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INTRODUCTION





“Special Operations are defined as operations conducted by specially trained, equipped and organized Department of Defense forces against strategic or tactical targets in pursuit of national military, political, economic or psychological objectives. These operations may be conducted during periods of peace or hostilities. They may support conventional operations, or they may be undertaken independently when the use of conventional forces . . . is inappropriate.”


United States Operations Command,
A Special Operations Primer, 1996





 


When all is said and done, the brutal business of war comes in only two forms. There is the formalized engagement between large regular formations, with their strict uniforms and stricter hierarchies. And then there is the shadowy mission of the irregular, small-scale unit, with its unorthodox tactics and its unusual weapons. The Special Forces.


There have been unconventional forces since the fires of war were first stoked. After all, what did Odysseus do but use “specially trained, equipped and organized” forces to gain entry into Troy by concealing them inside the Wooden Horse? Think, too, of Rogers’ Rangers from the French and Indian War of 1756, the British agents who played “the Great Game” in central Asia against the Russians in the early nineteenth century and John Singleton Mosby’s Confederate Cavalry Raiders from the Civil War.


Modern special forces date back to the First World War, and the attempts by the Allies and the central powers to break the military deadlock on the Western Front. One stratagem of the Allies was to raise an irregular Arab army under Colonel T.E. Lawrence: this was to foment trouble against the Turks and so draw off Central Power resources from the main show. The Germans, meanwhile, sought to break through the Allied trenches on the Western Front by creating and training special Stosstruppen. These “shock troops” caused mayhem during the Michael Offensive of 1918 until Allied might overcame them.


The Germans might have lost the Great War, but they saw clearly that the future of warfare lay with hard-hitting mobile formations, be they of men or machinery. Hitler liked Special Forces because they could be wrapped with the aura of the “superman” so beloved of Nazi philosophy. It was no coincidence, then, that the Second World War opened with a German Special Forces operation – a simulated attack on the German frontier that provided the Führer with the pretext to invade Poland. No surprise either, that the 1940 German invasion of the Low Countries included a dazzling airborne assault on the Belgian fortress of Eben Emael by the Koch Assault Detachment that still causes military historians to gape.


Whereas the Germans had become revolutionaries in warfare, the military establishments of the major Allied powers had long been overtaken by a glacial conservatism. The result: in 1939 the major Allied nations were entirely bereft of Special Forces. Despite the late start, Special Forces soon proliferated amongst the Second World War Allies, both because the complexity of modern warfare made specialization an inevitability, and, with no early prospect of a major offensive against the Germans or Japanese, because morale-boosting raids by a small elite were too much of a temptation. Moreover, the sheer scale of the frontline – stretching around Europe, North Africa and the Far East – simply invited clandestine “behind the lines” missions of reconnaissance and sabotage.


The other allure of Special Forces was that, for a relatively small commitment of men and means, they might achieve a big, even strategically important result. In North Africa the SAS, which began with seventy soldiers, destroyed 300 Axis aircraft on the ground in North Africa. And it is this understanding by the SAS’s founder, David Stirling, that Special Forces could play a strategic role in war, and not just be a mob for a particular job, that makes the SAS absolutely the prototype of the modern Special Force. That, plus the SAS’s tough selection process, the quality of its training, and its ethos: Who Dares Wins.


Despite the success of Special Forces in the Second World War, with peace in 1945 Special Forces were shut down almost everywhere. Why? The top brass had long been distrustful of Special Forces because they were too independent and too prone to creaming off the best personnel and kit from regular formations. “Expensive, wasteful and unnecessary” was the complaint of Field Marshal Slim. So Special Forces were disbanded.


Yet the face of war after 1945 was not the titanic clash of arms between the Soviet Bloc and the West expected by the general staffs, but a rash of savage little wars in colonial places: Malaysia, Oman, Vietnam, Algeria, the Congo . . . In these wars, conventional forces were often of little use. Who better to fight guerrillas than highly trained, cherry-picked, superbly equipped “guerrillas” of the Special Forces? There was a further stimulus to the rebirth of the Special Forces: the spread of terrorism from the 1950s onwards, particularly that emanating from the Middle East. Indeed, with the decline in Communist meddling in the Third World, the main burden of the Special Forces’ mission has become anti- and counter-terrorism. “Counter-Terrorism” speeded up exponentially after 1972, when Palestinian terrorists attacked Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympic Games.


Fighting “shadow wars” in ex-colonial countries and counter-terrorist operations does not exhaust the capability of contemporary Special Forces. VIP protection, intelligence gathering, reconnaissance, training forces from foreign nations, even humanitarian assistance, have all fallen into the Special Forces’ brief. In short, Special Forces have come to have utility across the whole range of conflict, which is why they are the favourites of politicians. Special Forces enable politicians to secure their designs with risk to few compatriots. Electorates like it – the sight of body bags being flown home, as in Vietnam and the recent war in Iraq, is a distinct vote loser.


The enthusiasm of politicians for Special Forces has ensured that they have escaped the financial cutbacks suffered by conventional military services. Indeed, since the end of the Cold War most special units have seen their budgets grow. So too their responsibilities. “Send for the SAS”, or “Send for the SEALs”, has become almost a knee-jerk response by the politicos at the first whiff of trouble. You are never going to be short of work as a Special Forces soldier.


While you are reading this, Special Forces are in action somewhere in the world. It takes a special kind of person to be a Special Forces soldier. All Special Forces have stringent selection processes, after which those few who qualify are subjected to gruelling training regimes intended to turn them into killers who are also able to master many military trades, and survive in some of the most hostile places on earth.


This book tells you what you need to know about the UK and the US’s Special Forces, their history, their training, and the skills you will be expected to master.




PART I


SPECIAL FORCES UNITS




THE SAS


Of all unlikely places, the Special Air Service – destined to become the world’s most famous Special Forces unit – was conceived in a hospital bed in Egypt. Injured in 1941 while undertaking some unofficial parachute training, David Stirling, a twenty-six-year-old subaltern in No. 8 (Guards) Commando, used his enforced sojourn in 15th Scottish Military Hospital in Cairo to conjure a scheme for hit-and-run operations against the Germans in the North African desert.


On his release from hospital in July, Stirling decided to take his idea to the top. To present the plan through the usual channels would only mean it getting buried in what Stirling thought of as “fossilized shit” – bureaucracy, in other, politer words. Although generals are not, by and large, in the habit of granting interviews to second-lieutenants, Stirling hobbled on crutches to General Headquarters Middle East in Cairo’s leafy Tonbalat Street; after failing to show a pass at the security barrier, he went around the corner, jumped over the fence and careered inside the building, the warden’s bellowed alarms close behind. Up on the third floor, Stirling found his way into the office of Major General Neil Ritchie, Claude Auchinleck’s Deputy Chief of Staff. Stirling breathlessly apologized to the surprised Ritchie for the somewhat unconventional nature of his call, but insisted that he had something of “great operational importance” to show him. He then pulled out the pencilled memo on small-scale desert raiding he had prepared in hospital. “He [Ritchie] was very courteous,” Stirling remembered years later, “and he settled down to read it. About halfway through, he got very engrossed, and had forgotten the rather irregular way it had been presented.” It was Stirling’s turn to be surprised. Looking up, Ritchie said matter-of-factly, “I think this may be the sort of plan we are looking for. I will discuss it with the Commander-in-Chief and let you know our decision in the next day or so.” The Commander-in-Chief was General Claude Auchinleck, new to his post and under immense pressure from Churchill to mount offensive operations. Stirling’s plan was a gift for Auchinleck: it required few resources, it was original, and it dovetailed neatly with Churchill’s own love of commandos. Stirling’s memo went under the cumbersome title of “Case for the retention of a limited number of special service troops, for employment as parachutists”, but there was nothing ungainly about its concept; on the contrary, Stirling understood that in wartime small can be beautifully lethal. The unit Stirling proposed was to operate behind enemy lines and attack vulnerable targets such as supply lines and airfields at night. What is more, the raids were to be carried out by groups of five to ten men, rather than the hundreds of a standard commando force, the very numbers of which made them susceptible to detection by the enemy. Since these special service commandos were to be inserted by air, they had greater range than seaborne troops and did not require costly (and reluctant) Royal Navy support.


While Auchinleck pondered Stirling’s memo, Ritchie looked into David Stirling’s background. He was pleased and displeased in equal measure by what he found. On graduation from the Guards’ depot at Pirbright, David Stirling had been classed as an “irresponsible and unremarkable soldier”. He was dismissive of authority. He overslept so much he was nicknamed “the Great Sloth”. In Egypt his partying had become legendary, and he had more than once revived himself from hangovers by inhaling oxygen begged from nurses at the 15th Scottish Military Hospital.


But it wasn’t all bad. Born in 1915, Stirling came from “good stock”: he was the youngest son of Brigadier Archibald Stirling of Keir; his mother was the daughter of the 16th Baron Lovat. After Ampleforth and three years at Cambridge, Stirling had enthusiastically joined the Scots Guards, before transferring to No. 8 Commando. Like many a commando officer, he was recruited over a pink gin at White’s Club by Lieutenant-Colonel Bob Laycock, 8 Commando’s Commanding Officer. As part of the “Layforce” brigade, No. 8 Commando had been dispatched to North Africa, where its seaborne raids had been embarrassing wash-outs. On the disbandment of Layforce, Stirling had jumped – literally – at the chance of joining an unofficial parachute training session organized by another officer in No. 8 Commando. Many people over the years mistook Stirling’s diffidence, abetted by the slight stoop common to the very tall (Stirling was six feet six inches) for a lack of ambition: on the contrary, Stirling possessed a core of steely resolve. (Churchill, who met Stirling later in the war, borrowed an apposite line from Don Juan for his pen portrait of the SAS leader as “the mildest manner’d man that ever scuttled ship or cut a throat”.) This inner determination was the reason why Stirling participated in the impromptu parachute jumping trials at Fuka: he wanted to get on with the war. Unfortunately, the aircraft used, a lumbering Valencia biplane, was not equipped for parachuting and the men had secured the static lines which opened the silk canopies to seat legs. Stirling’s parachute caught on the door and snagged; he descended far too rapidly and hit the ground so hard that he was temporarily paralysed from the waist down. Thus he had ended up as a bed patient in the Scottish Military Hospital.


Three days after his meeting with Ritchie, Stirling was back at Middle East Headquarters, this time with a pass. Auchinleck saw him in person. Stirling was given permission to recruit a force of sixty officers and men. The unit was to be called “L Detachment, SAS Brigade”. The “SAS” stood for “Special Air Service”, a force that was wholly imaginary and whose nomenclature was devised by Brigadier Dudley Clarke, a staff Intelligence officer, to convince the Germans that Britain had a large airborne force in North Africa. To mark his new appointment as the Commanding Officer of L Detachment, Stirling was promoted to captain. There were two particular officers Stirling wanted for his outfit. The first was John “Jock” Lewes, whom Stirling found at Tobruk, where he was leading raids on the Axis lines. British by birth, Lewes had been brought up in Australia, and was an Oxford rowing “blue” who had led his university eight to a historic win over Cambridge. It had been Lewes who had organized the parachute jump at Fuka during which Stirling had crashed. Lewes’s influence on the formation of the SAS was paramount: on a visit to Stirling in hospital, Lewes had voiced proposals and queries which had done much to further the embryonic idea of a desert raiding force circling around in Stirling’s head.


When Stirling asked Lewes to become the first recruit of “L Detachment”, however, Lewes refused point blank. He did not trust Stirling’s commitment. But Stirling, as everyone agreed, could be very persuasive. Besides, he was displaying more grit than Lewes had seen in the party boy hitherto. After a month of cajoling, Lewes agreed to join. So did Captain R. B. “Paddy” Mayne. Before the war, Mayne had been a rugby player of international rank, capped six times for Ireland and once for the British Lions. He was also a useful boxer and had reached the final of the British Universities’ Championship heavyweight division. Unfortunately, when taken by drink Mayne was not too fussy whom he fought: in June 1941 he’d been returned to unit from 11 Commando for attacking his commanding officer. However, Paddy Mayne was much more than a six-feet-six-inch drinker and brawler. A former law student, he had a “Dr Jekyll” side, and was sensitive, literate, modest and painfully shy. Unquestionably he was brave: he’d won a Mention in Dispatches for his baptismal combat – 1 Commando’s raid on the Litani River in Syria. He would end up as one of the four most decorated British officers of the Second World War, with a Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and three Bars. Nevertheless, before accepting Mayne into L Detachment, Stirling extricated a promise that he would not attack his new commanding officer.


Like Lewes and Mayne, most of the rest of the officers and men of L Detachment, who would later be known as “the Originals”, were volunteers recruited from commandos beached at the Infantry Base Depot at Geneifa following the disbandment of Layforce. Selection was based on Stirling’s personal impression of the men at brief interviews. He also told them that if they failed to make the grade in training they would have to return to their units.


By August 1941, Stirling had established a base at Kabrit, 100 miles south of Cairo in the Canal Zone. Equipment was conspicuous by its absence, due to the parsimony of Q Branch. Arriving by truck at Kabrit, Johnny Cooper, recruited from No. 8 Commando, found




only two medium-sized marquees and three 180-lb tents piled up in the middle of the strip of bare desert allocated to us. No camp, none of the usual facilities, not even a flagpole. A wooden sign bearing the words “L Detachment – SAS” was the sole clue that this was base camp.





Being, in his own words, a “cheekie laddie”, Stirling had a plan to secure the necessary equipment to complete the camp, which was to “borrow” it from a New Zealand camp down the road. Thus the first – and highly unofficial – attack of L Detachment was a night raid on the camp of 2nd New Zealand Division. L Detachment’s one and only three-ton truck was filled up with anything useful that could be found, including tents and a piano for the sergeants’ mess. The next day, L Detachment boasted one of the smartest and most luxuriously furnished British camps in the Canal Zone.


Training then began in earnest. From the outset, Stirling insisted on a high standard of discipline, equal to that of the Brigade of Guards. In his opening address to L Detachment on 4 September, he told the men: “We can’t afford to piss about disciplining anyone who is not a hundred per cent devoted to having a crack at the Hun.” L Detachment required a special discipline: self-discipline. Stirling told the L Detachment volunteers that control of self was expected at all times, even on leave: “Get this quite clear. In the SAS, all toughness is reserved exclusively for the enemy.” In return, the usual Army “bullshit” of parades and saluting officers every time they loomed into sight was to be dropped. This informal style was to become a hallmark of the SAS. Stirling expected personal initiative, independence and modesty. Any “passengers” would be returned to their units.


David Stirling also demanded the utmost physical fitness, but it was Jock Lewes who translated the master’s ideas into practicalities. The early L Detachment training devised by Lewes was in essence commando training adapted to desert conditions, especially those encountered at night. The emphasis was on navigation, weapons training, demolition training and punishing physical training sessions. Endurance marches became marathons of up to thirty miles a night, carrying packs crammed with sand or bricks.


Everyone joining the SAS had to be a parachutist, since Stirling envisaged insertion by air for his force. No parachute-training instructors were available (the only British parachute-training schools extant were at Ringway, near Manchester, and Delhi, in India), so the SAS under Jock Lewes developed its own parachute-training techniques. These involved jumping from ever higher scaffold towers and from the tailboard of a 112-pound Bedford truck moving at thirty miles per hour across the desert. More than half “the Originals” of L Detachment sustained injuries launching themselves off the back of the Bedford. After this very basic parachute training, the L Detachment recruits made their first live drop, from a Bristol Bombay aircraft. There were no reserve parachutes. Two men, Ken Warburton and Joseph Duffy, died when the snap-links connecting the strops on their parachutes to the static rail in the Bombay twisted apart. Consequently, when they jumped they were no longer attached to the aircraft – and there was nothing to pull the canopies out. Afterwards, ‘Original’ Bob Bennett recalled:




We went to bed with as many cigarettes as possible, and smoked until morning. Next morning, every man (led by Stirling himself) jumped; no one backed out. It was then that I realized that I was with a great bunch of chaps.





The drop on the morning of 17 October was a key moment in SAS history. Stirling displayed leadership; he took the men through the doubt and the darkness.


To replace the faulty clips on the Bombay had been straightforward; however, another engineering problem facing L Detachment proved harder to solve. What bomb should the patrols carry to blow up German aircraft? The bomb had to be small enough to be easily transportable but powerful enough to do the job of destruction. Most SAS men infiltrating on foot from a drop zone could only be expected to carry two of the widely available five-pound charges, which would only inflict superficial damage. Once again it was Jock Lewes to the rescue. After weeks of experiments in a small hut at Kabrit, Lewes invented the requisite device, henceforth known as the “Lewes bomb”. A mixture of plastic explosive, thermite and aluminium turnings rolled in engine oil, the device was sticky and could quickly be placed onto the side of an aircraft. Just a pound of “Lewes bomb” could annihilate an aircraft, meaning that each trooper could carry the means of dispatching ten.


By the end of August, L Detachment was ready for its final exercise, a dummy attack on the large RAF base at Heliopolis, outside Cairo. Stirling had been bluntly told by an RAF group captain that his plan to sabotage German aircraft on the ground was far-fetched. So far-fetched, indeed, that he bet Stirling £10 that L Detachment could not infiltrate the Heliopolis base and place labels representing bombs on the parked aircraft. Now, Stirling decided, it was time to pay up. The entire orbat (order of battle) of L Detachment, six officers and fifty-five men, trekked ninety miles across the desert from Kabrit over four days, on four pints of water each, and carrying weights to simulate Lewes bombs. Although the RAF knew the SAS were coming, and even set up air patrols, Stirling and his men successfully infiltrated the base on the fourth night and adorned the parked aircraft with sticky labels marked “BOMB”. Stirling collected his £10.


The first operational raid by the SAS, Squatter, was planned for the night of 17 November 1941. Five parties were to be dropped from Bristol Bombays, to attack Axis fighter and bomber strips at Gazala and Timimi. The drop zones were about twelve miles from the objective, and the teams were to spend a day in a lying-up position observing their targets before a night attack with Lewes bombs, to be detonated by time-delay pencils. After the attack, the teams were to rendezvous south of the Trig al’Abd track with a motor patrol of the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG). Reconnaissance behind enemy lines was the stock-in-trade of the LRDG, which had been founded by Major Ralph Bagnold, an amateur pre-war explorer of the Sahara. Stirling’s attack had a purpose beyond the destruction of enemy aircraft: it was designed to divert enemy attention on the eve of Operation Crusader, Auchinleck’s offensive to push Rommel out of Cyrenaica in North Africa. The same evening would see No. 11 Commando attack Rommel’s house in Beda Littoria (now Al Baydá), a commando raid that, like so many previous, was a seamless disaster resulting in the loss of thirty men for no gain whatsoever: the house raided had never even been used by Rommel.


Not that Stirling’s debut raid garnered a better result, though. Following a Met Office forecast of thirty-knot winds and rain in the target area, Stirling toyed with cancelling the Squatter mission, since airborne operations in anything above fifteen knots invariably ended in the scattering and injuring of the parachutists. On further thought, though, he had decided to go ahead, believing that a cancellation would affect L Detachment’s bubbling-over morale. Moreover, in his sales talk on behalf of his intended parachute force, Stirling had promised general headquarters that the unique quality of his unit was that “the weather would not restrict their operations to the same extent that it had done in the case of seaborne special service troops”. To Stirling’s relief, the officers of L Detachment, assembled ready to go at Baggush airfield, backed his decision to go ahead. So did the enlisted men. “We’ll go because we’ve got to,” Stirling told them. Any man who wanted to could leave. No one did.


Of the fifty-four SAS men who jumped out into the windswept night of 16 November, only twenty-one made the rendezvous with the LRDG. The plane carrying Lieutenant Charles Bonington’s stick (team of parachutists) was hit by flak, after which an Me-109 fighter delivered the coup de grâce; all the SAS men aboard were injured, one fatally. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Eoin McGonigal had been killed on landing, and when his stick set out towards the rendezvous they were captured by an Italian patrol. Nearly every man in Stirling’s, Mayne’s and Lewes’s sticks suffered concussion, sprains or broken bones; Mayne’s troop sergeant, Jock Cheyne, broke his back. Since all their gear had been dropped separately, even the walking able found themselves lacking bombs and fuses. What fuses were recovered were then wrecked by driving rain, the storm of 16 and 17 November 1941 being one of the worst of the war in the Western Desert. Demoralized, the survivors trekked to the rendezvous not through blistering heat, as they had expected, but through mud and floods. Stirling and Bob Tait were among the last to arrive. Waiting for them on the Trig al’Abd was Captain David Lloyd Owen of the LRDG’s Y patrol:




One very interesting thing arose from my meeting with David Stirling that morning. David told me all about the operation and that it had been a total failure. He was a remarkable man. He never gave in to failure and was determined to make the next operation a success. I turned over in my mind, “Why the hell do this ridiculous parachuting, why didn’t they let us take them to where they wanted to go? We could take them like a taxi to do the job. We could push off while they did their task, and then pick them up at an agreed rendezvous.”





The LRDG had just got themselves a job as Stirling’s taxi company.


Although Stirling thought his L Detachment SAS might be killed off as a result of Squatter’s failure, no-one at general headquarters seemed to care much. General headquarters had bigger problems on its mind than the loss of thirty-four parachutists: Rommel was making his famous “dash to the wire” and a counter-thrust was needed. It would help the counter-thrust if the Axis aircraft at Tamet, Sirte, Aghayala and Agedabia aerodromes were destroyed. Stirling was given another chance and he took it with both hands. This time there was to be no parachute drop: the SAS were to be taxied to the target by the LRDG.


On 8 December, Stirling, Mayne and eleven other SAS men departed their temporary headquarters at Jalo oasis accompanied by the LRDG’s Rhodesian patrol under the command of Captain Gus Holliman. Stirling and Mayne were set to raid Sirte and Tamet airfields, which were about 350 miles from Jalo, on the night of 14 December. At the same time, Jock Lewes was to lead a section in an attack on Aghayla. A fourth SAS patrol, comprising four men under Lieutenant Bill Fraser, was to raid Agedabia a week later. Sitting aboard the LRDG’s stripped-down Ford trucks, the SAS men were overcome by the vastness of the Sahara. There was no sign of life, and Stirling found the brooding solitude like being on the high seas. Courtesy of dead-on navigation by the LRDG’s Corporal Mike Sadler, the SAS were just forty miles south of Sirte by noon on 11 December. Then their luck changed: an Italian Ghibli spotter plane appeared out of the haze to strafe and bomb them. Holliman ordered the patrol to make for cover in a thorn scrub two miles back, and there they lay as two more Ghiblis came hunting, but failed to see the patrol. The element of surprise, the sine qua non of the SAS, was lost. Even so, Stirling was determined to press on, and the obliging LRDG dropped the SAS off not at the agreed twenty miles from Sirte, but a mere three miles. Knowing that a reception committee was likely to be waiting, Stirling chose not to risk his whole section but to instead infiltrate the airfield with just one companion, Sergeant Jimmy Brough. The rest of the team, under Mayne, was sent to a satellite airfield five miles away at Wadi Tamet. Unfortunately, during their recce of the airfield Stirling and Brough stumbled over two Italian sentries, one of whom began firing off bullets, causing the SAS men to sprint away into the desert night. Next day, as they lay up near the base, Stirling and Brough watched in bitter frustration as one Italian Caproni bomber after another flew away. Alerted and suspicious, the Italians were evacuating the airfield.


At nightfall, Stirling and Brough tramped in silence to the rendezvous with the LRDG. Once again, an SAS operation had been a wash-out. Stirling knew that unless Mayne and Lewes triumphed, the disbandment of the SAS was likely. Mayne’s attack was to take place at 11 p.m.: the hour came and went, unlit by explosions, and then there was a great whumph and a bolt of flame in the west, followed by explosion upon explosion. The SAS was in the sabotage business. Stirling and Brough almost danced with delight. Jock Lewes had not enjoyed good hunting, but when Bill Fraser’s party reached their rendezvous they reported the most astounding success of all. They had blown up thirty-seven aircraft at Agedabia aerodrome. In this week-long sequence of raids, the SAS had accounted for no less than sixty-one enemy aircraft destroyed, together with petrol, stores and transport.


His tail up, Stirling could not wait to have another go at the enemy. On the presumption that the enemy would not expect another attack so soon, Stirling and Mayne set off from their Jalo desert base on Christmas Day 1941 to revisit Tamet and Sirte. Their second attack was a mirror image of the first. Mayne destroyed twenty-seven aircraft at Tamet; Stirling was unable to reach the airfield because of the crush of German armour and vehicles around it. He was fortunate to escape with his life: an Italian guard tried to shoot him, only to discover he had a faulty round in the barrel of his rifle. Meanwhile, Fraser and Lewes were taken by Lieutenant Morris’s LRDG patrol to raid airstrips at Nofilia and Ras Lanuf. At the latter location, Mussolini had built a grandiose triumphal arch to commemorate his African conquests; to the Tommies it looked similar to the arch at the end of Oxford Street, and “Marble Arch” it became known to one and all throughout the British Army. Lewes had a difficult time at Nofilia when a bomb he was placing on an aircraft exploded prematurely. Withdrawing under heavy fire, he and his party were picked up by their LRDG escort, only to come under attack by Messerschmitts and Stukas in the open desert. Jock Lewes was killed, the survivors scattered.


The death of Lewes was a heavy blow to Stirling, as there was no one else on whom he so heavily relied. There was more bad news: Captain Fraser’s patrol was missing – but to this episode, at least, there was a happy ending. On finding the Marble Arch strip bereft of aircraft, Fraser and his section had waited for Morris’s LRDG patrol. When, after six days, Morris failed to arrive, the SAS men decided to walk the 200 burning miles to Jalo. Their walk, which took eight days, was the first of several epic peregrinations in the SAS annals, to rank alongside that of Trooper Jack Sillito the following year (again, 200 miles in eight days, drinking his own urine for hydration). Fraser’s walk and the unit’s bag of nearly ninety aircraft in a month were an emphatic vindication of Stirling’s concept of small-scale raiding by a volunteer elite.


It was Stirling’s gift as a leader to see the big picture, and where the SAS fitted into it. He was also, due to his social background and boundless confidence, possessed of friends in the highest places. Both attributes came together in early January 1942, when Stirling sought a personal interview with Auchinleck, the Commander-in-Chief, during which he proposed that L Detachment should switch from striking airfields to ports. Although the Crusader offensive had pushed Rommel westwards, the Afrika Korps remained a potent force, not least because it continued to receive supplies of Panzer tanks through the coastal harbours. Stirling pointed out to Auchinleck that Bouerat would become the likely main supply harbour for the Afrika Korps, and that the fuel dumps there could and should be blown up. Auchinleck agreed. When Stirling asked for men for L Detachment, Auchinleck gave him permission to recruit a further six officers and thirty to forty men, some of whom could be drawn from the Special Boat Section of No. 8 Commando. For good measure, Auchinleck promoted Stirling to major.


There was one final thing: Stirling’s enemies in general headquarters (the kind of literal-minded men who considered irregular forces a diversion from the “real” war) had bluntly informed him that L Detachment, because it was a temporary unit, could not have its own badge. Nonetheless, Stirling brashly wore SAS wings and cap badge to meet the Commander-in-Chief. Stirling had calculated correctly: Auchinleck liked and approved of the badge. The SAS badge was more than a mark of an elite unit – it was a debt Stirling felt he owed Lewes, who had been instrumental in its design. The so-called “Winged Dagger” was modelled by Bob Tait on King Arthur’s sword Excalibur, while the wings were probably taken from an ibis on a fresco in Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. The colours of the wings, Oxford blue and Cambridge blue, were selected because Lewes had rowed for Oxford, and Tom Langton, another early L-Detachment officer, for Cambridge. It was Stirling himself who came up with the motto “Who Dares Wins”. The badge was worn on berets, which at first were white, but changed, when these attracted wolf whistles, to a sand colour, which they still are.


On the way back to Jalo, Stirling came across fifty French parachutists at Alexandria who, after some vigorous appeals to the Free French commander in Cairo, General Catroux, Stirling annexed for the SAS. He also recruited Captain Bill Cumper of the Royal Engineers, a Cockney explosives expert who would take on the vacancy of demolitions instructor left open by Lewes’s death. But Cumper could not take on the whole gamut of training the SAS recruits who were now so numerous the camp at Kabrit was overflowing with them; that mantle, Stirling resolved, should be taken by Paddy Mayne. Sitting in his tent, Stirling explained his thinking to Mayne, who accepted with bad grace verging on insubordination. He would only “do his best”, and then only on a temporary basis. Mayne even hinted that Stirling was green-eyed about his success in blowing up aircraft, and pinning him to a desk was a way of stealing the glory.


With a moody Mayne left sulking in Kabrit, on 17 January Stirling launched a raid on Bouerat from Jalo. Taxiing the SAS team out was the Guards patrol of the LRDG, led by Captain Anthony Hunter. As on previous missions, Stirling seemed chained to ill luck. On the sixth day out, the patrol was strafed and bombed in the Wadi Tamrit, with the loss of the radio truck and three men. Then Stirling instructed the two Special Boat Section men in the party to assemble their folbot (a type of collapsible canoe) before the final approach, the plan being for the SBS men to paddle out and set limpet mines on ships in the harbour. As their 1,680-pound Ford truck neared Bouerat, it lurched down a pothole and the folbot shattered. Not that it mattered: there were no ships in the port. Instead, Stirling had to satisfy himself with detonating petrol bowsers and the wireless station.


Picked up by a LRDG truck driven by Corporal “Flash” Gibson, Stirling and his crew rode around, stopping to plant bombs on parked trucks. They then made off to the main rendezvous. Mounted on the back of the Ford V-8 truck was a novelty – a Vickers K aircraft-type machine-gun, whose .303-inch barrels could spew out bullets at 1,200 rounds per minute. Johnny Cooper was the man with his finger on the trigger:




As we motored at speed along the track, we suddenly noticed flashing lights up ahead of us and a few isolated shots whizzed through the air. Whether they were warning shots or the enemy clearing their guns we did not know, but as our truck accelerated down a slight incline it became painfully obvious that an ambush had been set up . . . I slipped off the safety catch and let fly with a devastating mixture of tracer and incendiary, amazed at the firepower of the Vickers. At the same time, Reg [Seekings] opened up with his Thompson, and we ploughed through the ambush, completely outgunning and demoralizing the Italians. Gibson, with great presence of mind, switched on the headlamps and roared away at about 40 mph, driving with absolute efficiency and coolness to extricate us from a difficult position.





Gibson was awarded the Military Medal (MM) for the operation, and Johnny Cooper the Distinguished Conduct Medal. The Vickers K, fired for the first time in action by the SAS, became the unit’s weapon of choice for the rest of the war.


Aside from the constant struggle with Middle East Headquarters to preserve, let alone expand, L Detachment, Stirling threw himself into the planning of another raid – one which tested the soundness of his strategic vision. This raid was intended to assist in the battle of Malta. Perched in the middle of the Mediterranean, British-controlled Malta posed a mortal threat to Rommel’s line of supply back to Italy. Consequently, the Axis forces were trying to bomb and blockade the island into submission. Announcing that the loss of Malta would be “a disaster of the first magnitude to the British Empire, and probably fatal in the long run to the defence of the Nile Valley,” Churchill decreed that two supply convoys must get through in the June “dark-phase”. Since these convoys would almost certainly be attacked by Axis aircraft operating from Cyrenaica and Crete, Stirling proposed that L Detachment mount a synchronized attack on Axis aerodromes in these locations on 13 and 14 June 1942. Fortunately for L Detachment, its ranks had been modestly enlarged by the annexation of the Special Interrogation Group. This had been formed by Captain Buck and consisted of German-speaking Jews and a couple of Afrika Korps deserters, all of whom were prepared to masquerade in German uniform, knowing all too well their fate if caught.


The various L Detachment teams who were to carry out the raids in North Africa gathered at Siwa, before being escorted to within striking distance of their targets by the LRDG. Stirling, accompanied by his familiars, Cooper and Seekings, headed for Benina aerodrome. For once, Stirling had good hunting. Bombs planted, the SAS men sneaked away to watch what Cooper remembered as a “fantastic fireworks display”. He found it difficult to believe that just three men and the contents of their knapsacks had wrought such destruction.


In what was destined to be the last phase of the SAS’s war in the Western Desert, the SAS were charged with four tasks, all intended to aid and abet Montgomery’s offensive against Tripoli in January 1943. One party was to operate west of Tripoli to facilitate the 8th Army’s advance; another was to reconnoitre the defensive Mareth Line with a view to discovering a way around it; a third operation consisted of raiding the enemy’s supply lines between Gabès and Sfax; lastly, Colonel Stirling would lead a patrol as far north as northern Tunisia, where it would cut the Sousse railway line. Stirling also intended to link up with his brother, Bill, who had formed the 2nd SAS Regiment, which was advancing eastwards as part of the 1st Army, following the Torch landings in Algeria in November. The link-up with Bill Stirling had more than fraternal importance: David Stirling intended to build the SAS (which some wags now said stood for “Stirling and Stirling”) up to Brigade strength.


David Stirling set out for northern Tunisia on 10 January. After successfully completing his reconnaissance of the Mareth flank, he sped towards Sousse. Rommel’s position was deteriorating, and haste in knocking out his communication lines seemed sensible. Instead of taking the slower, safer route south of Chott el Djerid salt marsh, Stirling, with five jeeps and fourteen men, headed for the Gabes gap. Stirling was captured by a German parachute battalion.


Following Stirling’s capture 1 SAS was placed under the command of Major Paddy Mayne and renamed the Special Raiding Squadron (SRS), while 2 SAS continued to be commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Bill Stirling. Both units functioned independently of each other. Meanwhile, the SBS was unshackled from a brief marriage to the SAS and rebranded the Special Boat Squadron and placed in the care of Major the Earl Jellicoe.


Reorganization was all well and good, but what was the British Army to do with the abundance of Special Forces at its disposal now the war in North Africa was all but over? In truth, there was no place else for the SAS but the Mediterranean. Direct cross-channel attack on Nazi-occupied France was more than a year away, and the Far East campaign had its own Special Forces in Orde Wingate’s “Chindits”. Accordingly, the SRS and 2 SAS were warned for action in the forthcoming invasion of Sicily (to be followed by the invasion of Italy proper), where they were used wantonly as assault troops rather than Special Forces. Not until early September 1943 and Operation Speedwell was the SAS used strategically. To stop the flow of German troops down Italy following Mussolini’s surrender, SAS parachutists were tasked with derailing trains by blowing up railway tunnels. For the size of the force dropped – thirteen men – the Speedwell operation achieved a significant result, and Bill Stirling pressed Supreme Allied headquarters in Italy to action more such deep behind-the-lines sabotage by SAS units. For the most part, Bill Stirling’s pleadings fell on deaf ears, beginning a disillusionment with the top brass that would see his eventual resignation as 2 SAS’s commanding officer. Even if not deployed to its best advantage, however, the SRS/SAS contributed substantially to the campaign in Italy in 1943, with detachments taking part in significant battles at Taranto and Termoli.


The SRS was withdrawn from Italy in Autumn 1943, but detachments of 2 SAS continued to operate in Italy until the end of the war in Europe. The Regiment’s most effective actions in the twilight of the Italian campaign tended to be those jointly undertaken with the partisans, as with 3 Squadron’s Tombola operation. Newly raised, mainly from volunteers from the 1st and 6th Airborne Divisions, 3 Squadron was commanded by Roy Farran, now promoted to major. The idea behind Tombola was to insert a well-equipped SAS party into the enemy-held province of Emilia-Romagna, where it would co-operate with partisan brigades (“Commando Unico”) in operations against the German defensive position to the south known as the Gothic Line. The centrepiece of Tombola was an attack on the German corps headquarters at Albinea in the Po Valley. One notable feature of Tombola, and similar operations in Italy, was that junior non-commissioned officers and private soldiers were put in charge of partisan teams. “It was extraordinary,” Farran wrote, “how successful the British common soldiers were as detachment commanders.” In this respect Tombola and its counterparts anticipated 22 SAS operations in Oman in the 1960s, when the Regiment fought alongside tribal levies.


Tombola aside, Italy was a minor theatre for 2 SAS from mid-1944, since, alongside the SRS, it was preparing for the main invasion of Europe: the D-Day landings. Both 2 SAS and SRS became part of SAS Brigade commanded by Brigadier R.W. McLeod, under Lieutenant General Frederick Browning’s 1st Airborne Corps. To the undisguised irritation of the SAS, “Boy” Browning made them exchange their sand-coloured berets for the red ones of Airborne. There were other changes. The SRS reverted to its former name of 1 SAS, and expanded to regimental strength. Paddy Mayne remained as commanding officer. The remainder of the Brigade comprised two French parachute battalions, 3 and 4 SAS (also known as 2ème and 3ème Regiment de Chausseurs Parachutistes), a Belgian squadron, and F Squadron GHQ Liaison Regiment (Phantom). Almost inevitably, there was an argument as to how the SAS Brigade, of some 2,500 troops, should be used. Despite two full years of SAS activity, most “top brass” continued to be blind to the proper employment of the SAS as saboteurs behind the main battle area. It was at this juncture that the exasperated Bill Stirling resigned his command. He was replaced by Lieutenant Colonel Brian Franks, a founder member of No. 8 Commando. Eventually, there was an outbreak of wisdom and Bill Stirling’s concepts were adopted. In brief, it was decided that the SAS Brigade would carry out three types of operation during the invasion of France. First, the SAS would identify targets for the RAF, as well as sabotaging such targets themselves. Second, the SAS would train the French Resistance, to enable the Resistance to help delay the flow of German reinforcements to the front. Third, the SAS would undertake offensive patrols deep behind the lines in armoured jeeps. Any SAS men caught would most likely be executed: Hitler had decreed that ‘these men are dangerous’ and needed to be “ruthlessly exterminated”. Hitler’s notorious “Commando Order”, however, did little to put off recruits to the expanding SAS.


On 5 June 1945, the eve of D-Day, the first SAS patrols were dropped into France. By the time of the German surrender 11 months later, SAS Brigade had completed more than 50 operations in northwest Europe. Operation Houndsworth was typical of the early offensive patrols of its mission in France. Over three months, 153 jeep-raiding troops from A 1 SAS Squadron (with some 2 SAS and Maquis) made twenty-two railcuts on the Dijon–Paris line, derailed six trains, destroyed seventy vehicles and caused more than 200 enemy casualties. A dramatic validation of the Regiment’s motto, “Who Dares Wins”, was Major Roy Farran. His squadron of sixty men and twenty-three jeeps was loaded onto Dakota airfield on 19 August 1944 and flown to Rennes airfield, from where they slipped through the frontline. So began Farran’s remarkable Jeep operation Wallace, which covered more distance behind the lines than any other 2 SAS mission of the war. The party drove 200 miles through enemy lines in four days, joining the base set up by the earlier Operation Hardy near Chatillon, north of Dijon. His operation, ending on September 17, resulted in 500 enemy casualties, the destruction of ninety-five vehicles, a train and 100,000 gallons of petrol. On the way back through France, Farran’s squadron took illicit leave in Paris. Operation Wallace brought him a DSO.


The SAS became the victim of the success it had helped deliver: the removal of the Germans from France left little for the SAS to do. Field Marshal Model, one of Hitler’s ablest soldiers, had stabilized the front in north-west Europe, roughly along the Rhine, and operations in Germany behind the lines were not quite unthinkable (indeed, they were entertained) but were eventually ruled out as being suicidal. So far in Europe the SAS had worked in arenas where some support could be expected from the locals; in Hitler’s Deutschland that would not be the case.


Throughout the winter of 1944–45 the SAS became preoccupied with finding a role for itself. One squadron, as we have seen, was detached under Major Farran for Operation Tombola in Italy; otherwise the SAS had to wait until fluidity came to the north-west front in March 1945 to re-join the fighting. At that point the SAS Brigade, now under control of “Mad Mike” Calvert, was employed by the 21st Army Group for reconnaissance ahead of its drive into the heartland of Germany. Once again, this was not “traditional” SAS work. As they probed into Germany, SAS units encountered fanatical, if sporadic, resistance from Hitler Youth, the Wehrmacht, the SS, the Volkssturm (Home Guard) – anybody, indeed, the Nazi authorities could place in the Allies’ way. SAS troopers were amongst the first to enter Belsen death camp: that L Detachment stalwart, Johnny Cooper, who had been commissioned in the field, recalled:




Once inside we realized the vast size of the camp, and I will never forget my first sight of the inmates. Ostensibly they were living human beings, but to me, the men, women and even children were just walking skeletons.





Then the war in Europe was over. The SAS was ordered to disband. On the morning of 8 October 1945, 1 SAS paraded at its Hylands Park barracks in Chelmsford for the last time. On the same day that 1 SAS was disbanded, 2 SAS took its farewell parade at its Colchester HQ. The French and the Belgian regiments had already been returned to their respective countries.


Officially, on 8 October 1945 the SAS founded by Stirling, Lewes and Mayne ceased to exist; in actuality, it remained alive. Just. A team of SAS men, including L Detachment Original Bob Bennett, were attached to the Military Reparations Committee in Greece, where they proudly sported their winged-dagger badge. Brian Franks, still pained and outraged by the murder of SAS soldiers during behind-the-lines operations in Occupied Europe, organized a team to investigate the crimes and bring those responsible to justice. This became the SAS War Crimes Team, which operated for four years and successfully identified several Nazi perpetrators. Beyond these two small SAS remnants, the regiment’s veterans kept in personal contact. Johnny Cooper was invited by David Stirling, long since released from Colditz, to lunch at White’s in London. Stirling, thought Cooper, “looked none the worse” for his stay at Hitler’s pleasure. Also in attendance were George Jellicoe, Fitzroy Maclean and Randolph Churchill. Such social occasions were pleasant chances to air memories. They were also opportunities for ex-SAS men to plan the regiment’s rise anew. Eventually, lobbying of the War Office by SAS veterans, chiefly Mike Calvert and Brian Franks, brought its reward, and in 1947 an SAS unit was formed within the Territorial Army. It was attached to a former officers’ training unit, the Artists’ Rifles, to become 21 (Artists) TA, based at Duke’s Road, Euston. The commanding officer was Lieutenant Colonel Brian Franks, 2 SAS’s sometime commander during the Second World War.


Wartime SAS soldiers flocked to the new TA SAS, so many, indeed, that Johnny Cooper found the first training camp “a splendid reunion”. This TA SAS unit, which still exists and is complemented by another TA SAS unit, 23 SAS, provided many of the volunteers for a long-range patrol Franks raised for Korea, where the first major war since 1945 was being fought between the Communist North and the UN-backed South. Before Franks’ Jeep patrol could be sent to Korea, though, the UN commander, General MacArthur, decided he had no use for it.


What was McArthur’s loss was Britain’s gain. A Communist insurrection – known as “the Emergency” for insurance-claim purposes – had broken out in the British dominion of Malaya. From hide-outs in the jungle, Communist Terrorists (“CTs”), led by Chin Peng of the Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA), were murdering British rubber-plantation owners and their families. The Commander-in-Chief Far East, Sir John Harding, summoned Mike Calvert to Malaya and asked him to find ways of dealing with the CT campaign. Before becoming commanding officer of the SAS Brigade during the Second World War, Calvert had commanded 77 Chindit Brigade. Mad Mike, along with Freddie Spencer Chapman, soldier and author of the memoir The Jungle is Neutral, was as close to an expert jungle fighter as the British possessed. Looking at the situation in Malaya, Calvert realized that the Emergency required the British to have a Special Force that would ‘live, move, and have its heart in the jungle’ just as the enemy did. His proposal for a new unit, the Malayan Scouts (SAS), was accepted. For personnel for the unit, Calvert milked three sources: A Squadron was formed from 100 volunteers in the British Army already in the Far East; B Squadron was comprised of soldiers from 1 SAS, primarily those who had put up their hands for the Korean job; and C Squadron was made up of Rhodesian volunteers.


Unfortunately, while B Squadron – thoroughly marinated in SAS philosophy, discipline and training either by war service or Brian Franks’ Duke’s Road regime – was the right SAS stuff, the Rhodesians were keen but under-trained. But the real headache was A Squadron, who, save for a few good apples, were poseurs and party animals. It did not help that Calvert himself was keen on wild drinking parties. So notorious was A Squadron’s indiscipline that the Malayan Scouts were almost disbanded. Instead, Calvert was sent home with a convenient (and fictitious) kidney illness, and Lieutenant Colonel John Sloane was brought in as commanding officer. A straight-backed, by-the-book officer from the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, ‘Tod’ Sloane unsentimentally returned to unit misfits and implemented proper admin. He was ably assisted in his makeover of the Mayalan Scouts by John Woodhouse and Clarence “Dare” Newell, men who were both to become legendary figures in SAS history. To make the regiment more attractive to volunteers, its name was changed from the Malayan Scouts – which, after all, suggested members would only serve in Malaya – to “22 SAS”.


And yet, for all Calvert’s waywardness he was, more than Sloane, Woodhouse and Newell, the architect of the modern SAS. Quite aside from creating a unit to bear the appellation “Special Air Service”, Calvert proposed that the SAS should work in three- or four-man patrols; that it should win over local tribes by kindness, notably by setting up medical clinics (what later became known as “hearts and minds”); and that it should establish long-term counter-guerrilla bases deep in the jungle. All three of these principles still shape the modern SAS.


The men of the 22 SAS Regiment underwent an experience in Malaya that their successors down the decades would empathize with: fighting in appalling conditions. Johnny Cooper, who had transferred to 22 SAS as 8 Troop’s commander (thus becoming, by his reckoning, the oldest lieutenant in the Army, at twenty-nine years of age), was dismayed by the rain. “If there was no great downpour after three or four days, it was reckoned a drought.” Sores festered, clothes and boots rotted in the damp, and fevers such as Weil’s disease abounded. By the end of a patrol, a soldier would on average have lost ten pounds. Despite the hardships, however, patrols stayed out in the jungle for longer and longer periods, as the regiment’s jungle education grew.


By 1956, the regiment was up to a strength of 560 men and making a real contribution towards containing the Emergency: its tally of communist terrorists killed was eighty-nine. Captured Communist terrorists confessed that the SAS patrols, even when failing to make contact with the enemy, were so disruptive as to render guerrilla warfare all but impossible. Four years later, the Emergency was over. The leaders of the MRLA had fled to Thailand, and the murders of civilians had almost ceased. After its eight years in Malaya, the regiment had, despite an inauspicious start, become a highly professional unit. In 1957, in recognition, 22 SAS was placed in the order of battle of the British Army, and as a result was able to re-adopt both the beige beret and the winged-dagger badge. For all this, the future of the regiment was far from assured: the whispers from Whitehall were that 22 SAS would be disbanded when it was finally pulled out of Malaya.


History, however, was on the side of the SAS. In the death agony of empire there came other small wars. Malaya was not a one-off; it was part of an historic trend. Even as the SAS was mopping up in Malaya, another little war in a British-dominated corner of the world was beginning. The next job was far from the green jungles of Malaya: it was on the Green Mountain, the Jebel Akhdar, in Oman.


In 1954 a rebellion against Oman’s autocratic (but pro-British) Sultan, led by Ghalib, the Imam of Oman, and his brother Talib, threatened to destabilize the country and interrupt the oil supply to Great Britain. With understandable realpolitik, if questionable morality, the British government determined to back the Sultan. An RAF bombing campaign against the rebel stronghold on the Jebel Akhdar failed. An infantry assault on it failed. A plan to drop the Parachute Regiment was cancelled, because the Prime Minister thought the committing of a world-famous regiment overemphasized the importance of the situation. And so the shadow SAS was given the job nobody else could or should do. Lieutenant Colonel Anthony Deane-Drummond, the commander of 22 SAS, was given fifteen days to round up D Squadron from Malaya and deploy it in Oman, where it did what no other military force had done in a thousand years: it captured the Jebel Akhdar. More than that, the Jebel Akhdar assault had secured the future of the SAS. As Peter de la Billière, a troop commander and later CO of 22 SAS wrote, Oman, more so than Malaya, was a turning point in the history of the SAS:




We had shown that we were a flexible force capable of adapting quickly to new conditions. We had demonstrated that a small number of men could be flown into a trouble spot rapidly and discreetly, and operate in a remote area without publicity – a capability much valued by the Conservative government of the day. Above all, we had proved that the quality of the people in the SAS was high indeed, and that a few men of such calibre could achieve results out of all proportion to their numbers.





The SAS would return to Oman a decade later, to counter an insurgency by Communists in Dhofar. But first, the drums of war summoned the regiment back to the jungles of the Far East.


From 1963 to 1966, Borneo was the scene of a bloody conflict between Malaya and Indonesia, both of which claimed ownership of the mountainous island. To counter the infiltration of guerrillas from the Indonesian side of the island (Kalimantan) into the northern Malaysian side, the British – Malaya’s former imperial masters – organized a border guard of Malaysian, British and Commonwealth troops. A main constituent in this guard was 22 SAS. For the most part, SAS effort in Borneo consisted of the insertion of four-man patrols into the jungle, often for weeks at a time, gathering intelligence and implementing “hearts and minds” programmes. As the “Confrontation” wore on, however, the Indonesians began committing units of their army to the frontier war, and in response the SAS stepped up its activity with offensive patrols into Indonesia itself. Codenamed Claret, these operations were top secret. The codename was apposite: much blood was spilled.


Then it was back to the desert, to Oman, where on the morning of 19 July 1972 there occurred one of the most storied SAS actions. In the fishing port of Mirbat, Oman, a nine-man SAS detachment known as “BATT” (British Army Training Team) slept in a small mud-and-brick building, save for three troopers who were awake talking and keeping guard. In command of the detachment was twenty-seven-year-old Captain Mike Kealy of B Squadron, known as ‘baby Rupert’ because of his inexperience. As the smear of light on the eastern horizon grew brighter, 250 Communist guerrillas, known as adoo, stole to within 400 yards of the SAS “BATT house” and opened fire with mortars, machine guns and small arms. For six hours the SAS team held off the adoo, until reinforcements arrived in the shape of G Squadron. There were two regimental fatalities incurred during 22 SAS’s hardest test, trooper Tobin and Corporal Labalaba. For this loss the SAS took the lives of more than thirty-nine adoo. Tragically, Mike Kealy died of hypothermia during an exercise on the Brecon Beacons in 1972.


As the 1970s wore on, the SAS increased its urban counter-terrorist capability, although the regiment’s first brush with such work lay in the backstreets of Aden in the previous decade, when it was tasked with eliminating Yemeni insurgents. Thereafter, SAS Counter-Revolutionary Warfare (CRW) work had evolved through sheer Darwinian necessity. Oman aside, the regiment was desperately short of work in the early 1970s – so short, indeed, that training the bodyguards of foreign VIPs became a major strand of regimental activity. In the same period, the camp of 22 SAS, now based after a period of itinerancy at Bradbury Lines (later christened Stirling Lines), next to the River Wye in Hereford, saw the construction of a special house to train marksmen in the skills of shooting gunmen in the confines of a room without hitting VIPs or hostages. Formally called the Close-Quarter Battle House (CQB), the building is more usually known as the “Killing House”.


One significant spur to the development of CRW work came in September 1972, when Palestinian terrorists from the ‘Black September’ group seized the dormitory occupied by Israeli athletes at the Olympic Games. The West German government allowed the gunmen and hostages safe passage out of the country, but as the group moved through Munich airport the German security forces opened fire. In the wild gun battle that followed they mistakenly killed all the hostages. Alarmed by their incapacity to deal with terrorism, European governments began developing elite anti-terrorist units. The British government was no exception. Following a direct request from the Director of Military Operations in September 1972, the new commanding officer of 22 SAS, Lieutenant Colonel Peter de la Billière, reorganized the CRW cell into ‘Op Pagoda’. In charge of Pagoda was Captain Andrew Massey, who selected twenty troopers from all sabre squadrons for special CRW (sometimes CT, for Counter-Terrorist) training. The Pagoda team was put on constant standby. Later, the Pagoda role became rotated through the squadrons, so every trooper in the Regiment had a turn, and the team was issued with black overalls and Ingram sub-machine-guns. However, following their observation of the successful German GSG9 storming of a hijacked aircraft at Mogadishu airport in 1977, SAS Major Alistair Morrison and Sergeant Barry Davies recommended adopting the GSG9’s main firearm, the Heckler & Koch MP5A2. Tests confirmed its superiority over the American Ingram sub-machine-gun, and the 650 rpm, 2 kg Heckler was adopted by the Pagoda troop.


The Pagoda team’s first major call to action came in 1975, when an IRA active-service unit machine-gunned a restaurant in Mayfair, London, and then took hostages in a flat in Balcombe Street. On hearing on the radio that an SAS team was preparing to storm the flat, the IRA gunmen surrendered without a fight. The Balcombe Street siege ended without bloodshed, but it ignited a bloodbath of violence in Northern Ireland, starting with the “Kingsmill Massacre” in which IRA terrorists pulled Protestant line-workers from a bus and mowed down ten of them in the road with machine-gun fire. On 7 January 1976, Prime Minister Harold Wilson publicly committed the SAS to patrol the “bandit country” of South Armagh.


Northern Ireland would never be a happy hunting ground for the SAS. The orthodox regiments of the Army already assigned to the province were suspicious and resentful – after all, SAS deployment suggested that they had failed – and there was little possibility of implementing the SAS’s by now stock “hearts and minds” campaign. Aside from patrolling, the SAS men in Northern Ireland set up covert observation posts and established a new undercover spying squad known as the Army Surveillance Unit (later 14 Intelligence Company). The regiment did not limit itself to these prescribed and lawful activities. In March 1976 a Provisional IRA (PIRA) gunman and bomber, Sean McKenna, was abducted from his home in southern Ireland by masked men, almost certainly SAS, holding Browning 9 mm pistols, and was taken over the border to Bessbrook RUC station.


Unfortunately, SAS soldiers in Northern Ireland – eventually organized in Ulster Troop – took a steady toll of the innocent. By the end of 1978 the SAS was known to have killed at least ten people in Northern Ireland, of whom three were guiltless and one, a PIRA quartermaster called Patrick Duffy, was shot twelve times in the back. The slaughtered innocents included a sixteen-year-old boy, John Boyle, exploring a churchyard where the IRA had cached arms, and a Belfast Protestant pedestrian, William Hanna, in an incident in which the Army’s rules of engagement in Ulster – by which soldiers could only open fire if they believed a person was about to fire, endanger life and if there was no other means of stopping them – were ignored. Even the SAS’s greatest ever blow against PIRA – the killing of eight PIRA terrorists as they attacked the police station at Loughgall in 1987 – was marred by the shooting of two villagers driving by, one of whom died. And if SAS black ops against PIRA were controversial, they were also deadly dangerous for the regiment’s troopers, with at least two KIA.


Until 1980, the SAS waged war in the shadows. In that year it hit the headlines around the world.


At l1.25 a.m. on the morning of Wednesday 30 April, the tranquillity of Prince’s Gate, in London’s leafy Kensington district, had been shattered as six gunmen wearing shemaghs over their faces sprayed the outside of No. 16 with machine-gun fire and stormed through the entrance. The leading gunman made straight for an astonished police constable standing in the foyer, Trevor Lock of the Diplomatic Protection Group, while the rest, shouting and waving their machine pistols, rounded up the other occupants of the building. The gunmen were members of Mohieddin al Nasser Martyr Group, an Arab group seeking the liberation of Khuzestan from Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iran. No. 16 was the Iranian Embassy in Britain. Just after 2.35 p.m. Salim, the head Arab gunman, laid out his demands by telephone: autonomy and human rights for the people of Khuzestan, and the release of ninety-one Arab prisoners held in Iranian jails. If his demands were not met he would blow up the Embassy, hostages and all, at noon the following day. The siege of Prince’s Gate had begun.


The SAS, meanwhile, had been alerted about the siege within minutes of its start, Dusty Gray, an ex-SAS sergeant, now a Metropolitan Police dog handler, having telephoned the Officers’ Mess at Bradbury Lines, to warn that its assistance would probably be required at the Iranian Embassy. That night SAS troopers left for London in Range Rovers, arriving at a holding area in Regent’s Park Barracks in the early hours of Thursday morning. The official authority from the Ministry of Defence arrived at Bradbury Lines to approve the move some hours after they had already left.


Over the next few days the Metropolitan Police continued their “softly, softly” negotiating approach, while trying to determine exactly how many hostages were in the embassy and where they were located. Scotland Yard’s technical squad, C7, installed microphones in the chimney and walls of No. 16, covering the noise by faking Gas Board repairs at neighbouring Ennismore Gardens. Gradually it became clear that there were about twenty-five hostages (at the end of the siege, the exact count was twenty-six), most of them Iranian Embassy staff.


Inside the SAS holding area a scale model of the embassy had been constructed to familiarize the SAS troopers with the layout of the building they would assault if the police negotiations were to break down. The breakdown came at 1.45 p.m. on Bank Holiday Monday, 5 May, when the distinct sound of three shots was heard from inside the embassy. The news of the shooting was immediately forwarded to the SAS teams waiting at their holding area. They would be used after all. Operation Nimrod – the relief of the Iranian Embassy – was on. At 6.50 p.m., with tension mounting, the gunmen announced their demands again, with the codicil that a hostage would be shot every forty-five minutes until their demands were met. Another burst of shots was heard. The door of the embassy opened, and a body was flung down the steps. (The body belonged to the Press Attaché shot earlier in the day. The new burst of shots was a scare tactic.) The police phoned into the embassy’s first floor, where the telephone link with the gunmen was situated. They seemed to cave in to Salim’s demands, assuring him that they were not tricking him, and that a bus would be arriving in minutes to take the gunmen to Heathrow Airport, from where they would fly to the Middle East. But by talking on the phone Salim had signalled his whereabouts to the SAS teams who had taken up their start position on the roof, and in the two buildings either side of No. 16, the Ethiopian Embassy and the Royal College of Physicians. At around this time, formal responsibility – via a handwritten note – passed from the Metropolitan Police to the SAS.


Suddenly, as the world watched Prince’s Gate on TV, blackclad men wearing respirators appeared on the front balconies and placed “frame charges” against the armoured-glass window. There was an enormous explosion. The time was exactly 7.23 p.m. At the back of the building and on the roof, the assault teams heard the order “Go. Go. Go.” Less than twelve minutes had elapsed since the body of the Press Attaché had appeared on the Embassy steps. The assault on the building came from three sides, with the main assault from the rear, where three pairs of troopers abseiled down from the roof. One of the first party accidentally swung his foot through an upper storey window, thereby alerting Salim to their line of assault. The pair dropped to the ground and prepared to fight their way in, while another pair landed on the balcony, broke the window and threw in stun grenades. A third pair also abseiled down, but one of them became entangled in the ropes, which meant that the rear assault could not use frame charges to blow-in the bullet-proof glass. Instead, a call sign in the garden from a rear troop in the garden sledge-hammered the French windows open, with the troopers swarming into the building on the ground floor. They “negotiated” a gunman in the front hall, cleared the cellars, and then raced upstairs to the second floor and the telex room, where the male hostages were being held by three gunmen. Meanwhile the pair who had come in through the rear first floor balcony encountered PC Lock grappling with Salim, the head gunman, who had been about to fire at an SAS trooper at the window, and shot the gunman dead.


Almost simultaneously with the rear assault, the frontal assault group stormed over the balcony on the first floor, lobbing in stun grenades through the window broken by their frame charges. Amid gushing smoke they entered and also moved towards the telex room. Another SAS team broke into the building through the plaster division left after the bricks had been removed from wall with the Ethiopian Embassy. Outside, at the front, the SAS shot CS gas cartridges into an upstairs room where one of the gunmen was believed to be hiding. This room caught fire, the flames spreading quickly to other rooms. (The trooper caught in the abseil rope suffered burns at this point, but was then cut free and re-joined the assault.) The SAS converged at the telex room as planned. The gunmen had started shooting the hostages. The Assistant Press Attaché was shot and killed and the Chargé d’Affaires wounded before the SAS broke in. By then the gunmen were lying on the floor, trying in the smoke and noise to pass themselves off as hostages. What then happened is the subject of some dispute, but the outcome was that the SAS shot two of the gunmen dead. Afterwards, some of the hostages said that the gunmen tried to give themselves up, but were killed anyway. In the event, only one gunman escaped with his life, the one guarding the women in Room 9. The women refused to identify him as a terrorist, and he was handed over to the police.


After a brief assembly at No. 14 for emotional congratulations from the Home Secretary, William Whitelaw, the SAS teams sped away in rented Avis vans. Behind them the Embassy was a blaze of fire and smoke. The breaking of the siege had taken just seventeen minutes. Of the twenty hostages in the building at the time of the SAS assault, nineteen were brought out alive. The SAS suffered no casualties. Although mistakes were made in the assault (part of the main assault went in via a room which contained no gunmen and was blocked off from the rest of the embassy), the speed, daring, and adaptability of the SAS proved the regiment an elite amongst the counter-revolutionary forces of the world.


The next major business of the regiment lay south. The Falkland Islands, specks of land almost lost in the vastness of the South Atlantic, had become a British possession in 1833, but Argentina had always disputed the ownership of what it called the Malvinas, and on 2 April 1982 the leader of the nation’s military junta, General Galtieri, decided to back that claim with a full-scale invasion of the islands. Immediately on hearing the news of the invasion, the Director of the SAS Group, Brigadier Peter de la Billière, and the commander of 22 SAS, Lieutenant Colonel Mike Rose, put the regiment on standby and lobbied hard for a role in the military campaign for the islands’ recovery.


The first task for the SAS was the liberation of South Georgia, 870 miles south-east of the main Falklands group. The execution of Operation Paraquet (soon corrupted to Operation Paraquat, after the branded weedkiller) fell to D Squadron, alongside a patrol from M Company, 42 Royal Marine Commando (“The Mighty Munch”), and a section of the SBS – some 235 men in all. To the roar of supporting gunfire from HMS Antrim and HMS Plymouth, an SAS composite troop and two composite RM/SBS troops landed in the vicinity of Grytviken. Screened from the settlement by a small mountain, the SAS struck out for the port. Some elephant seals were mistaken for Argentine troops and shot up, and a suspected enemy position was promptly demolished by a Milan missile; the stronghold, alas, turned out to be a piece of scrap iron. These hazards negotiated, the SAS team ascended to the top of Brown Mountain to see the wooden buildings of the port below festooned with white flags. The garrison surrendered without a shot being fired. Next day, the whole of South Georgia was once again in British hands.


Meanwhile, G Squadron and other elements from 22 SAS engaged in some old-style ‘eyeball’ reconnaissance of Argentine positions on the Falklands. On more than one occasion SAS and SBS patrols ran into each other and opened fire, one such ‘blue-on-blue’ incident ending tragically with the death of SBS Sergeant “Kiwi” Hunt. Despite such setbacks, the recce teams achieved conspicuously successful results. One four-man patrol, led by G Squadron’s Captain Aldwin, set up a hide on Beagle Ridge, directly above Port Stanley, in an area heavily patrolled by the enemy, and from it spotted a night dispersal area for helicopters between Mounts Kent and Estancia. When the intelligence was relayed back to the fleet, two Harrier aircraft attacked the site, destroying three enemy helicopters.


Besides reconnaissance, the regiment was tasked with its quintessential activity: offensive raiding behind the lines. An early target was the Argentinian airstrip on Pebble Island, off the northern coast of West Falkland, the base for 1A– 58 Pucara aircraft. A raid by forty-five members of D Squadron (inserted by Commando Helicopter Force Sea King helicopters) destroyed, among other assets, six Pucaras. It was a textbook job. It passed through the thoughts of more than one SAS trooper that night that, swap the South Atlantic for the desert, the Argentinians for the Germans, and the RAF helos for the LRDG taxis, 22 SAS was doing exactly what Stirling, Mayne and Lewes had done forty years before.


Presumably the ‘Head Shed’ at Stirling Lines felt the daring hand of L Detachment’s history on their shoulders when they conjured up Operation Mikado, in which B Squadron would attack Exocet-carrying Super Etendard fighters on Rio Grande airstrip on the Argentine mainland. In one fell swoop by the SAS, ran the thinking, the war would be shortened. Some members of the squadron thought the operation suicidal – the airstrip was defended by 1,300 Argentinian marines and state-of-the-art anti-aircraft guns – and the squadron sergeant major even resigned over the issue. When the squadron’s commanding officer, John Moss, showed less than requisite enthusiasm, de la Billière summarily returned him to unit. Even if not a death wish, others in the squadron persisted in considering the Paras better equipped to undertake such a coup de main, and eventually Mikado was aborted.


There was, though, plenty of ‘old-style’ SAS stuff to come. On the night before the main Task Force landings at San Carlos, the SAS mounted a series of diversionary raids. These included the landing of sixty D Squadron men, who then marched for twenty hours to reach the hills north of Darwin and attack the garrison at Goose Green. To put the wind up the Argentinians they simulated a battalion-sized attack (600 men), raining down a torrent of LAW anti-tank rockets, Milan missiles, GPMG (General-Purpose Machine Gun) rounds and tracer into the Argentine positions. So ferocious was the barrage that the enemy failed to probe the SAS positions and could only manage desultory return fire. By mid-morning, the main landings accomplished, the SAS disengaged from Goose Green, ‘tabbing’ (only Marines ‘yomp’) north to meet up with 2 Para as they made their way inland.


Over the next fortnight SAS patrols continued their recces and probing missions. At the end of May, D Squadron seized Mount Kent, forty miles behind enemy lines, and held it for several days until reinforced by 42 RM Commando. This was despite aggressive – and courageous – patrolling from Argentine Special Forces in a sequence of sharp nocturnal firefights. Following their relief, D Squadron was in action again when five teams landed on West Falkland. The considerable enemy garrisons at Fox Bay and Port Howard enjoyed excellent radio-direction-finding equipment and responded vigorously. Meanwhile, to reinforce SAS numbers in the Falklands, a troop from B Squadron was flown from Ascension Island in Hercules C-130s; the troop was to join the Task Force by parachuting into the Atlantic, from which they would be plucked by Gemini inflatables. But it wasn’t to be B Squadron’s war. It was tasked with ambushing the enemy reinforcement of the garrison at Fox Bay, but the enemy failed to turn up. By now it was becoming clear to all that the war was in its last days.


There remained one major SAS raid, which was mounted in East Falkland on the night of 13 June. To take the pressure off 2 Para, who were assaulting Wireless Ridge a few miles west of Port Stanley, the SAS volunteered to put in a raid to the enemy rear – from the sea. Two troops from D Squadron, one from G Squadron and six men from 3 SBS rode into Port Stanley harbour on high-speed Rigid Raiders with the aim of setting fire to the oil storage tanks. As troopers from the regiment later conceded, the raid was more audacious than wise. Searchlights from an Argentine ship in the harbour caught them as they approached, and the Argentinians opened up with every available weapon, including triple-barrelled 20 mm Rheinmetall anti-aircraft cannon depressed to their lowest trajectory. These spewed out a constant stream of metal, which obliged the raiders to rapidly withdraw if they were not to suffer heavy losses.


The SAS campaign to liberate the Falklands had its price. A few days after the attack on Pebble Island, a helicopter cross-decking members of D and G Squadron from HMS Hermes to HMS Intrepid hit some airborne object, probably a giant petrel or albatross, which was then sucked into the air intake. The Sea King plummeted into the icy water with the loss of twenty SAS troopers and attached specialists, plus one of the aircrew. It was the heaviest loss the regiment had suffered in a single day since the Second World War.


With the end of the Falklands campaign, the SAS returned home to Stirling Lines in Hereford. Although the regiment had won a DSO, three MCs and two MMs, and chalked up some outstanding actions and important recces, the mood was sombre. The recent history of the regiment had been in Black Ops; few, if any, of the SAS had fought against a regular army before, and it was obvious that too many mistakes had been made.


Although Peter de la Billière left the Regiment in the mid-1980s, he harboured an affection for – and appreciation of – 22 SAS, as was amply proved in 1990, when the Iraqi president Saddam Hussein rolled his armour into Kuwait. General “Stormin’ Norman” Schwarzkopf, the American in command of the coalition gathered to evict Saddam, was notoriously no friend of Special Forces. Encountering a group of US Special Forces in the Gulf, Schwarzkopf barked: “I remember you guys from Vietnam . . . you couldn’t do your job there, and you didn’t do your job in Panama. What makes you think you can do your job here?” De la Billière, the one British member of Schwarzkopf’s planning staff, CENTCOM, however, knew what British Special Forces at least could do, and by early January 1991 300 badged SAS soldiers, plus fifteen volunteers from the elite reserve team of the part-time Territorial Regiments, 21 and 23 SAS, were in Saudi Arabia. It was the biggest gathering of the unit since the heady days of the Second World War.


For an agonising period, though, it looked as though the unit would be given no role in Operation Desert Storm, the Allied offensive to remove the Iraqis from Kuwait. The SAS were gathered like so many racehorses before a race, but not sure if they would be allowed to run. Schwarzkopf intended to degrade Saddam’s military capability by a huge air campaign, while finishing him off with a completely conventional – if tactically brilliant – envelopment by infantry and armour.


As the regiment made itself ready at its holding area, the world was hypnotised by the deadline by which President Bush insisted Iraq implement United Nations Resolution 660 (Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait): midnight on 16 January. Saddam refused to blink or budge, and the regiment was as surprised as most other people when hundreds of Allied aircraft and Tomahawk Cruise missiles began bombarding targets in Iraq just before dawn on l7 January. Within twenty-four hours the Iraqi air force was all but wiped out and Saddam’s command and communications system heavily mauled. Allied commanders retired to bed at the end of D-Day most satisfied.


The only nagging area of Allied doubt was Iraq’s Scud surface-to-surface (SSM) missile capability. Though an outdated technology, a Soviet version of Hitler’s V2, the Scud was capable of carrying nuclear and bio-chemical warheads. It could be fired from a fixed site or from a mobile launcher. Could Saddam still fire his Scuds?Would he? On the second night of the air campaign, Saddam answered all speculations by launching Scuds (all with conventional warheads) at Saudi Arabia and Israel. The six which landed in Israel injured no one, but they were political dynamite. If Israel responded militarily the fragile coalition, which included several Arab members, would be blown apart. Israel declared itself to be in a state of war, but frantic diplomacy by the Allies managed to dissuade Israel from taking immediate punitive action. Batteries of Patriot ground-to-air missiles were dispatched to Tel Aviv, Jerusalem and Haifa. The Allies diverted 30% of their air effort to Scud hunting. But in the expanses of vast Iraqi desert all too often the air strike arrived to find the Scud fired and the mobile launcher elusively camouflaged. Previously, the US military had believed that its hi-tech satellite observation system could detect Scuds before launch. Now it was finding that the Scuds could be many minutes into flight before being betrayed by the flare from their motors. Asked by the media on 19 January about the Scud menace, the normally upbeat Schwarzkopf was obliged to say that “the picture is unclear”, and to grumble that looking for Scuds was like looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack.


If the C-in-C was unclear about what to do, the Scud factor gave 22 SAS an absolutely clear-cut mission. De la Billière signalled that “all SAS effort should be directed against Scuds”. That very same day, 19 January, the SAS was rushed 1,500 km from its holding area to an FOB (Forward Operational Base) just inside the Saudi border with western Iraq. The move was made in a non-stop twenty-four-hour airlift by the RAF Special Forces flight. The regiment decided on two principal means of dealing with the Scud menace. It would insert into Iraq covert eight-man static patrols to watch Main Supply Routes (MSRs) and report on the movement of Scud traffic. There would be three such patrols, South, Central and North. When Scud sites and launchers were identified, US F-l5 and A-10 airstrikes would be called down to destroy them, directed to the target by the SAS patrol using a tactical air link. (Though the SAS patrols carried laser-designators to “paint” targets for Allied aircraft they only used them infrequently.) Alongside the road watch patrols, there were four columns of heavily armed vehicles, “Pink Panther” Land Rovers and Unimogs, which would penetrate the “Scud Box”, an area of western desert near the border with Jordan thought to contain around 14 mobile launchers. As is traditional in the SAS, the decision how to deploy was left to the patrol commanders and reached after democratic discussion.


The South and Central road watch teams were inserted on 2l January, and both found that the eerily flat, feature-less desert offered no possibility of concealment. The South road watch patrol aborted their mission and flew back on their insertion helicopter. The Central team also decided that the terrain was lethal, but before “bugging out” in their Land Rovers and stripped-down motorcycles called down an air strike on two Iraqi radars. After a four-night drive through 140 miles of bitingly cold desert the patrol reached Saudi Arabia. Four men needed treatment for frostbite. Road Watch North, codenamed “Bravo Two Zero”, had the most isolated insertion, landed by RAF Chinook 100 miles north-west of Baghdad. The weather was appalling, driving wind and sleet, the worst winter in this part of the Iraqi desert for thirty years. Led by Sergeant Andy McNab (a pseudonym), the patrol took food and water for fourteen days, explosives and ammunition for their 203s (American M16 rifles with 40 mm grenade-launchers attached), Minimi machine guns, grenades, extra clothes, maps, compasses and survival equipment. Each man was carrying 209 lbs of kit. Watching a main supply route, the patrol saw a Scud launch and prepared to send their first situation report (“Sit Rep”) to base. In the first of several fruitless efforts, Bravo Two Zero’s signaller, Trooper Steven (“Legs”) Lane, prepared the radio antenna, encoded Sergeant McNab’s message and typed it ready for transmission. There was no answer, and no amount of adjusting the set got a response. On the second day an Iraqi military convoy rumbled across the desert towards the team and sited a battery of low-level anti-aircraft guns only yards from where they were hunkered down. The team got off a brief radio message to HQ: “Enemy triple-A gun now in position immediately to our north”. The team was now in grave danger of compromise. In mid-afternoon the compromise came. A young Iraqi goatherd looked down into the patrol’s lying-up place (LUP), a shallow wadi, saw the troopers and ran off towards the Iraqi soldiers. Bravo Two Zero rapidly prepared to move, checking equipment and gulping down as much water as possible. They had a “fearsome tab”(march) in front of them. Further frantic attempts to radio base that they were now compromised and request “exfil asap” were to no avail, the HF radio rendered near useless by ionospheric distortion. The men loaded their Bergens and moved quickly westwards. As they cleared the bottom of the wadi they heard tracked vehicles approaching from the rear. They dropped into a depression and turned to face the enemy. An Iraqi Armoured Personnel Carrier (APC) opened fire with a 7.62 machine gun.


With a scream of “Fucking let’s do it!” the SAS patrol fired off a fusillade of sixty-six anti-armour rockets, rifle grenades and Minimis. They held off the Iraqis twice; it started to get dark, and the patrol decided to get out of the contact area, moving as fast as they physically could manage with their heavy Bergens. As they cleared a slope the Iraqi Triple-A battery sighted them and opened fire. A 57 mm ack-ack round hit one trooper in the back, ripping open his Bergen. When extracted from it he was found to be uninjured. The rest of the patrol voted to “bin” their Bergens for more speed, and eventually lost their enemy in the gloom. At a rallying point, Sergeant McNab decided to use their four personal short-range TACBE (personal rescue beacons) to get in touch with an orbiting AWACS plane to bring strike aircraft down on the Iraqis. Again there was no reply. McNab did a quick appreciation of their situation. The Iraqis would expect them to make south for Saudi Arabia. Jordan was due west, but was a non-combatant ally of Saddam Hussein. A hundred and twenty kilometres to the north-west was Syria, a member of the anti-Saddam coalition. McNab decided to go for Syria. Moving fast towards the Syrian border, Bravo Two Zero walked fifty miles that night, through driving sleet, pausing to rest only four times. Two troopers were in a parlous state, however. Sergeant Vince Phillips had fractured a leg in the contact with the Iraqis and was finding it difficult to move. Trooper “Stan” was becoming dangerously dehydrated. The sound of aircraft high overhead prompted another call on the TACBE. Finally, they got a response. An American pilot on a bombing mission acknowledged their call. The message was relayed to the British Special Ops HQ in Saudi Arabia. British and American helicopters went into Iraq to search for the patrol, but a specific run to a pre-arranged rendezvous was ruled out as too dangerous.


The stop to use the TACBE proved unlucky. In the swirling, raining darkness, Sergeant Phillips, Corporal Chris Ryan and Trooper Stan carried on walking and became separated from the rest of the patrol. Sergeant McNab and his four companions had no option but to continue on without them, hoping they would meet up later. The rain turned to snow. During rests they huddled together for warmth. In their soaked clothes the wind-chill was starting to kill them. Throughout the night they slowly made their way to the Syrian border. Resting during the next day they decided that, if they were going to make it, they would need to hijack a vehicle, preferably something inconspicuous. Watching by a main road they ignored military trucks. In the gathering darkness of evening they spotted the lights of a single vehicle and flagged it down.


The incident has already entered SAS folklore. Instead of the hoped for 4WD, they found before them a bright yellow New York taxi, proudly sporting chrome bumpers and whitewall tyres. The five SAS men pulled out its amazed occupants and hopped in, putting the heater on high. They made good progress towards the border, their shemaghs pulled up around their faces to conceal their Caucasian identity, until they became confused in the lace-work of roads near the border. Along with other traffic they were stopped by Iraqi soldiers at a vehicle checkpoint. An Iraqi “jundie” (squaddie) knocked on the driver’s window to ask for their papers. Trooper Legs Lane shot the Iraqi in the head with his 203. The SAS men leaped out, shot two more soldiers and ran off into the desert.


By now the lights of a town across the border were clearly visible. As they neared the border they again ran into an anti-aircraft battery. Shells and small arms fire landed all around. There were now over 1,500 Iraqi troops looking for them. The SAS men had barely six miles to go, but the moon was bright. An Iraqi patrol found them hiding in a ditch. A running firefight broke out in which the SAS soldiers killed scores of Iraqis, but became separated from each other in the process. Trooper “Mark” was wounded in the elbow and ankle and captured. Another trooper, Robert Consiglio, a Swiss-born former Royal Marine, was hit in the head as he covered the withdrawal of Trooper “Dinger” and Lance-Corporal Lane. Consiglio was the first SAS soldier of the campaign to die from enemy fire. He received a posthumous Military Medal. Lane urged “Dinger” to join him and swim the Euphrates, then in full icy flood. Lane emerged on the far bank in a state of collapse. His companion stayed with him and hid him in a nearby hut. When it became clear that Lane was going to die from hypothermia, “Dinger” attracted the attention of a civilian working nearby. By the time an Iraqi retrieval team got to Lane he was dead. He, too, was awarded a posthumous MM. “Dinger” tried to escape but was captured. Sergeant McNab was discovered the next morning in a drainage culvert. Along with the other SAS men captured alive he suffered a month of imprisonment and torture. The latter was brutally physical and ultimately counter-productive. It only made the SAS men more determined not to talk. Though the Iraqi military imprisoned the men together they failed to even covertly monitor their conversations.
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