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			‘Twas there I first beheld, drawn up in file and line,The brilliant Irish hosts; they came, the bravest of the brave’

			 

			James Clarence Mangan

			 

			 

			The Black Hackle

			 

			Frae a’ the crack regiments, came our men,The flower o’ the Highlands and Lowlands and a’And the lads of the Shamrock, frae peat moor and glen And Corps troops and cavalry, gallant and braw.And noo we’re awa lads, to meet with the foe We’ll fight on the mountain, the shore or the plain And though we’ve no honours at present to show,They’ll ken the Black Hackle when we’re home again.

			 

			George Duncan MC

			(The marching song of No. 11 Scottish Commando)

			 

			 

			‘It was forged in hell, forged behind the lines’

			 

			David Stirling DSO, describing the founding of the SAS
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			Author’s Note

			 

			 

			 

			 

			There are sadly only a handful of survivors from the Second World War operations told in these pages. Throughout the period of researching and writing this book I have been in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. For those contributions and input, I am hugely grateful. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in contact with me, as I will endeavour to include further recollections of the operations portrayed in this book in future editions.

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

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

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

			As it was originally conceived of as an airborne unit – using parachutes to drop behind enemy lines – the unit was named the Special Air Service (my emphasis). In due course many other forms of insertion to target were adopted – on foot, by vehicle, and by submarine and landing craft. During the period covered in this book the Special Air Service went through various iterations in terms of its official name and identity – including Special Service (SS), Special Raiding Squadron (SRS) etc. This plethora of names can be confusing, and for ease of reference and comprehension I have tended to stick to the words Special Air Service or SAS to describe the unit portrayed. The SAS’s training base in spring 1943 was located on the shores of the eastern Mediterranean at a small village variously called Azzib, Az Zib, Az Zeeb, Al-­Zaib and Zib. For ease of reference, I have used the first of those spellings in this book.

			To preserve the authenticity of quotations and extracts from primary sources such as SAS war diary entries, letters, telegrams etc., I have reproduced spelling and grammatical errors as they appear in the original. Where explanation of specific references in the sources is required, a note is included in square brackets.

		

	
		
			Preface

			The War Chest

			 

			A decade ago, I was invited to visit the home of Fiona Ferguson and her husband, Norman, in Northern Ireland. Fiona (née Mayne) is one of the nieces of Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne DSO. Upon his early death it fell to Fiona to become the keeper of the flame, safeguarding the Mayne family archive and wartime memorabilia – especially what became known as the ‘Paddy Mayne War Diary’ and her uncle’s war chest. In the loft of the family’s Mount Pleasant home, in Newtownards, Fiona and Norman discovered a trove of wartime memorabilia, secreted behind a water tank, as if it had been placed there to be overlooked and forgotten. This included Mayne’s uniform, carefully wrapped in brown paper, plus a large wooden chest, with the words ‘Lt. Col. R. B. Mayne DSO, Mount Pleasant, Newtownards, C. Down, N. Ireland. 39247. HOLD. C.O. 1st SAS’ stamped on the lid.

			Visiting Fiona and Norman’s home, I was able to study the extraordinary contents of that war chest at first hand. It proved to be brimful of SAS wartime reports, diaries, letters, photographs and film – both developed and undeveloped – plus various eclectic and compelling wartime memorabilia. I was also able to study at first hand the gutted skeleton of the original Chronik of Schneeren, a massive leatherbound volume that Mayne and his raiders had purloined from the town of Schneeren, in north-­western Germany, and which they had transformed into a diary-­cum-­scrapbook embodying the SAS’s wartime history (what became known as the SAS War Diary). There were also heaps of other wartime mementoes – those items that Mayne had brought back to Ireland, after five years of waging war across two continents. Needless to say, all of this constituted a treasure trove of SAS wartime history.

			As I sifted through the contents of the war chest, the war diary and all the related materials, I came across a feast of behind-­enemy-­lines Second World War history. Simply incredible. The first book I wrote based upon that rich store of materials was SAS Brothers in Arms, which tells the story of the first eighteen months of the SAS at war. In many ways this book, SAS Forged in Hell, follows on from that, picking up where Brothers in Arms left off, though it is equally capable of being read as a standalone story.

			Fiona and the wider Mayne family offered me access to Colonel Mayne’s wartime memorabilia generously and freely, in the spirit that this wartime story might be written.

			To tell it has been a privilege and an honour.

			 

			Damien Lewis

			Dorset, March 2023

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Sacred Scroll

			October 1945, Britain

			The tall, erect figure stood before the ranks of his men, and by his very bearing it was clear that momentous events were afoot. He began speaking, his quiet, somewhat shy-­seeming voice appearing sombre and half-­choked with emotion. So it was that Lieutenant Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne delivered the news to the men of the SAS that all had been expecting and dreading – that they were being summarily disbanded.

			It was October 1945, and many of those who stood before their revered leader had waged war together for five brutal and bloody years. Together, they had braved repeated back-­to-­back operations behind enemy lines, seeing their closest comrades wounded, captured, maimed and killed, and losing so many dear friends in the process. Towards the war’s end they had witnessed unimaginable horrors, being the first troops to enter the Bergen-­Belsen concentration camp, at a time when few in Allied forces had the barest clue what a ‘concentration camp’ might be, let alone of the unspeakable nightmares they harboured.

			Despite all of that, as Mayne was now informing his troops, the fellowship was about to be broken, their proud regiment – one that had pioneered special forces soldiering – being consigned to the dustbin of history. In short, those who stood before him, including his closest and dearest friends, faced two stark options: they were either to be sent back to their parent unit, whatever that might be, or to be returned to civvie street. For most of the war, Mayne had been forced to fight a battle on two fronts: one against the Nazi enemy, but another against those who had sought to do away with the maverick, free-­spirited Special Air Service and its ranks of warriors. He had triumphed in the former fight, but today he was forced to accept that the latter had been lost.

			Typically, Mayne – the most highly decorated British soldier serving in the Army in the Second World War, with four Distinguished Service Orders to his name – rounded off his speech by quoting some lines from ‘The Boys of Killyran’, an Irish folk song:

			 

			Some they went for glory,Some they went for pillage,Pillage was the motto,Of the boys of Killyran.

			 

			He followed that, as if in afterthought, with a few final, self-­deprecating words replete with a wry and bittersweet humour, which embodied what would then have seemed to be the epitaph of the SAS: ‘We came for the pillage, but maybe we got a wee bit of the glory as well.’

			Though beloved of Winston Churchill and a few senior generals, the rank and file of the SAS had never been popular with many on high. Though they had been tolerated during a time of war – desperate times had called for desperate measures – few seemed to want to keep these piratical raiders in the British Army, now that peace had been declared. They had become something of an inconvenience; an embarrassment even. As Sergeant Albert Youngman, one of Mayne’s stalwarts, would describe it: ‘The war was over . . . we were still alive and had had a good time. And then the next day a parade and you’re not wanted any more. You’re all split up and back to your unit. Thank you very much, goodbye. And that was so demoralising . . . Unbelievable thing to do and I think Paddy took it to heart.’

			As all knew full well, during the war years the SAS had been branded as ‘raiders of the thug variety’, and few on high seemed to want their types serving anymore. They didn’t like the SAS, Youngman explained, ‘and they didn’t like Paddy, that’s for sure, because he had a complete disregard for the chair-­borne bastards who never saw a shot fired in anger’. Or, as Alec ‘Boy’ Borrie, another of Mayne’s veteran warriors, would recall, ‘They couldn’t get shot of us quick enough. We’d never been popular. We did things our own way. Didn’t pay much attention to what they told us on high . . . So they did away with us just as soon as they could.’

			The long years at war had taken a relentless and heavy toll. Many of those men ranged before Mayne were battling deep-­seated trauma and their inner demons. During the closing months of the war, Major Harry Poat – Mayne’s second-­in-­command and his right-­hand man on innumerable missions – had written to Mayne, warning how an entire SAS squadron ‘must come home at once, they are totally unfit bodily and mentally’. The squadron’s commander, Poat had added, was ‘completely played out, and quite unsuitable for the job . . .’ Or, as long-standing SAS veteran Captain Roy Close would put it, ‘There were unpleasant memories to be supressed, [sic] frightening dreams to be exorcised, and the war’s legacies were everywhere . . . It was not an easy transition . . . It took time to get used to, to feel part of the civilisation we had fought to protect. Some never did.’

			In short, those who had made it through to October 1945 had suffered greatly, while many had made the ultimate sacrifice, yet the SAS was now to be consigned to the scrapheap. Of one thing Mayne and his comrades were certain: they would not allow the proud history of this regiment to die with its dissolution. Indeed, sensing the way the wind was blowing, Mayne and his stalwarts had put in place measures to ensure that the legacy of the SAS would not be buried, no matter what their detractors might decree from on high.

			 

			Six months earlier, in early April 1945, Mayne had led a convoy of heavily armed Willys jeeps, as the forces of 1 SAS had made a forty-­eight-­hour dash from Britain, across Holland and into Germany, snatching a few hours’ precious sleep by the roadside. Placed under the operational command of a Canadian armoured division, the SAS was slated to serve at the very tip of the spear, its vehicles – bristling with rapid-­firing Vickers-­K machineguns, plus here and there the heavier Brownings – punching a way through the enemy frontline. As the German defenders fought ferociously to hold back the forces of the Allies, so the SAS was ordered to ‘achieve deeper penetration . . . attack enemy lines of communication and pass back intelligence’.

			Crossing the Rhine, the men of 1 and 2 SAS combined forces, forming a potent body of men at arms. But the signs of fierce and fanatical – some might argue suicidal – resistance were everywhere. As the Allied spearhead thrust into the lands of the Reich, so Nazi Germany’s diehards – teenage soldiers of the Hitler Youth, elite SS units and paratroopers, with here and there the elderly men of the Volkssturm ‘home guard’ – fought tooth and nail for every inch of ground. ‘The journey . . . was bloody awful,’ recalled Lieutenant Charlie Hackney, a man who’d served with the SAS from the earliest days. ‘We kept encountering these pockets of SS soldiers concealed by the roadside who were quite happy to fight and die . . . We never took prisoners on those occasions.’

			It proved hard to distinguish friend from foe. Some of the enemy were ‘wearing British and French uniform’, while others were disguised as civilians. To make matters worse, the terrain was atrocious, at least for a unit intent on classic ‘jeeping’ operations. ‘The area was crossed and recrossed by dykes and canals, making it extremely difficult for jeeps to operate with any degree of freedom’, read an SAS operational report, ‘and there were very few places in which vehicles could reverse and turn around . . . there were innumerable culverts and bridges which were prepared for demolition by the enemy. The majority of the fields were of a “boggy” nature, even in dry weather, but . . . with fairly heavy rainfall, it made conditions very much worse.’ As a result, the SAS columns were increasingly channelled onto the few roads.

			Before leaving Britain, these elite warriors had been ordered to ‘sanitise’ themselves, discarding their SAS berets for less distinctive headgear, and blanking out all references to their unit from their pay books and other papers. Over the radio they were to refer to themselves only in code, to try to further obfuscate their true identity. As all had learned, Hitler had issued his notorious ‘Commando Order’, which condemned all captured Allied parachutists and special forces troops to certain death. ‘The presence of SAS troops in any area must be immediately reported . . .’, the Fuhrer had declared; ‘they must be ruthlessly exterminated.’

			Typically, one of the first patrols into action in Germany was commanded by Major Bill Fraser, a veteran raider who had served on the very first SAS operations, along with Mayne and David Stirling, the SAS’s founder. Wounded several times during the war – twice in Italy, one time being blown up by an artillery shell – Fraser had earned a towering reputation for being at the forefront of battle whenever he wasn’t being patched up in hospital. Moving through a battalion of battle-­worn Canadian paratroopers, Fraser was warned that an enemy position lay up ahead. With the German forces holed up in thick woodland, the Canadians had been driven back by ‘heavy Spandau [the belt-­fed MG34 machinegun], bazooka and infantry fire, losing eight men’.

			Fraser figured his patrol could possibly break through, by sneaking up on the enemy using the cover of some dead ground. Riding in their jeeps, they got to within a few dozen yards of the German positions, when a ‘well camouflaged machine-­gun opened up at Major Fraser’s jeep, which ran into a ditch’. With Fraser hit and wounded, the patrol split into three spearheads, their vehicle-­mounted weapons blasting enemy machinegun pits, bazooka nests, plus a group of fighters that were holed up in some houses, silencing them ‘one by one’. Even as the battle raged, one jeep managed to drag Fraser’s vehicle out of its ditch, after which the SAS advanced into the woods on foot, clearing it of any further resistance. Ten of the enemy had been killed, and thirty-­two prisoners taken.

			Typically, Bill Fraser – shot in the hand – ‘didn’t seem relieved to get such a wound’, one of his men remarked. ‘I think he wanted to see it through.’ Even at this late stage of the war – the dying days of six years of a worldwide struggle – Fraser hungered to soldier on to the bitter end. But he was to be denied such a wish, being evacuated to a casualty clearing station. In his stead, Captain Ian Wellsted, Fraser’s deputy, stepped forward to take over command. As they pushed east towards the heavily wooded, hillocky terrain of the Grinderwald – the Grinder forest – again and again they were forced to run the gauntlet. ‘At times it was like hitting a brick wall you could never penetrate, and of course it was ideal country for ambushes.’

			Heavy weaponry was also in play in this fast-­moving and confused battle. At one stage a three-­jeep patrol approached a phalanx of tanks, presuming them to be some of the Canadian armour. It was only when they had drawn dangerously close that they realised their mistake, as the tanks opened fire. Caught in the onslaught – they carried no weaponry able to take on such targets – one jeep was ‘completely crushed under a tank’, even as the others were abandoned. The men of that patrol were listed as missing in action, but amazingly all would make it back to friendly lines. In another daring mission, an SAS unit captured a train ‘loaded with V2s’, the V2 being Hitler’s much-vaunted Vergeltungswaffe 2 – Retaliation Weapon 2 – the world’s first long-­range guided ballistic missile.

			Pushing further into the Grinderwald, Wellsted’s eleven-­jeep convoy found itself surrounded by the impenetrable oak forests and wetlands that fringe the Steinhuder Meer, the largest lake in north-­west Germany. Dense, dark vegetation crowded in from all sides, making it impossible to deviate from the road. The route stretched ahead, cutting a narrow swathe south-­west, linking the town of Nienburg to that of Neustadt am Rübenberge. The patrol of jeeps came across a Daimler armoured car. It was flying British colours, and it turned out to be one of a reconnaissance unit of the British Inns of Court regiment, a light armoured unit which also used Daimler Dingo scout cars.

			The column of jeeps pulled to a halt, to confer. From the Daimler’s commander, Wellsted learned that the woodland up ahead was thick with the enemy. Undaunted, he issued his battle orders, leading the jeeps into combat. Thundering ahead, some two ­dozen Vickers sparked into ‘full-­throated life’, the onslaught tearing into the suspected enemy position, making the woodland literally ‘dance’ with fire. Though it seemed as if nothing could survive such a ferocious barrage, stabs of flame among the dark trees revealed where ‘Spandau’ gunners were holding firm, and then there came the fierce flashes of Panzerfāuste – a single-­use anti-­tank grenade – being unleashed.

			Wellsted led his men in a wild charge on foot, as battle at close ­quarters was joined. But it proved ‘absolutely impossible to see the enemy, as the woods were too thick’. By the time Wellsted ordered his patrol to withdraw, they’d grabbed two German captives, but in the process one of their jeeps had taken a direct hit from a Panzerfaust. The blast rocked it back on its springs, triggering a blinding flash and a plume of smoke. More Panzerfaust operators broke cover, hefting their stubby broomhandle-­like launchers, a burst of flame and a shroud of smoke engulfing the operators as they let fly. Several were cut down, even as they tried to blast the SAS jeeps all to hell.

			With fierce fire from the enemy’s machineguns kicking up dust on the road and ripping into the vehicles, Wellsted led his column in a helter-­skelter retreat, their every weapon belting out covering fire. Roaring out of the ‘valley of death’, as Wellsted would name it, the one wrecked jeep had to be left behind. The burning vehicle lay where it had been hit, the bloody figure of its gunner face down on the tarmac. That man was John ‘Taffy’ Glyde, a former factory worker from Pontypridd, who was married with one son. All had grown used to Glyde’s catchphrase, uttered in his thick Welsh accent, whenever an enemy soldier was killed: ‘Another one bites the dust.’ But it was Taffy himself who had done so now. As the SAS report would note: ‘German Bazooka [Panzerfaust] landed about 2 yards from his jeep. His head nearly blown off.’

			Forcing the two ‘very arrogant’ German prisoners to sit on the bonnet of the lead jeep, ‘so the Germans wouldn’t fire’, the patrol managed to get away. Pulling back to a crossroads, Wellsted and his men paused to take stock. Glyde was dead, two others were injured, and they’d lost one jeep. But it could have been far worse. Then Wellsted realised that he was himself hurt. There was blood dripping from his hand. With Bill Fraser out of action, he knew that he had to remain in command, and especially as they were far from out of the worst of the trouble yet. Someone yelled out a warning. There were enemy troops advancing from the opposite direction. In short, they were in danger of becoming surrounded; of getting boxed in.

			Two more jeeps roared into view, the lead vehicle carrying Harry Poat, Mayne’s deputy. Joining forces with Wellsted, Poat could see how the SAS patrol was at a ‘terrible disadvantage, standing up high on the road’, while ‘the enemy were lying low in the undergrowth’. Yet with their line of retreat cut off, they had no option but to stand and fight. Opening fire with all the vehicle-­mounted weaponry, plus their Bren light machineguns and the small, 2-­inch mortars the jeeps also carried, for fifteen minutes the battle raged. Even as they began taking casualties, a message was received that a column of armoured cars was inbound to relieve them. Sure enough, from the direction of a gravel track that branched off south – signposted to the town of Schneeren – they heard the grunt of powerful engines, and three armoured vehicles hove into view.

			Presuming them to be friendly, it wasn’t until the approaching vehicles were some thirty yards away that all learned otherwise. The nearest armoured car opened fire, its 20mm cannon ripping into the closest jeep, which took several direct hits and burst into flames. From the burning ruins of that vehicle, which had been ‘shot out from under’ its occupants, three figures stumbled clear – Lieutenant Denis Wainman, and Troopers Jim Blakeney and Alec Hay. As SAS and German gunners traded savage fire at close range, a round from an armoured car struck Blakeney, cutting him down. To their rear, the jeep commanded by Sergeant Jeff DuVivier was ‘hammering away at this armoured car’, but moments later DuVivier felt a stabbing pain in his leg as he too was hit.

			The SAS kept pouring in the fire, but the Vickers rounds ricocheted off the armoured cars’ flanks, doing little appreciable harm. As the enemy drew closer, those riding in their armoured vehicles started to unleash grenades. A third jeep was hit, a desperate figure crawling beneath it in an attempt to take cover and avoid the murderous onslaught. It was Trooper Roy Davies, and he was badly injured. Both Davies and Blakeney had been captured on the SAS’s first ever mission, the ill-­fated Operation Squatter, in North Africa in the autumn of 1941. Subsequently they had managed to escape from an Italian POW camp, making it back to Allied lines. Rejoining their unit, they were viewed as iconic figures in the SAS.

			Spotting their plight, Wellsted dashed forward, trying to ‘advance through a hail of bullets’, as Poat would report it. He reached the third jeep in line – smouldering and peppered with cannon fire – to find Davies lying beneath it, covered in blood and in terrible pain. He had been hit in the back and, Wellsted feared, was mortally wounded. He managed to inject the injured man with a shot of morphine. But even as he was busy doing so, the third enemy vehicle rumbled closer, and from its open rear began to disgorge hordes of enemy fighters. It was a half-­track armoured personnel carrier, and those riding in it proceeded to dash into the woods before opening fire.

			Yelling to Davies that he would be back, Wellsted made a break for his jeep, but he made only a few yards when the first bullet found its mark. Shot in the left leg, he staggered onwards for a good twenty yards, before another round struck, hitting his other leg and knocking him to the ground. Badly injured, Wellsted was dragged back towards the road junction by others in his troop. But when those same men returned to try to retrieve Davies from under his vehicle, Trooper Dougie Ferguson, one of Poat’s key deputies, was gunned down, and left lying on the track, wounded.

			Back at the crossroads, Poat – typically ‘very quiet and very calm’ when in the heat of battle – signalled the Inns of Court Daimler armoured car forward. When it was within sight of the nearest enemy vehicle, Poat directed the gunner to ‘bolt it with its two-­pounder, which [he] did with great success’. The British 2-­pounder was a 40mm anti-­tank gun, and the Daimler’s main armament. Once the lead enemy armoured car had been blasted with one of those shells, the second was also hit, and it was forced to pull back into the cover of the woodland. But the trees were now alive with enemy troops, and Poat and his men were forced to ‘fight like devils, firing everything they had’.

			Still the enemy kept coming.

			Unbeknown to Poat, Wellsted or the others, here at the Schneeren crossroads they had stumbled into the rump of the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth). Realising they were ‘outnumbered . . . and with casualties mounting rapidly’, Poat gave the only order he could. They were to grab whatever jeeps remained driveable and pull out, taking any wounded with them. Poat sent a first contingent off with the injured, as the remainder held the enemy at bay. Then, with the German troops just yards away, Poat and the remnants of the patrol turned tail to run. ‘I never thought the old jeeps were so slow,’ he would note; ‘30 miles an hour seemed a snail’s pace.’

			Accelerating back along the highway, the first of their own vehicles they ran into was a field ambulance. It was a stroke of good fortune. Into that they loaded Wellsted – ‘wounded in both legs below the knee, but very cheerful’ – Trooper Owen – ‘shot through both arms’ – Sergeant DuVivier – ‘wounded in leg . . . drove jeep back’ – and Trooper Blackhouse, also ‘wounded’. With the injured offloaded, Poat turned right around again, and together with the unit’s padre, he returned to the scene of the battle, to ascertain if any more of his men might be rescued. There, they discovered some ‘80–100 SS’ gathered at the Schneeren crossroads, together with five armoured fighting vehicles, so there was nothing more they could do.

			They had left behind four comrades: Glyde, killed in the initial ambush; Davies, lying injured beneath the jeep: he would die of his wounds; Ferguson, injured, who had been captured: he was almost certainly executed by the enemy under Hitler’s Commando Order; Blakeney, hit in the initial onslaught by the enemy armoured cars, was also missing, believed killed. As the SAS’s report on Blakeney’s death would subsequently conclude, he had been shot through the stomach and the head. In a day or two the padre of 1 SAS, J. Fraser McLuskey, would manage to retrieve the bodies of the fallen. They were buried locally after a short and sombre service.

			As Wellsted – then recovering in a field hospital – was fully aware, the battle for the Schneeren crossroads had constituted his single greatest setback during the war. Four of his patrol had been killed, several more were wounded, plus four jeeps had been lost, one of which, nicknamed ‘Homer’, had been captured by the enemy. A reckoning was called for. This was true in more ways than even Wellsted appreciated, for in recent weeks Schneeren had become the temporary base for a section of the 12th SS Panzer Division, teenage boys as young as twelve being press-­ganged into their ranks.

			Headquartered at the nearby town of Neinburg, in light of the Allied advance the 12th had sent its forces into the towns and villages thereabouts, with orders to give no quarter. One unit had ended up in Schneeren, based at what was a First World War-­era barracks. Outside of the barracks, together with its imposing war memorial, there was parked the hulking great form of an E-­V/4 Panzerkraftwagen Ehrhardt, a seven-­tonne armoured car of First World War vintage. It symbolised the long martial tradition of the Schneeren townland, which, with its quaint half-­timbered houses and ancient churches, was also known as the ‘place under a thousand oaks’.

			On 12 April 1945 the SAS returned to the area and took Schneeren, en route blowing up a former SS headquarters and an ammunition dump. By then, most of the 12th SS Panzer Division had been defeated, or had melted away. But still, dozens of prisoners of war were seized, including ‘marines attached to the SS’ who were winkled out of the woods at gunpoint. Some attempted to sneak away in civilian clothing. One, a teenage boy, tried to attack the British troops. He was quickly taken captive. When he burst into tears as his captors loaded him aboard one of their jeeps, the SAS relented and decided to let the young boy go. But there was to be no such reprieve for something else that the town harboured.

			Secreted in Schneeren the SAS discovered a huge, heavy, leatherbound tome. Embossed in thick gothic lettering on the cover were the words CHRONIK der Gemeinde Schneeren, Kreis Neustadt a.Rhge – ‘Chronicle of the Municipality of Schneeren, District of Neustadt am Rübenberge’. On its spine were engraved four portentous symbols, which had come to epitomise so much during the long years at war: the first, the distinctive icon of Nazi Germany, an eagle with outstretched wings grasping a swastika; the second, a dagger superimposed over an oak branch; the third, a Thor’s hammer coupled with an oak leaf; and lastly an Odal Rune, an ancient Anglo-­Saxon symbol co-­opted by the Nazis, set atop a plough tilling the dark German soil.

			In 1936, the Interior Ministry of the Third Reich had issued an order that all Gemeinden – councils – were to maintain such a chronicle, ‘in the spirt of our Führer and Chancellor’. One such tome was to be given to each district, in which to record the history of the area ‘from its beginnings up to the World War’. On its massive pages were to be kept a record of the glories of the Third Reich, ‘in accordance with the wishes of our Führer and Reich Chancellor, Adolf Hitler’. Each Chronik was to document local life, from cultural traditions and farming to large political rallies – the kind of things that welded the people together under the credo of Nazism. In time, the finest Chroniken from across the nation were to be amalgamated into The Book of the Germans, but before that gripping tome could be produced the tide of the war had turned.

			Those war-­bitten SAS veterans who had conquered Schneeren – this place that had cost them so dear in blood and death – decided that they would seize the town’s Chronik. Even as the invasion of Nazi Germany was in its final, desperate stages, so much human life had been needlessly wasted. By way of payback, they would steal Schneeren’s very identity, its Nazi-­era heart and soul. With that in mind, the weighty leather tome – the Chronik of Schneeren town – was loaded aboard one of the jeeps and spirited away.

			That same day, 12 April 1945, Major Poat penned a letter to Colonel Mayne, outlining their recent battles (Mayne was even then deployed on another eleventh-­hour thrust into Nazi Germany). In his letter, Poat spoke of how ‘the chaps have fought magnificently, and killed many S.S. and captured a large number’. A little over three weeks later VE Day was declared. The war in Europe was over. A column of battle-­torn jeeps made their way towards a port in Belgium, to catch a ship bound for Britain. The spirit of victory was in the air, and the procession was striking, with ‘each jeep, battle-­scarred and dirty . . . flaunting its peculiar individuality’. Some were flying giant swastikas – the ultimate symbol of Nazi’s Germany’s demise. All were loaded with war booty, one piled so high it looked like ‘an enormous mobile cat’s cradle’.

			In recent weeks, Mayne had commandeered a fine-­looking maroon Mercedes Benz saloon car. He’d asked his long-­standing stalwart, Sergeant Bill Deakins, a Royal Engineer by trade, if he might work his magic, stencilling an SAS badge onto each wing. ‘I was no sign writer, but who was I to argue,’ Deakins would remark. Shortly, Mayne was also to be presented with what was to become the ultimate symbol of their march into Germany, and the resulting cost in human lives – the Chronik of Schneeren town. During Operation Archway, the codename for the push into Germany, all four of 1 SAS’s fatalities had been suffered during the battle for Schneeren, and there were many more wounded.

			One of the injured men was Alec Borrie. Even then he was recovering in hospital, his jeep having been blown up by a mine. As Borrie would relate, ‘Mayne seized that book [the Chronik], a massive leather-­bound thing. He wanted it to hold and to bind up all of the SAS’s war records. It was to be the unit’s diary of the years at war.’ In due course the Chronik was eviscerated. The heavy brass studs that held it together were removed, the Nazi-­era pages carefully taken out, and in their place was assembled the detailed, blow-­by-­blow account of the SAS at war, from inception to disbandment. Part official history, part scrapbook, it included mission reports, orders, strategy documents, maps, photos and profiles of the key figures involved, plus choice newspaper cuttings from the war years.

			 

			After the SAS’s disbandment in October 1945, Lieutenant Colonel Blair Mayne would return to the family home, Mount Pleasant, a fine Georgian country house situated in the rolling, forested country outside Newtownards, in Northern Ireland. There, the former Chronik of Schneeren, now packed full of the most detailed and compelling records of the SAS’s wartime history, would be quietly secreted away under his personal care. This clandestine record – the SAS’s diary of its time at war – would have to be kept well hidden, for this was a unit that had been disowned and disavowed by many on high.

			Decades later, long after the tragic early death of Mayne, in 1955, in a car accident, what had become known as the ‘Paddy Mayne Diary’ emerged from the shadows. The SAS had long been re-­formed and brought back into the light, for the realities of modern-­day warfare called for a unit such as this, and by then its future survival was beyond all doubt. The Paddy Mayne Diary was offered to the SAS Regimental Association by Mayne’s younger brother, Douglas. In that way, and renamed the ‘SAS War Diary’, the precious founding history of this legendary unit was preserved for posterity.

			And so, fittingly, the legacy had been saved and the story could be told.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Winged-Dagger Warship

			July 1943, the Mediterranean

			The chiselled prow of the tall-­masted vessel cut through the seas, the waters all around her as calm and as sunlit as all had wished for. With her twin funnels emitting faint whisps of smoke, and her diesel boilers throbbing away gently below decks, the scene had all the hallmarks of a classic summer’s day steaming the balmy waters of the Mediterranean. Indeed, there was almost the feeling of a cruise liner about the vessel, but certain distinctive features would give the lie to any such peaceable impressions.

			First and foremost was the grey-­and-­white zigzag camouflage pattern painted on the ship’s hull, with a view to breaking up her profile and better conceal her from any marauding U-­boats or warplanes. Secondly, the pair of cannons mounted on raised pivots on the ship’s prow signified a distinctly warlike intent. So too did the angular forms of the landing craft – each like a giant shoe ­box – lashed to the ship’s sides, and cradled in davits, a crane-­like device used for lowering heavy objects to the sea. But mostly what drew the eye was the utterly distinctive badge that had been affixed to the ship’s bows, indicating how this former passenger ferry had been transformed into a vessel armed to the teeth and primed to wage war.

			It was Sergeant William ‘Bill’ Deakins, the foremost explosives expert then on board, who had been ordered to fashion the first of several such striking emblems. Being a Royal Engineer by trade, it was said of Deakins that he could craft pretty much anything by hand. The task he’d been given typified that attitude. With little more than a battered New Zealand butter box as his raw materials, plus a multi-­purpose knife, some colouring kit and a broken mirror with its sharp, scraping edges, Deakins had set to work, carving with infinite care a ‘winged dagger, with the motto “Who Dares Wins”’. Received with great enthusiasm by the ship’s captain – ‘a bearded skipper who had a reputation for skill and daring’ – it was a highly unusual crest to grace the prow of any Royal Navy warship, let alone those three iconic words.

			Yet, of course, in July 1943 that emblem – that motto – was entirely fitting, for those riding in that vessel had entirely piratical, do-­or-­die intentions in mind. Right at this moment the stakes could not have been higher, for they were embarked upon an undertaking which, if successful, might prove to be the turning point in the entire war. Not only that, but this small force of 287 raiders were to form the very tip of the spear – being first into action, among what was then the largest amphibious invasion fleet ever assembled, one that would rival even the ‘D-­Day’ landings in Normandy.

			Conversely, if they failed in their mission, a force of some 3,200 warships carrying just shy of half-­a-­million men at arms might be blown out of the water, and the entire daring enterprise face calamity and ruin. In short, failure was not an option, as each and every man aboard knew, and as had been drilled into them relentlessly by their tireless and unforgiving master and commander, during the long weeks of training.

			Deakin’s orders to craft the ship’s iconic badge had come from that self-­same commander, a man who was as revered and loved and cherished by those he led, as he was at times feared. Just twenty-­eight years of age, Major Robert Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne had already earned a Distinguished Service Order (DSO) – awarded for outstanding service during combat – on operations in the North African desert. Striking-­looking at well over six feet tall, powerfully built and seemingly fearless -­ a born ­warrior who led from the front – there were two sides to Mayne. There was the quietly spoken, almost shy-­seeming Irishman, who eschewed cussing and foul language, and was rarely to be found without a book of poetry at his side. And then there was the hidden, dark side, when drink seemed to seize him and possess his very soul, and unleash the demons that lay within.

			That part of Mayne was rarely seen, and never when he was on duty. The business of war-­fighting and all that went with it – honing his unit to be the fittest, most ­intensively trained and closest-­knit band of brothers of any in the Second World War – was never to be interrupted by the demon drink and the chaotic wildness and excess it could bring. For sure, Mayne had his reasons to hit the bottle: to wish to drown the memories; to bury the images of the injured, the lost and those who had fallen by the wayside – not only the bloodied forms of the dead and dying, but also those who had simply seen their nerve crack, ‘crapping out’ as the men called it, never to return to the field of battle. Like many, he sought to banish the images of dear friends gone for ever – those who had fallen victim to the savage vicissitudes of operating deep behind enemy lines. But where they were heading now, steaming towards the steel shores of Nazi-­held ‘fortress Europe’, the casualties, and the troubling memories that they triggered – the ghosts that drew ever closer – were sure to pile up.

			In truth, the distinctive badge that graced the ship’s prow wasn’t actually a ‘winged dagger’, as Deakins would describe it. It was either the flaming sword of Damocles, or King Arthur’s Excalibur, but even by then, the summer of 1943, its origins seemed to have attracted a growing weight of legend. For months now the exploits of this small unit – for most of its short but exalted history it had been no more than a few hundred strong – had been whispered across the trenches. Wild stories had been swopped in the bars and clubs where Allied troops tended to gather, often exaggerated in their telling, and especially as good news had been so hard to come by early in the war.

			These few hundred raiders were rumoured to have destroyed more enemy warplanes on the ground at their desert airbases than the entire might of the RAF in the air over North Africa. One man – a figure of towering repute – was reported to have accounted for more than a hundred aircraft by his own hand. If true, it made him a greater ‘ace’ than any RAF fighter pilot in the war (it seems uncertain who holds that title, but no single RAF pilot is believed to have achieved more than sixty such kills). Both rumours were true, of course. The Special Air Service had notched up 367 confirmed ‘kills’ of enemy aircraft, and very likely as many as 400, Mayne himself having bagged his hundredth warplane by as early as June 1942. But that was a year ago . . . and how things had changed in the interim.

			In the summer of 1942, the men of the SAS had ranged across the wide-­open, dust-­dry expanse of the North African desert, operating largely at will and striking targets mostly as they saw fit. Emerging from the supposedly unnavigable wastes of the Sahara, they had taken their adversaries by utter surprise, striking fear and desperation into their hearts, before melting away again just as quickly. In addition to the material losses suffered by the enemy, the impact on their morale had been incalculable. Even German general Erwin Rommel – Hitler’s favourite commander for much of the war – had seen fit to acknowledge the achievements of the SAS, hailing ‘the desert group which had caused us more damage than any other British unit of equal strength’.

			Offering somewhat more fulsome praise, Brigadier Sir Robert ‘Bob’ Laycock, a driving force behind the formation of the Commandos, and in turn the SAS, would write of the unit: ‘For initiative and resource, for endurance, for faultless training and fearless action which culminated so often in grievous loss to the Germans of valuable men and material, I would put them second to none. Their casualties were small because they were well-­disciplined, well-­trained and well-­led . . . When they walked out they looked like soldiers and they were proud of it. But one never heard them brag.’ Laycock’s words captured the very spirit and essence of the unit – peerless elite soldiering, coupled with a discipline and humility that were the hallmarks of the force and those who commanded it. In time, the high-born and famously well-­connected Laycock – himself a future honorary commander of the SAS – would write to Mayne, expressing his ‘sincerest admiration and deep sense of honour’ for having served alongside the man who would lead the SAS for most of the war.

			Yet in February 1943 – eighteen months after the SAS’s formation – it had all come crashing down. The first nail in the coffin was when the unit’s founder, David Stirling, had been captured. The second, perversely, was the defeat of the German and Italian enemy in North Africa. They were perennially unpopular with many in high command – disparaged as being ‘raiders of the thug variety’ by those on high – and the victory for which the SAS had so long fought was seemingly to sound their death knell. Born of the desert, these self-­possessed, free-­thinking warriors were to be brought to heal once the desert war was done. There was to be no place for their kind – their brand of soldiering – when marching on Nazi-­occupied Europe, where combat would return to a more accepted, traditional, gentlemanly form of fighting. Such was the argument presented to Mayne and a handful of surviving fellow officers. Mayne had been forced to fight tooth and nail to win the unit even a temporary reprieve. He’d secured it via the present, July 1943 mission, arguing that his battle-­hardened force was the perfect instrument by which Allied forces could bludgeon their way through Europe’s defences to gain a vital foothold.

			A few days earlier this massive Allied invasion fleet had set sail under the codename Operation Husky. Though few if any of the raiders knew it yet, their destination was to be Sicily, the intensively fortified island lying off the toe of the southern Italian mainland. Almost the same size as Belgium in area and with 5 million inhabitants, in recent months the island population had been swollen by some 400,000 troops. These consisted of mixed Italian infantry, plus two crack German outfits – the Panzer-­Division Hermann Göring, a powerful armoured force, and the 15th Panzergrenadier Division. While the former had seen fierce action on the Eastern Front, battling Soviet forces, the latter consisted of troops withdrawn from North Africa. They had been dispatched to Sicily, to face the Allied fleet that the Axis feared was coming, with orders to hurl the invaders back into the sea.

			With typical cock-­pheasant bluster, Italian leader Benito Mussolini – whom Churchill had branded the ‘Fascist hyena’ – had vowed to make Sicily another Stalingrad, a reference to the six-­month grinding siege of that Russian city. If the Allies dared set foot on Italian soil, the invaders would be resisted with a fanatical fury, Mussolini trumpeted, his troops driving them from the Italian fatherland. Though not blind to the dangers, Churchill, together with US president Franklin D. Roosevelt, had decided that the ‘soft underbelly’ of Europe simply had to be opened up, and that seizing Sicily was the key. Equally, the two foremost Allied leaders were painfully aware of the need to relieve the pressure on the Soviet Red Army by starting a second front in Europe.

			In attempting to do so – in launching the entire Operation Husky venture – a degree of risk was inevitable. Writing in December 1942 of the ‘actual spear-­head of assault’, Churchill pointed out that awaiting the perfect conditions to strike would ‘render operations of this character utterly impossible’. Lord Louis Mountbatten, the Chief of Combined Operations – under which the SAS now sat – feared that grave dangers would bedevil any such amphibious assault force, facing ‘conditions other than practically flat calm’. Landing at night in rough or storm-­swept conditions would mean that vessels and men ‘would simply pile up on shore, or collide, or lose their way . . .’ Churchill had countered with a pithy riposte: ‘The maxim “Nothing avails but perfection” may be spelt shorter “Paralysis.”’

			There was an added impetus to Churchill’s driving sense of urgency. The ‘U.S. Chiefs of Staff . . . consider that “HUSKY” should have absolute priority,’ he was informed, ‘and say they have “stripped themselves to the bone to provide the extra craft . . .”’ Husky was such a gargantuan undertaking, it would monopolise British and American amphibious resources, rendering any ‘cross-­Channel operations’ – Operation Overlord, the Normandy landings – impossible, at least for months to come. Even so, the American view was absolutely ‘to put “HUSKY” first’. Churchill was of the same mind. In June 1943, shortly before the invasion fleet set sail for Sicily, he’d written again to Mountbatten, acknowledging that ‘all your tackle has been taken away for HUSKY’, but that was just the way the cards had fallen. Everything the Allies had was to be thrown against Italy’s defences, and the landings simply had to prevail.

			With the stakes being so inconceivably high, so much rested upon the shoulders of a few hundred brave souls – those serving at the tip of the spear. Not that any of them were quite aware of it yet. As HMS Ulster Monarch, the ship that carried Mayne and his men, had set sail, few knew where they were headed, or where they might make landfall. Operational security had been vice-­tight, only those with an absolute need-­to-­know being apprised of their objectives. As Deakins, the creator of the Ulster Monarch’s decidedly dashing badge, noted in his diary, ‘We knew we were part of an invasion force. But where?’ Where would they land? Lieutenant Peter Davis, a relatively fresh recruit to Mayne’s raiders, would echo such sentiments, writing in his diary of how none of them had the ‘slightest idea where we were bound’. Indeed, the first few days aboard ship were spent ‘guessing wildly about our immediate future’.

			There had been clues, of course, and most often as a result of their exhaustive training. From their Azzib base, perched on the shores of the eastern Mediterranean, they’d engaged in repeated dry-­runs, landing from assault craft and scaling the heights, to attack clifftop positions, and with various friendly forces serving as stand-­in ‘enemy’. Honing their seaborne assault skills had proved a particular challenge. Just about every man of Mayne’s force was parachute-­trained and fit for airborne operations, as well as being a dab hand at vehicle-­borne missions. Landing by sea from a Royal Navy ship was an entirely different kind of warcraft. But with all that training now behind them, they were left to speculate as to just where the ‘coast or island might be’ – their elusive target – even as the Ulster Monarch steamed onwards, some 3,000 kilometres of Mediterranean lying between their port of departure and point of intended landfall.

			Fortunately, with such a lengthy voyage before them, there was a great deal to like about the Ulster Monarch. Chiefly, the daily tot – ‘we were now on a naval ship and were served the rum ration,’ declared Deakins, gleefully. But equally, the comparatively luxurious accommodation made a very welcome break from their tented camp at Azzib, their home of recent months. There was nothing about the Monarch that suggested ‘a dirty little crossing steamer’, Davis noted, and in proper Navy fashion she was ‘clean and orderly, giving out an air of quiet efficiency’. The men of ‘Paddy’ Mayne’s SAS and the crew of Lieutenant Commander Nigel Adrian Kingscote’s vessel were set to spend many weeks together as shipmates. They were well-­matched. As the vessel’s winged dagger crest intimated, soldiers and sailors alike were keen to dare all in battle, and in the most audacious – some might argue suicidal – of ways.

			Mayne had a very special bond with their adopted floating home. Laid down by Harland & Wolff, the Belfast shipbuilders, in 1929, the Ulster Monarch hailed from the same part of Ireland as did Mayne, who was as fiercely proud of his Ulster heritage as he was of being from the Emerald Isle. Before the war, Mayne was already a sportsman of international renown, having been capped numerous times for Ireland at rugby. In 1938, he’d been selected for the British Lions. During their tour of South Africa his standout performances had prompted even that nation’s sports commentators to hail him as ‘one of the greatest forwards of the world’. As if that were not enough, he’d also earned the crown of being the Irish Universities heavyweight boxing champion.

			All who served with Mayne knew of his pre-­war sporting prowess, and that he was a spirited Irishman to the core. For Deakins, a salt-­of-­the-­earth Devonshire lad who’d been serving an apprenticeship with his father’s building firm, their union with the Ulster Monarch ‘could not have been a better assignation or omen’. In one sense he was right – much good fortune and glory lay at the end of the Ulster Monarch’s journey. But so too did untold calamity, heartache and bitter bloodshed.

			In the SAS War Diary – the unit’s own record of its history throughout the Second World War, delineating the ‘cold, blunt facts . . . of British soldiers who preferred to fight in a technique of their own’ – there is what amounts to an official photograph of Mayne. It shows him staring somewhat combatively into the camera, his lips pursed and tense -­ a coiled spring primed for action. Below runs the caption ‘Lt. Col. R. B. Mayne DSO’, while above lies the title ‘DESERT RAT’, a nickname harking back to his North African days. Beside it lies a photo of David Stirling – the SAS’s great strategist – eyes downcast, pipe jammed pensively in his jaws. It is entitled ‘“Phantom” Major’, the nickname the Allied and Axis press had coined for Stirling before he was captured. But by now, of course, Stirling was gone – a veritable ‘phantom’ – the enemy spiriting the SAS founder into a series of ever more heavily guarded prison camps, in an effort to foil his escape attempts.

			Where Mayne and his men were heading would require true desert-­rat-­like cunning, if they were to stand a chance of winning through. Italy – Europe – offered no wide open spaces from which to strike, and into which to melt away again just as swiftly. Generally, guerrilla-­style operations required two key aspects to make them feasible. The first – vast expanses of terrain devoid of humans. The second – where lands were inhabited, to be populated by those who were friendly. In Italy, neither factor applied. In Sicily, with its rural, agrarian economy, every inch of available land was cultivated, and Mayne’s raiders would be operating among the population of those who were the enemy. Worryingly, they would be going in en masse, to a rigorous and exacting timescale, giving just a few hours to seize their targets.

			Originally formed of small units of between four and twelve men, and designed to strike at a time and place of their own choosing, the SAS had been conceived of to maximise flexibility, opportunity and surprise. In many ways, the coming mission sinned against every founding precept of the unit. Mayne knew this. He was acutely aware that to secure their survival, he had been forced to commit to a form of warfare for which they were entirely unsuited. It was a heavy sacrifice, but an inescapable one.

			As it was, the Special Air Service was much reduced. Faced with disbandment – the men slated to return to their parent units, or to be subsumed into the Commandos – Mayne and his fellows had fought desperately to salvage what they could. First, a few hundred men had been syphoned off into a separate, water-­borne raiding unit, the Special Boat Squadron (SBS), under Earl George Jellicoe’s command. Then, a few hundred more were spirited away to a camp in Algeria, to train under Bill Stirling, David Stirling’s elder brother. As for Mayne, he had managed to retain a rump of the desert-­hardened originals, in a unit officially rebranded the ‘Special Raiding Squadron’, though most would pay bare lip-­service to that name.

			As the Ulster Monarch’s bow-­badges epitomised, Mayne’s raiders cherished their founding identity, and their emblems, more now than ever. The daily record of the unit during the summer of ’43 reflects this: ‘WAR DIARY of Special Raiding Sqn., 1 S.A.S. Regiment.’ The SAS was still very much in play. Mayne, certainly, intended for it to rise from the ashes, proving in Italy, as they had been forced to do before, that they could punch well above their weight. Those summer ’43 War Diaries are stamped with the red insignia of the ‘tactical investgation directorate, war office’, a unit that studied individual battles with a view to future operations. If successful, the Husky landings should constitute a blueprint for how Operation Overlord would be spearheaded. In many ways this was a dry-­run. If Mayne’s raiders could get ashore and achieve their objectives, a similar force could win the Normandy beaches. No pressure, then.

			Aware of the stakes – and that the Ulster Monarch was something of a pressure cooker – Captain Kingscote employed various foils, designed to lighten the spirit and the mood. In time this would earn him the nickname ‘Captain Cheery’, before the cold steel of his spirit would come barrelling to the fore, at which point he would be dubbed ‘Captain Crash’. His vessel had a long history of war operations. Having been requisitioned in 1939 as a troopship, she had steamed for France as part of the British forces sent to stand against the Nazi onslaught. Further duties as far distant as Iceland and West Africa had followed, at one stage the ship suffering engine failure in ferocious seas. She’d weathered that storm and gone on to serve on Operation Torch, in November 1942, landing American Rangers – a unit modelled upon the British Commandos – in Algeria, so enabling the British and American-­led forces to trap Rommel’s Afrika Korps in a pincer movement, securing victory in North Africa.

			To underline the impression that the Ulster Monarch’s voyage was something of a pleasure cruise – for now, at least – the ship’s captain ensured that music was piped continuously through the Tannoy system. If a certain individual was wanted on the bridge, rather than his name being called, a song was broadcast which typified his character, with distinctly teasing undertones. A man who had failed to complete his parachute course prior to departure was heralded with the song ‘If Only I Had Wings’, the 1940s hit that had become the RAF’s de facto anthem. There were plans to broadcast the 1941 jazz tune ‘Someone’s Rocking My Dreamboat’ on behalf of the captain, if and when the Ulster Monarch came under attack from enemy aircraft.

			Even the dress and dash of Mayne’s raiders had a distinctly jaunty, Mediterranean air about it. His men ‘looked dammed smart’, Mayne would write home to his elder sister, Barbara, with whom he’d keep up a regular correspondence for much of the war. Sporting ‘blue shirts with our parachute wings on the left breast’, their navy flannel tops had a distinct touch of Italian style, as future events were to prove. With rubber-­soled commando boots, white socks, khaki drill trousers and their signature sandy-­coloured ‘winged dagger’ berets, they stood out from the mass of the British Army. Card games flourished aboard Captain Kingscote’s ship – gin rummy being the favourite – with the stakes being a penny a point. By the time they were a week at sea, Mayne’s raiders had added another catchphrase to their more famous motto, this one being ‘Train hard, rest easy’.

			Even the expected scare of passing the German-­held island of Crete failed to come to much. It was bristling with enemy garrisons, and dotted here and there with Luftwaffe airbases, so anxious eyes scanned the skies above Crete for that ‘first German reconnaissance plane’, related Lieutenant Derrick Harrison, another of Mayne’s newer recruits. But not a single aircraft hove into view, the lead vessels of that massive armada steaming ever onwards. In truth, across the length and breadth of Crete, Earl Jellicoe’s SBS had been at work, blowing apart enemy airbases and keeping the Luftwaffe firmly on the ground. The success of those daring operations could be gauged by the fact that the entire Husky armada would slip past under the ‘very noses of the Germans’.

			But shortly, the ‘dark cloud of impending action’ seemed to lurch suddenly closer. A booklet was circulated bearing the catchy title The Soldier’s Guide to Sicily. A quick browse revealed all. ‘We are about to engage in the second phase of the operations which began with the invasion of North Africa,’ announced General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander for Europe and the Mediterranean. ‘We have defeated the enemy’s forces [in North Africa] . . . However this is NOT enough . . . and as this book falls into your hands we are about to pursue the invasion and occupation of enemy territory . . . as such we must expect extremely difficult fighting.’

			Page two got down to brass tacks. Their target – Sicily -­ was revealed, with its ‘dozen-­odd aerodromes’, and hosting ‘Air Marshal Kesselring’s HQ . . . who invented the word “Coventrize” after his too successful raid on that place . . .’ It was a timely and deliberate reminder. On 14 November 1940 the Luftwaffe had launched the first mass fire-­bombing of the war over Coventry, destroying 4,300 homes and killing and wounding 1,800 of its citizens. Hailing their so-­called success, Nazi Germany coined the term ‘Koventrieren’ – to totally annihilate a city. Seizing Sicily would put Allied bombers within ‘2 hours range of Rome’, the booklet continued, ‘the nearest we have ever been’. Vengeance would be within the Allies’ reach. On the far side of Sicily only ‘two miles of water’ separated it from ‘Italy itself’, which would then lie well within the Allies’ grasp.

			By 8 July briefings were in full swing, as maps, aerial reconnaissance photos, orders and passwords were produced. A call went out over the ship’s speakers – no teasing jazz tune this time – ‘All officers report to the briefing room.’ There, Mayne oversaw an intensive and detailed series of planning sessions, as he sought to hone every last detail. A large-­scale model of the target, rendered in minute detail, was studied. Meticulous, exacting and precise, Mayne went over the minutiae of the where, when, how, what and why of the coming assault repeatedly, until no man, no matter his rank, had the slightest doubt as to his individual role. The plan was so well briefed, it could be executed without any need for orders on the ground, so maximising silence, stealth and surprise.

			A complex, multifaceted character, Mayne was possessed of the seemingly contradictory qualities of being able to operate completely on the fly, striking by opportunity and instinct alone, as they had in North Africa, or the exact opposite, as of now, striving to plan, rehearse and gameplay every minute detail. For the SAS, never had the stakes been higher. Success or failure at an Axis airfield deep in the Sahara desert had helped determine the course of the conflict in North Africa. Here it might determine the fortunes of the war, deciding the fate of millions of Allied and Axis souls.

			With his mission orders in hand, Mayne revealed to his officers – newbies Davis and Harrison among them, but including long-standing stalwarts Major Bill ‘Skin’ Fraser, Captain Robert ‘Bob’ Melot, Lieutenant John ‘Johnny’ Wiseman, and more – exactly what lay before them. ‘The task of your Squadron is to destroy the Coast Defence Battery at 183239,’ read the orders, giving the map coordinates of the target. The raiders were to put ashore under cover of darkness ‘on the southern coast of Capo Murro di Porco’, a tongue of land lying on the south-­eastern tip of Sicily. A bare, rocky bastion, with towering cliffs plunging into the sea, the name translates fittingly as the ‘Cape of the Pig’s Snout’, for in profile that was exactly what the promontory looked like, and as the air recce photos clearly showed.

			Winning the confidence of higher command, Mayne had secured huge leeway for the coming mission. ‘The method to be adopted is left to your discretion,’ the orders continued; it was up to him and his men as to how exactly the objective should be seized and destroyed. The key priority was to get his men back ‘on board the Ulster Monarch as soon as possible . . . for further seaborne operations’. While busy on Capo Murro di Porco, Mayne and his raiders also needed to remain utterly vigilant, for any surviving gun positions could still blast the Allied invasion fleet out of the water. If he or his men made ‘contact with other hostile Batteries or defended localities you will, if the task in your judgement is within the power of your Sqdn, destroy them’.

			Until ‘H Hour’, the moment to launch the assault, strict radio silence was to be maintained, in an effort to hide their presence from the enemy. Once the mission was under way, a set of codewords were to be used to alert headquarters to their fortunes. ‘Deduction one’ would signal ‘Task complete’. The coastal battery had been destroyed. ‘Loudwater’ would signify that Mayne and his men were heading back to the Ulster Monarch, while ‘Judas’ would indicate they were advancing on foot, to link up with the main body of Allied troops that would even then be surging ashore.

			With a large map pinned to the briefing room wall, they studied the enemy positions, comparing them to the air-­recce photos. These were incredibly detailed, and even individual bushes and trees were visible. But the single most striking feature was how bare the terrain looked; that, and the fact that the headland was crisscrossed with a latticework of drystone walls. The entire expanse was a chequerboard of walled-­in fields, only the sea cliffs being free from any such obstructions. One crucial factor was deduced from the careful study of those photos. Apart from the ‘barbed-­wire entanglements’ that lay in their way, the path to the guns looked to be free of minefields. A horse could be seen grazing in and around the very terrain that Mayne and his men would have to cross. If there were mines, the horse would have been blown to pieces; ergo, it had to be free of those deadly encumbrances.

			Another detail was far less easy to fathom, causing real trouble and debate. They’d been briefed that Sicily was the most heavily fortified island in the entire Mediterranean, and this feature was interpreted as some form of military structure. But of what kind no one could be certain. Someone noticed the figure of a man beside it. With an Allied reconnaissance aircraft buzzing overhead, it stood to reason that he would be taking cover from what he feared was a hostile warplane. If he was running towards the unknown feature, it had to be a bunker or air-­raid shelter. If he was running away from it, it must be a bomb or fuel dump. The trouble was, no one could decide in which direction the figure was headed. The debate remained unresolved, and in due course the mystery feature would prove to be nothing more than ‘an innocent haystack!’

			To his immense relief, Bill Deakins – Royal Engineer by trade, and Mayne’s explosives expert – was passed an actual photo of the guns themselves. Perched atop the bare cliffs, the batteries menaced the sea to all sides, while remaining ensconced within a steel and concrete sarcophagus, rendering them immune to attack from the air. The RAF had tried to bomb them, with little effect. The cape was a ‘veritable fortress’, equipped with machinegun nests, searchlights, range-­finders to vector the big guns onto targets, and with the defenders outnumbering the raiders ‘by 50 to one’. Apprised of their objective – apprised of the odds – there was little doubt that the Ulster Monarch’s pleasure cruise was over.

			Deakins studied the photo he’d been given: it showed three massive guns, the barrels of each of which were as wide as a man’s torso, and many times a standing man’s height in length. At least now he ‘had a guide to an approach on setting charges’. Deakins led two other Royal Engineers – Roy Chappel and Jock Bowman – making up a team of sappers, or combat engineers. Each would carry three explosive charges, so a total of nine in all. That way, if only one of them made it to the guns, that man should still be able to blow them sky high. For that was the mission objective, of course. It wasn’t enough simply to capture the guns. A fierce counter-­attack was expected, and if the enemy retook those batteries they could turn them on the invasion fleet, blasting apart ships crammed with soldiers before they had a chance of getting ashore.

			The target was doubly important, for the guns covered neighbouring Syracuse and its all-­important harbour. A crucible-­like feature, the narrow entranceway was guarded by the Pig’s Snout headland on the one side, and an equally dramatic promontory on the other, on the tip of which perched the Castello Maniace, a massive-­walled Byzantine fortress dating back to the thirteenth century. Only four ports on Sicily could accommodate an invasion fleet of the size and potency of Husky: Messina, Catania, Palermo and Syracuse. It was the last that the Allies had decided to wrestle from enemy hands. For Husky to succeed, Syracuse needed to fall to the invaders within the first twenty-­four hours. That harbour was to be the artery via which the supplies required by an invading army were to flow, but only if the spearhead were got safely to shore.

			Aware now of their mission and the awe-­inspiring stakes involved, so much fell into place. First and foremost the long months of training just passed, which were of an intensity that few had ever thought possible. Secondly, the brutal attrition rates: so many had been RTU’d – returned to their parent unit – for being found wanting. As several brief entries, scribbled in pencil in the SAS War Diary, recorded: ‘Nothing to note. 2 ORs [other ranks] returned to unit for disciplinary reasons.’ Nothing to note. Over the spring and early summer of 1943, being RTU’d – the single greatest threat to any man who sought to join this exalted force – had become a routine occurrence. In this Mayne showed little mercy. Even as late as 2 July 1943, with his men aboard the Ulster Monarch and poised to depart, another entry had been made: ‘1 Sgt sent ashore under escort to be placed in close arrest and subsequent RTU, for disciplinary reasons.’

			By now, the attitude and demeanour of their commanding officer was starting to make sense. During the long months of training, Mayne had seemed possessed by a maniacal and unforgiving zeal. It was all because he had known. He had known exactly what was coming; what he’d volunteered his unit for; what was at stake. He’d been gripped by a determination to ensure that his few hundred raiders had every possible chance of success, of winning through. And for that they would need to be the toughest, hardest, most skilled and fittest soldiers ever to head to war. Even so, nagging doubts remained. Had they really done enough? Had the drills and the instruction and the dress rehearsals and the laser focus on fitness, fitness, fitness been sufficient for what was coming?

			Only time would tell.
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