat, and it was apparent that with the moon gleaming bright behind
         her the Glengyle must be visible ashore. The ship returned overnight to Port Said, where it came as no surprise to learn that the French had
         blown the Qasmiye bridge. Nevertheless, the Commando was ordered to turn around and try once more the next night.
     

      
      As the Assault Landing Craft (ALC) headed in, this time over calm water, the officers aboard them tried to hide their anxiety.
         They had got away later than intended from the Glengyle and already the protection that darkness gave them was fading. In silence they tried to still their fears about how they
         would react under fire by concentrating on their drill. Pedder had trained them again and again to race off the ramp as fast
         as they could. When the ALCs carrying the northern group grounded with a judder, jerking Macpherson from his thoughts, the
         first two men obediently exited the craft at the double. Only when they disappeared from sight did it become clear that two
         of the squadron’s three ALCs were stuck on sandbars some forty yards offshore. Z Party’s first action in enemy territory was
         to make a human chain to carry men and weapons to the beach. It was then they realised that they had been landed south rather
         than north of the Kafr Bada wadi, from which machine-guns now opened up on them as they advanced. The only option was a frontal
         attack.
     

      
      ‘The distance was about three-quarters of a mile,’ remembered Macpherson. ‘I am bound to say it seemed longer at the time.’
         Sporadic firing was coming from a ring of machine-gun nests around the bridge and the commandos headed for these in a series
         of zigzagging rushes. The Lebanese French troops manning the posts proved to have little appetite for a fight, and several
         other prepared positions were found abandoned or captured without the loss of any casualties.
     

      
      At one point an ambulance approached from the north, and the commandos ceased firing to allow the French wounded to be treated.
         It was with some surprise that they saw a heavy mortar being unloaded instead, but its team soon decided that the range was
         too short for them to bring it into action and drove away again. By 0630 the bridge and numerous prisoners were under Macpherson’s
         control.
     

      
      
      What proved to be more troublesome was that the Troop had contrived to drop both their wireless sets in the sea and neither
         now worked. No. 11’s adjutant, George More, found a motorcycle and set off to find Pedder’s group to the south, but the bike
         was shot from under him by machine-gun fire and he narrowly escaped injury.
     

      
      As the morning passed, Z Party mopped up pockets of resistance while dodging the wild shelling of two French frigates which
         had appeared offshore. A battery of howitzers was found hidden in a valley to the east, but as Macpherson was taking the surrender
         of the Senegalese artillerymen their sergeant lunged at him with a bayonet. A rapid burst from Sergeant Charlie Bruce put
         paid to him, although not before a deep cut had been scored across Macpherson’s wrist.
     

      
      By noon it was obvious to Macpherson that there had been a hold-up to the south as the Australians had not arrived. Eight
         French armoured cars then attacked from the north, but failed to push Macpherson’s men off the high ground around the bridge.
         Another half-dozen armoured cars nosed in from the east, and as dusk settled infantry began to work their way round the commandos’
         flank.
     

      
      At 1730 Macpherson received a message from More to retire to a rendezvous point across the river. He remembered afterwards
         being ‘somewhat handicapped in this manoeuvre by the fact that no officer other than George More himself had a map’. He had
         studied the area too, but had not anticipated having to follow the route they were now given. A sub-section failed to keep
         a meeting with them in a wood, so he set off looking as confident as he could, ‘the other ranks following with an air of unrelieved
         pessimism and disbelief’. Further knots of French troops were encountered along the way, but they gave little trouble and
         were sent out into the night without their weapons, trousers, socks or boots.
     

      
      Crossing the Litani posed greater difficulties, as it was fast-flowing and twenty yards wide. It proved fordable, but two
         of the Troop panicked, lost their footing and disappeared rapidly downstream in the dark. Macpherson dived in and hauled them
         out under fire from a French post alerted by the men’s shouts, but several rifles and a Bren gun were lost in the crossing.
         After gaining the far bank, the commandos marched inland and arrived at an Australian bivouac ‘where we were warmly welcomed to what appeared to be a continuous
         beer party’. It was clear, noticed Macpherson ruefully, that they had no intention of advancing that day.
     

      
      For all his disappointment, he had had more luck than his comrades elsewhere. During the withdrawal he had lost contact with
         More’s group, which tried to make its way along the shore. Shortly after midnight they got caught at close range between barbed
         wire and a machine-gun. Five men were killed, three wounded, and the survivors taken prisoner.
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