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Prologue



There were few bigger men in the Long Range Desert Group than Lance-Corporal Mike Carr. His mates called him ‘Lofty’, and at six foot four inches and fifteen stone he had the build of a rugby player. But Carr was much more than just brawn. He was one of the three top navigators in the LRDG, a man capable of finding his way across the flat, featureless, unforgiving expanse of the Libyan Desert.


For the last four days he had navigated a mixed force of LRDG men and soldiers from the Sudan Defence Force hundreds of miles north-east from the Kufra to the outskirts of Jalo Oasis.


It was now nightfall on 15 September 1942. Carr took a star shot and confirmed they were fifteen miles west of Jalo. In his West Country accent he passed the information to the patrol commander, Captain Anthony Hunter, a Lancastrian and former officer in the Royal Scots Fusiliers who at thirty was nine years Carr’s senior.


They moved off in their trucks, continuing over the rough desert terrain on a bearing of ninety-five degrees. Four and a half miles from Jalo the column halted. Hunter ordered everyone to dismount and split his force into three. Emphasizing the need for absolute silence, the raiders moved noiselessly on foot towards Jalo.


Carr’s armament of choice was a single Vickers K machine gun, a frightening gas-operated weapon that fired 1,200 rounds a minute. A soldier needed to be strong to carry a Vickers, stronger still to fire it. Carr used it like a shotgun, a weapon he’d grown up with in the West Country, and the LRDG armourer had been good enough to fit a handle to the top of the Vickers K to make it easier to carry.


Tonight, however, Carr entrusted his Vickers to a stout-looking soldier of the Sudan Defence Force. Keep close to me, Carr told him, in case I should need it. In the meantime Carr navigated the force the four and a half miles through the darkness using his theodolite.


Their target was the Italian-garrisoned fort at Jalo, a desert oasis approximately 250 miles south of the Mediterranean port of Benghazi on the Libyan coast. It was a godforsaken place, little more than a fort, a few native houses and a perpetual wind that blew soft sand into the faces of the inhabitants. The water was brackish, the flies numerous and the heat unbearable. The LRDG had occupied Jalo at the start of the year, before General Erwin Rommel had driven them out. Now they wanted it back. It might have been a hellhole but it was a hellhole of strategic importance to the British as they prepared to launch their big offensive the following month at El Alamein.


Carr, at the head of the three columns, led the force forward for more than an hour. Suddenly he stopped. He raised a hand. Hunter, at his side, asked what it was. Minefield. Hunter ordered one column to look for a way round the minefield to the left; the other two columns swung to the right.


As Carr steered the force round the minefield it was still impossible to see through the blackness the outskirts of the village just 100 yards up ahead. The absolute stillness was shattered by a cry from an Italian sentry. Carr froze. Hunter froze. Everyone stood motionless. Seconds passed. Total silence. Then the sentry issued a second challenge. Carr’s bearded face broke into a faint smile. This soldier was raw, he was going through the Buckingham Palace book of procedures for a sentry.


Hunter leaned into Carr and whispered ‘shoot him.’ Carr reminded his officer he didn’t have his weapon. ‘Then get it.’ Carr grabbed his Vickers K having first plugged his ears with the two cotton wool balls he always carried in the pocket of his tunic. The Vickers had a double cocking action. Click. Wait. Click again. Fire. Any alert sentry would open fire at the first click, but this Italian wasn’t much good at his job.


Carr cocked the Vickers and fired from a sitting position. He was so close to his target he saw the Italian picked up and thrown back, bits of incendiary and tracer sticking all over his uniform. Hunter urged his men onwards. Capture the fort. They had gone only a few yards when the world erupted in a whirlwind of enemy fire. The Sudanese troops panicked. Most turned and fled, chased by the long coloured lines of enemy tracer. Their British officers also set off in pursuit of the Sudanese troops, screaming at them to stop and return to the fight. If they didn’t they would shoot them themselves.


Hunter and Carr were on their own. Bullets cracked overhead, others thudded into the ground, sending up small fountains of sand. A mortar round landed close by. Hunter tugged at Carr’s sleeve and pointed to his head. His eardrums had been blown out. Carr shouted at his officer to get the hell out of it. Then the young lance corporal raised himself up to one knee and fired a long burst from the Vickers. The tracer illuminated the night sky. Carr jumped up and moved to his left. He had to hook up with the third column.


He gave the Italians another long spurt of fire, and then several shorter bursts. He had to preserve his ammunition. Suddenly the Vickers stopped firing. Carr dropped to his knee and tried to clear the jam. It was no good. The weapon had overheated, the copper firing caps in the base of the .303 cartridges melting inside their brass cases. Liquid copper had jammed everything. Carr discarded the Vickers and ran around the perimeter of the minefield. He could see no sign of the third column but there were voices not too distant. Italian voices, and they were headed his way. Suddenly a stroke of good fortune. Carr almost ran straight into the low stone circular wall of a desert well. He stepped a giant leg over the wall, then another, and eased himself inside the well. He was safe, for the time being. Until daylight at least.





CHAPTER ONE



‘Old friends in Cairo’


Ralph Bagnold was already twenty-four years old when Lofty Carr came into this world. A veteran of the Great War, the scholarly Bagnold was reading engineering at Cambridge University when Carr was born in Froome, Somerset, in October 1920. Apart from the proximity of their birthplace – Bagnold, like Carr a West Countryman, was born 100 miles from Froome in Stoke Devonport – the pair had little in common. But for the Second World War their paths would never have crossed. Carr’s enquiring mind might have led him to read one of Bagnold’s articles in a scientific journal at some point, but the big man with the working-class roots would never have had the opportunity to sit and discuss the vagaries of life with the renowned academic.


Bagnold was born in April 1896. Shy, reserved, possessed of a stutter and an unprepossessing physique, he was neither an artist nor an athlete, Bagnold recoiled at the ethos of ‘Muscular Christianity’ that he encountered at Malvern College in the years leading up to the First World War. ‘Games were greatly over-emphasized,’ he recalled later of his English public school. ‘I resented compulsory football and cricket. I was, however, able to avoid both by joining the engineering school where, as an afternoon alternative, I learned to use metal-working machine tools, lathes, milling and drilling machines.’ Another escape was the works of H.G. Wells, which stimulated the boy’s mind ‘with the idea that there were new, unimagined things still to be discovered’.


It was always expected of Bagnold that he would follow his father, Colonel Arthur Bagnold, into the Royal Engineers, and in the spring of 1914 he passed the army entrance exam for the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich. Bagnold placed fourth in the exam, out of several hundred candidates, but just as he enrolled in the academy, war was declared between Germany and the British Empire.


Bagnold survived the war, though his experience of serving in the trenches was embedded in his memory for the rest of his life. ‘Pieces of bodies were everywhere,’ he recalled of the July day in 1916 when his battalion marched up to the frontline in the Somme Valley. ‘Buried bodies squelched underfoot as one walked . . . green-backed flies swarmed over them under a blazing sun.’


Peace came as a shock to Bagnold. In four years he had matured from a naive teenager to a veteran of trench warfare, a soldier who had seen death on an unimaginable scale. ‘When the war ended and the armistice came the bottom seemed to drop out of life altogether,’ said Bagnold.


It was his commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Frederick Stratton, who rescued the bewildered young soldier. A former mathematical lecturer at Cambridge University and soon to be one of the leading figures in pre-war astronomy, Stratton encouraged Bagnold to go up to Cambridge to study engineering. He took the advice, reflecting that the period he spent at university ‘was the happiest time I ever had in my life’.


After Cambridge Bagnold resumed his military career with the 5th Division Signal Company, then serving in Ireland. In 1925 he was posted to Egypt. As part of his research into his new posting Bagnold digested the work of Dr Alois Musil, a Czech explorer who, at the turn of the century, traversed 13,000 miles of Arabian desert on camel. The doctor was a prodigious writer, churning out more than fifty books (several of which were lavishly illustrated with maps) and 1,000 articles for various academic and scientific journals. Not everyone admired his work. T.E. Lawrence, better known as Lawrence of Arabia, the British officer who helped foment the Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire in World War One, expressed his views on a Musil book about North Arabia in an undated letter to Bagnold in the twenties: ‘It is difficult to read because Dr Musil is not anxious to convey more than the facts of his observations,’ wrote Lawrence in reply to a letter from Bagnold. ‘Arabia has been fortunate in attracting so far people who travelled in it, rather than people anxious only to map it. Musil’s map seems to me wasted because he does not distinguish between the part which is observed and the part which is hearsay.’


 


Bagnold was captivated from the moment he set foot in Egypt, its landscape stirring memories of the excitement he’d felt walking across Dartmoor with his father as a boy. ‘Both had the strange aura induced by the physical presence of the remote past, and also by the great bare trackless expanses where the careless might well get lost,’ he reflected. Where many of his fellow officers saw only danger in the desert, Bagnold beheld beauty, and potential. ‘It was rather like yachting at sea, one could go where one liked, never knowing what one would find over the next horizon,’ he said, ‘which made it very interesting and exciting.’


Bagnold was aware that in the First World War a small band of intrepid Allied soldiers had formed the Light Car Patrol, venturing into Palestine and the Western Desert in Model T Fords with ‘oversize three and a half inch tyres’. Yet the unit had been disbanded in 1919 and as Bagnold discovered on arriving in Cairo, ‘the general opinion was, even then, that the motor car was meant for roads’.


Bagnold regarded such short-sightedness as nonsense. ‘Why shouldn’t one use Ford cars to travel across country?’ he asked himself. While the married officers idled away leisure hours with their wives at the Gezira Sporting Club, and many of the single men feasted in the fleshpots of Cairo, Bagnold and a small number of kindred spirits from the officers’ mess at Abbassia Barracks (the Engineers shared these living quarters with the Royal Corps of Signals and the Royal Tank Corps) procured some Model T Fords and ventured into the desert, tentatively at first, like a child entering the ocean for the first time.


In March 1926 Bagnold and a fellow officer, V.C. Holland, drove along the old caravan road from Cairo to Suez. It was exhilarating. In the months that followed they acquired more experience, learning what they and their vehicles were capable of in the alien environment. A ten-day expedition took them 1,000 miles across Sinai, via Nekhel and Jerusalem, to the Transjordan, and in April 1927 Bagnold led a party from Suez to the southern Sinai.


Eventually, in October 1927, Bagnold – now a major in the Royal Corps of Signals – felt confident enough to tackle the daunting immensity of the Western Desert. His intention was to reach Siwa Oasis, 400 miles to the west, where in 332 BC Alexander the Great had visited the Temple of the Oracle of Amun during his conquest of Egypt. It was said Alexander reached Siwa by following the birds across the desert; for the first fifty miles of his expedition to the oasis Bagnold saw only the occasional gazelle. Then even they vanished from view and the explorers had nothing for company other than each other. There were six of them all told, including a twenty-six-year-old officer in the Royal Tank Corps called Guy Prendergast, sombre and self-contained. They travelled in three Model T Fords, carried forty-two gallons of petrol and had water for ten days.


‘Horizon followed pebbly horizon interminably,’ wrote Bagnold in an account of the journey. ‘No living plant or even insect. The gnarled black trunks of forest trees that lie about for many hundred miles only increase the sense of utter lack of life, for they have ages ago been turned to stone.’


In their first evening in the desert they sheltered ‘behind a low bank a hundred miles from the Nile’, but it afforded little protection against the wind. Bagnold’s scientific mind was aroused by the effect the wind had on the sand. Early the next morning they encountered the Ramak Dunes. Bagnold was entranced. ‘They were,’ he wrote, ‘the most remarkable sand formation in the world – a single ridge of sand reaching down from the north geometrically straight for eighty miles from beneath the inland cliffs that bound the coastal plateau . . . it is as if someone had accurately dumped sand in great hundred foot heaps one on another along a ruled straight line.’


Bagnold’s wonderment continued to shine through the prose in his subsequent account of the journey to Siwa. At times he wrote the gravel ‘was finer and of a chocolate hue’, and yet the further they drove from Cairo the more brutal the desert became, what Bagnold described as ‘a terrible tract of white jagged rock’. All the while the explorers were conscious that to their south ‘rose the irregular line of thousand-foot cliffs that separate for over five hundred miles the coastal plateau of north east Africa from the low lying inner desert far below sea level’. Before they reached the cliffs the vehicles became ensnared in ‘low tongues of soft yellow salt-marsh hardly distinguishable in the glare from the surrounding limestone dust and sand’.


They were looking for the Masrab, or camel track, that led from the Mahashash Desert in the north-east to Siwa but it took them several torturous hours to find it. It was a wretched spot, reflected Bagnold, who now understood why the Ancient Greeks had believed the Libyan Desert harboured the petrifying Gorgons. ‘It was a painful crossing,’ he wrote. ‘The cars creaked and groaned as each wheel climbed independently and fell over the cracked waves of upthrust salt. For nearly an hour we crawled across at walking pace, past here and there the bones of camels who had fallen broken-legged by the way.’


Their reward for navigating a passage over the cliffs was to enter a dense palm forest, its trees guarding ‘damp gardens of oranges and pomegranates’. A stream of water ran beside the road, a heavenly vision to the parched explorers. The next day they reached the tiny village of Qara, seventy miles north-east of Siwa, and situated on the western edge of the fearsome Qattara Depression. The few villagers they encountered were poor and forlorn, desperate to sell these strange intruders some dates, the only commodity they had. Bagnold and his companions were relieved to leave the following morning, climbing away from Qara up a precipitous camel track onto an upper plateau where the air was fresh and invigorating. They pressed on, across the ocean of sand, all of them eagerly anticipating their first glimpse of ‘land’. By midday they had Siwa in their sights, and the moment overwhelmed them.


Climbing out of their vehicles they looked down upon Siwa, its salty lakes and groves of dark-green palm trees a picturesque scene. With adolescent enthusiasm Bagnold and his companions wondered aloud if it was on this exact same spot that Alexander the Great first saw ‘water after his long desert march from the coast on that strange journey of his to the Siwan temple’.


Bagnold had read much about Siwa prior to his expedition but nothing could prepare him for what he discovered upon entering the town. For centuries nomad tribes from the west had plundered Siwa, leading the inhabitants to turn their homes into impregnable fortresses constructed from mud and the trunks of palm trees. The sun had hardened the mud so it was as hard as brick and the colour of dun. Over the years, as the population expanded, the townspeople eschewed building outwards and instead built up upwards, constructing houses on top of existing ones until old Siwa looked like a beehive.


Bagnold discovered, however, that a recent earthquake had prompted the Egyptian government to expel Siwans from their ancient beehive because of fears the mud houses would collapse. A new town was under construction, the western side occupied by the Senussi tribe, and the east by the Medania.


The explorers acted like the tourists they were. First a coffee in a café in the town’s market, then a bathe in one of Siwa’s numerous springs, and finally a hike out of town to the ruins of the temple of Ammon. The next day, ‘after a lazy morning buying bread and dates in the market and wandering through the tunnels of Old Siwa and in the surrounding fruit gardens’, Bagnold and his companions bade farewell to Siwa. Their next destination was Jarabub (also spelt Giarabub), sixty miles to the west, the Holy City of the Senussi, with its famous white-domed mosque. Entombed in the mosque are the remains of Sayed Ibn Ali es Senussi, the founder of the Senussi who died in 1859 and was buried in Jarabub by his son and successor, Sidi el Mahdi.


For the first twenty-four hours of their journey west from Siwa, Bagnold was preoccupied with the view south of the Great Sand Sea and its towering dunes, some as high as 500 feet from trough to crest. On the second day, as they neared Jarabub, the Britons saw the tracks of Italian armed convoys. Then they encountered a small Italian outpost, not much more than a few wooden buildings encircled by thick tangles of barbed wire with a bored sentry slouching in a watchtower. ‘It was hard to believe that in all this emptiness a war was going on,’ reflected Bagnold, ‘and that a sufficient force could rise from nowhere to attack Italian columns of sixty cars and more.’


He decided against pressing on to Jarabub, instead leading his party north-east to pick up the coast road that led back to Cairo. He sympathized with the Arabs and their guerrilla war against the Italian invader, but he and his companions were explorers, they had no place in a war zone. Besides, ‘we had to get back quickly for our leave was nearly up.’


 


In the decade after his expedition to Siwa, Ralph Bagnold had established himself as the pre-eminent desert explorer of his generation. There had been further expeditions, in 1930, when he discovered that a motor car could climb the vertiginous dunes of the Great Sand Sea, and two years later when he and his companions covered 6,000 miles of the Libyan Desert. At one point during that epic voyage, the British came upon a unit of the Italian army only 900 miles south-west of Cairo at Uweinat just on the Libyan side of the Egyptian-Libyan-Sudanese border. The meeting was friendly, the Italians hosting the British for lunch, and as a result no party wished to spoil the atmosphere. ‘Both sides left the question of ownership severely alone,’ wrote Bagnold. ‘Neither were any questions asked as to either party’s reasons for being here, or of their future intentions.’


Since the mid-twenties tensions had been simmering between Britain and Italy, with the former increasingly concerned by Benito Mussolini’s determination to control the Mediterranean. The fascist Italian dictator held sway in North Africa, and increasingly the British felt their influence in Egypt and the Sudan under threat – with good reason. One Italian officer, Major Orlando Lorenzini,* had pointed out – in the most charming manner over plates of spaghetti – that Uweinat was only 550 miles from the Aswan dam on the Nile. In the event of a war, joked Lorenzini, ‘what fun it would be to take a battalion to Aswan and seize the dam.’ Gazing at Bagnold, he had asked with faux jocularity, ‘What could you do?’


By 1935 it was a question that no longer concerned Bagnold. Shortly before his fortieth birthday, he retired from the army, put his exploring days behind him, and began building a reputation as a science writer. Ever since his first foray into the Libyan desert in 1927, Bagnold had been intrigued by the behaviour of blown sand and he was ‘fascinated by the origin and formation of the desert dunes’. The result was two short papers, published in the Proceedings of the Royal Society in 1936 and 1937, followed two years later by the completion of a book, The Physics of Blown Sand and Desert Dunes, for which some of the research was conducted at Imperial College London. By 1939 Bagnold’s expertise in desert exploration was in great demand. That summer he was commissioned to write a long article for Scientific American, entitled ‘A Lost World Refound.’ He was paid $40 for his time, the journal’s editor commending his ‘crisp prose’.


It was the last article Bagnold would write for a while. On 15 August he was recalled to the colours and at the end of the month he was posted to Officer Commanding, East Africa Signals. His diary entry for 3 September 1939 was laconic: ‘War declared’.


On 28 September, Bagnold was one of several hundred military personnel that sailed from Britain for East Africa on board the Cunard vessel, RMS Franconia, requisitioned as a troopship shortly before it was scheduled to depart on a world cruise. ‘It was provisioned accordingly,’ recalled Bagnold, ‘so we had unlimited caviar and other delicacies.’


A week out of port, as the Franconia zig-zagged its way through the Mediterranean to avoid enemy submarines, the vessel collided with the merchant cruiser Alcantara. Bagnold saw the incident from the deck and surmised that the Alcantara ‘must have mistaken starboard for port for she ran straight into us’.


Neither ship sank but the damage required the vessels to limp into the nearest port for repairs. The Franconia arrived at Malta on 6 October and the following day Bagnold transferred to the Empress. The ship was not the only change to Bagnold’s schedule: instead of sailing directly to East Africa, he was first heading to North Africa, to Port Said, where he disembarked on 9 October while they waited for the next available troopship to take them onwards to Kenya.


Bagnold was delighted. ‘I took this welcome opportunity to look up old friends in Cairo and therefore caught the first available train,’ he reminisced.


He found the city much the same. They were still playing polo at the Gezira Sporting Club, still visiting the fleshpots and still drinking champagne on the terrace of the Shepheard’s Hotel. Italy had not entered the war and no one imagined they would, at least not in North Africa.


One of the first old friends Bagnold looked up was Colonel Micky Miller, Chief Signals Officer at Headquarters of British troops in Egypt. The pair went for a drink in the Long Bar of the Shepheard’s, and Bagnold asked Miller if he could pull a few strings with the War Office; after all, surely his talents could best be employed in North Africa, not East Africa, a region with which he was unfamiliar. Miller promised he would cable London. As the pair talked they were observed by a reporter from the Egyptian Gazette who, though not close enough to eavesdrop, assumed that the man he recognized as the great desert explorer Ralph Bagnold was back in town on war business. A day or so later the paper’s ‘Day In, Day Out’ gossip column ran a short piece praising the perspicacity of the British High Command, a welcome change to the obtuseness of the Great War. ‘During that war, if a man had made a name for himself as an explorer of the Egyptian desert he would almost certainly have been sent to Jamaica to report on the possibilities of increasing rum production.’ The tittle-tattle was picked up by the London Daily Telegraph, which applauded the authorities for ‘utilizing the services of an expert in the place where his knowledge can be put to use’.


Little did either newspaper know that Bagnold was only killing time in Cairo before continuing on to his original posting in East Africa. But thanks to the item in the Egyptian Gazette, General Archibald Wavell, General Officer Commanding-in-Chief of Middle East Command, discovered that he had on his doorstep the foremost expert on the Western Desert. He sent for Bagnold, and the pair met for the first time in ‘a tiny office in an attic’. Wavell had been installed in his post in July 1939, but it was a low-key appointment, the British keen not to antagonize the Italians. Wavell remained out of sight in his ‘tiny office’ at the top of the ‘Grey Pillars’ HQ. Yet despite the relaxed atmosphere in Cairo among the junior officers and general population, the War Office had been readying itself for conflict in North Africa for years.


Bagnold’s reports of his encounters with Italians in the early thirties had been relayed in detail to his superiors, and subsequently the British had discovered through its Middle East Intelligence Service that the Italian secret service were collecting information on Britain’s defences in Egypt. The spies’ conclusion, which was accurate, was that in the event of an Italian invasion the British would lure their forces to Mersa Matruh – 135 miles west of Cairo – and attack them with fresh reinforcements. Thus the Italian secret service report advised launching any assault on Egypt from Uweinat in the south, up into the Nile Valley, which was precisely the direction Major Orlando Lorenzini had mischievously speculated about to Bagnold during their desert lunch at Uweinat in 1932.


But the British, on receiving this intelligence, scoffed at the idea that any Italian force of significant strength would be able to cover such a route north into the Nile Valley. It was the Italian presence in Mersa Matruh that concerned the British high command, even after the signature in April 1938 of the Anglo–Italian Agreement, designed to bring harmony to North Africa. Neither side trusted the other, and the British were also becoming concerned by the presence of German military and diplomatic personnel in the region. A Germany Military Mission appeared in Benghazi, a Libyan port 675 miles west of Cairo, and German pilots were reported to be conducting training flights in conjunction with their Italian counterparts.


In fact, the German Minister in Cairo, Baron Ow-Wachendorf, had spent several weeks at the end of 1938 cajoling King Farouk, ruler of Egypt, to adopt a neutral stance in the event of a war between Britain and Germany. German attempts to curry favour with the king – which included gifts from Adolf Hitler – might have succeeded had not Germany occupied Czechoslovakia in March 1939 and Italy invaded Albania the following month. Fearing his country could be similarly targeted, King Farouk spurned further German advances and instead put his army on a war footing, even restricting desert exploration by declaring a large section of the desert prohibited territory, including five oases, one of which was Siwa.


The response of the Axis powers was to step up their air patrols over Egypt and the Sudan but the Egyptian Ministry – at the prompting of the British – ruled in the late summer of 1939 that these too were a violation. Italy announced its neutrality when Germany and Britain declared war in September, however this was of little comfort to the British, who knew that the Italian appetite for Africa was insatiable. Having already devoured Libya, Somaliland, Eritrea and Abyssinia, Italy’s ravenous eyes were now cast towards Egypt and the Sudan.





 


_______


* Subsequently promoted to general, Lorenzini was killed in action at Keren, Eritrea, in March 1941.





CHAPTER TWO



‘Piracy on the High Seas’


‘Wavell was a short, stocky man with one eye,’ recalled Bagnold, ‘and one felt there was something about him that made one think here’s a very strong personality.’ The general, who had lost his other eye to shrapnel in the First World War, impressed Bagnold with what he knew of his career, and asked ‘whether I would not rather serve in Egypt’. Bagnold replied in the affirmative, and on 16 October he wrote in his diary:




Cable from WO [War Office] agreeing to my staying in Egypt. Posted to Armoured Divisions Signals, Matruh.





Before he left for his new posting at Matruh, Bagnold ‘called in at HQ, BTE [British Troops in Egypt] to get a map showing the whole country to the west’. All they could offer was a map dating from 1915, ‘on which the interior of Libya was an almost medieval guesswork dating from Rohlfs’ seventy-year-old notes’.* One can picture Bagnold staring at the map with a mix of dismay and disbelief, shaking his head at the words written to the west of the desert – ‘Limit of dunes unknown’.


Bagnold left Cairo alarmed at the ‘insular peacetime attitude of the headquarter staff . . . and their total ignorance of the desert country beyond the Nile cultivation.’ Much of the blame for this ignorance lay with General Henry ‘Jumbo’ Wilson, a good tactician, but a traditional one, a soldier who had first seen action in the South African War of 1899–1902 and whose thought processes still travelled along conventional lines.


Fortunately when Bagnold arrived in Matruh he discovered that General Percy Hobart, commander of the 7th Armoured Division, had a more expansive mind. Bagnold had already drafted ‘a short note suggesting that we might at least buy a small assortment of desert-worthy American vehicles and train a nucleus of officers and men in the art of cross-country driving, as the Light Car Patrols had been trained in 1916’. He showed it to Hobart on arriving in Matruh. ‘I entirely agree,’ said Hobart upon reading the document. ‘I’ll send this on to BTE but I know what will happen. They’ll turn it down.’ They did, and Hobart was soon forced into retirement by a cabal of senior officers who distrusted his ‘unconventional’ military ideas.


Nonetheless, Bagnold was encouraged to learn that the army – ‘though without a word of acknowledgement’ – had adopted many of the techniques and equipment that he and his fellow explorers had perfected on their inter-war expeditions. These included the use of steel channels, about five feet long and eleven inches wide, deployed to extricate trapped vehicles by placing them in the sand in front of the rear wheels; Bagnold’s method of water conservation had also been implemented. Having discovered that vital water was lost in the desert when radiators boiled over and blew water off through the overflow, Bagnold came up with an ingenious solution for his vehicles: ‘Instead of having a free overflow pipe we led the water into a can half full of water on the side of the car so it would condense in the can,’ he explained. ‘When that began to boil, too, it would spurt boiling water over the driver who would have to stop. All we had to do was turn into the wind, wait for perhaps a minute, there’d be a gurgling noise, and all the water would be sucked back into the radiator, which was full to the brim.’


The British Army had adopted Bagnold’s sun compass, a navigational device he had invented after his first expedition into the Western Desert, when he had discovered that the magnetic compass was unreliable because of all the metal in their vehicles. This forced the explorers to take a compass bearing some distance away from their vehicle, impractical for long-distance expeditions. The solution was Bagnold’s eponymous sun compass, a modification on the sundial that was subsequently manufactured by Watts and Co. of London. ‘Simply, it was a knitting needle set vertically in the centre of a horizontal white shadow disc, 3 inches in diameter’ wrote Bagnold. ‘The face of the disc was graduated in 360 degrees of bearing, and the disc could be rotated in its fixed mounting to follow the sun through the day from east through south to west, according to a card giving the sun’s azimuth every 10 minutes of the day.’


Bagnold had the compass mounted on the vehicles’ dashboards because the Model T Fords he used in his expeditions had neither windscreens nor roofs. Thus the sun’s shadow was always visible, even on overcast days, except at midday when the sun was directly overhead and cast no shadow. Bagnold solution to this predicament was always to stop for lunch at 12.00 p.m. sharp.


At night Bagnold had navigated with a theodolite, using the stars as his guide, much as a sailor relied on a sextant, and this method had also been embraced by the army. Unfortunately, though the army had adopted Bagnold’s innovations, no one appeared to have much idea about how to use a sun compass or a sand channel. This had less to do with the 7th Armoured Division’s mental agility and more with the fact the division was operating close to the coast, far from the brutal interior of the desert. Therefore they had little opportunity to really test their skills against the desert the way Bagnold had done a decade earlier.


 


The longer Bagnold spent in Mersa Matruh, the more alarmed he grew that the British could be easily outmanoeuvred by the Italian forces in Libya, estimated to number a quarter of a million men in fifteen divisions under Marshal Rodolfo Graziani. He tried a second time in January 1940 to convince Middle East HQ (MEHQ) to invest in a small force to patrol the 700-mile frontier with Libya. This time the proposal was backed and submitted by General Michael Creagh, who had replaced Major-General Percy Hobart as commander of the 7th Armoured Division in December. Again the idea was strangled at birth. General Jumbo Wilson’s staff sent an ‘angry reply’ and told Creagh it ‘was none of his business’. Wilson even reprimanded Creagh when, in the company of Bagnold, he spent three days exploring some of the Italian forts in the Western Desert. Creagh was incredulous: ‘How does Jumbo think I can defend the frontier without having seen it?’ he laughingly asked Bagnold.


Perhaps it was no coincidence that in early February Bagnold was despatched to Turkey as a military adviser. The British were fearful that Hitler might order an invasion of Turkey, and so they sent a small reconnaissance party from Egypt; MEHQ would have been glad to get Bagnold and his crackpot scheme out of their hair for a few weeks. His stay in Istanbul was largely uneventful, the highlight being a party he attended at the Germany embassy on 22 February, hosted by Franz von Papen, the ambassador.


It was rather odd to attend a party hosted by your enemy, but Bagnold and his fellow British officers present were as puzzled by the Phoney War as the rest of the army. Six months after the declaration of war, Western Europe had seen little in the way of conflict. Such was the inertia that in early March Bagnold was able to devote several days to proofreading the manuscript of The Physics of Blown Sand and Desert Dunes. On the ninth of the month he posted the galley proofs to the publishers and a few days later he too was posted, ‘across the snows of Anatolia and Thrace [Turkish regions in the Balkans] collecting technical details about telegraphs and telephone’.


Increasingly resigned to a place in the quiet backwaters of the conflict, Bagnold was saved by events thousands of miles away. Even more so than the German occupation of the Low Countries in May 1940, it was the declaration of war the following month by Italy on Britain that had a profound impact on Bagnold’s military career. A direct consequence of this was that now British forces in the Middle East were cut off from their comrades in Europe because Italy controlled the Mediterranean and Red Sea routes. In addition, the collapse of France and the establishment of a puppet government under Marshal Petain deprived General Wavell of a whole army corps of Syrian troops.


There was another threat, too, one that only Bagnold really understood. It came from Kufra, an isolated desert post in the south-east of Libya, and could potentially lead to the fall of Egypt and the Sudan. Surrounded on three sides by depressions, Kufra was of strategic importance because it served as an air base for Italian East Africa, and its topographical location commanded outstanding views of the land traffic.


Had Bagnold been authorized to carry out reconnaissance patrols of the Libyan Desert nine months earlier he would have known the exact strength of the large Italian garrison at Kufra. ‘A well timed raid by a party, say 2000 strong, could sever temporarily our only land connection between Egypt and Khartoum,’ wrote Bagnold. ‘With submarines to obstruct the alternative Red Sea route, this interruption might vitally affect the delicate and precarious adjustment of our pitiful resources between the two theatres of war [North Africa and Western Europe].’


 


Bagnold’s diary entry for 19 June 1940 was characteristically terse: ‘Put forward Libya scheme for third time.’


There was, of course, far more to it than that. On 10 June Italy had declared war on Britain and France, exactly a month after the German invasion of the Low Countries began. Belgium, Luxembourg and Holland had all fallen to the Nazis and the speed of France’s disintegration had shocked Bagnold to the core. ‘Fall of Paris. French collapsing,’ he told his diary on 15 June, before digging out the scheme Creagh had submitted on his behalf five months earlier. He added a further paragraph, explaining there would be three patrols:




Every vehicle of which, with a crew of three and a machine gun, was to carry its own supplies of food and water for 3 weeks, and its own petrol for 2500 miles of travel across average soft desert surface – equivalent in petrol consumption to some 2400 miles of road. By the use of 30-cwt [hundredweight] trucks there would be a small margin of load-carrying capacity in each. This margin, if multiplied by a large enough number of trucks would enable the patrol to carry a wireless set, navigating and other equipment, medical stores, spare parts and further tools, and would also allow extra petrol to be carried for another truck mounting a 2-pdr gun with its ammunition, and a light pilot car for the commander.





Satisfied with what he had outlined, Bagnold handed the proposal to Brigadier Dick Baker at MEHQ. Bagnold and Baker went back a long way, they had been cadets together at Woolwich in the summer of 1914, and the latter promised the proposal would end up on Wavell’s desk.


It did, though the subsequent chain of events have been romanticized over time. Bagnold claimed years later that Wavell sent for him ‘within an hour’, listening in rapt attention as the middle-aged major outlined his scheme. At one point Bagnold mentioned his force would carry out some ‘piracy on the high seas’, at which Wavell’s ‘grim face suddenly broke into a broad grin’. Romantic, yes, but the reality? Bagnold made no mention of such a meeting in his diary, simply stating that it was ‘taken up by the C in C’.


In an unpublished draft of his memoirs, written shortly after the end of the war, Bagnold wrote:




I had expected interest, a meeting perhaps, discussions as to whether the scheme was practicable, counter-proposals and considerable delay. But instead of this the whole scheme, just as it stood, had been strongly supported by the heads of both the operations and intelligence staffs, and had been read and approved by the C-in-C himself. I was to push on with it at once, under the aegis of Brigadier Shearer, the DMI [Director of Military Intelligence], without waiting for any formal authority.





The clearest indication as what exactly happened lies in the pages of the LRDG War Diary. It states: ‘On 19th June, Bagnold who was then serving on the GHQ Staff in Cairo, again put the idea forward. General Wavell having expressed his approval, it was decided on 23rd June to go ahead at once with the formation of one Long Range Patrol [LRP].’


But whatever the truth, Wavell had accepted the proposal and Bagnold was asked to raise his unit within six weeks. Where to start? He needed officers, men, vehicles, equipment, rations . . .


On 24 June (giving further credence to the assertion that Bagnold was authorized to form the unit on 23 June, four days after submitting the proposal), Bagnold cabled his former explorers and invited them to join his scheme. These were members of the Zerzura Club, a club founded by Bagnold on the evening of 5 November 1930 in the Greek Bar of Wadi Halfa during his expedition into the desert that year. The club was named after the mythical oasis that had lured many an adventurer into the heart of the Libyan Desert, and membership was open to all desert explorers. Among the six explorers present at the club’s inaugural meeting were Guy Prendergast, Bill Kennedy Shaw and Douglas Newbold. Prendergast, now a major, was in England and unable to accept the invitation – at least for a few months – while Newbold was the political head of the Sudan government (Civil Secretary) and duty-bound to remain in Khartoum.


Kennedy Shaw jumped at the chance, however, as did another of the Zerzura Club, Pat Clayton. Like Bagnold, Clayton was forty-four (only thirteen days separated them in age) but whereas his friend had returned to England after those early desert expeditions, he had remained in the Middle East, accumulating nearly twenty years of experience with the Egyptian Survey Department. Clayton was surveying in Tanganyika when he received Bagnold’s cable, which he recalled later as ‘a vague message apparently offering a safe chair-borne job in Cairo’. He said yes even though he described himself as a middle-aged ‘civil servant of low medical category’.


Kennedy Shaw also accepted, delighted for the opportunity to escape the monotony of censoring newspapers in Palestine in the service of the Colonial Office. He was thirty-eight in the summer of 1940, a man described by his contemporaries as ‘utterly charming’ with a ‘tidy and academic mind’ and a gift for describing places so vividly that one could imagine one was actually there. He also spoke Arabic and was an expert in archaeology, botany, entomology and navigation. In fact just about the only flaw Kennedy Shaw possessed, as far as Bagnold’s putative unit was concerned, was ‘he loathed anything mechanical, particularly the motor-car’. If he’d had his way, Kennedy Shaw would have travelled the desert on a camel.


Invaluable as Clayton and Kennedy Shaw were, neither had any recent experience of soldiering (Clayton had served in the Royal Artillery in the First World War), so Bagnold turned to two other erstwhile desert explorers who did: Rupert Harding-Newman and Teddy Mitford.


Harding-Newman had spent twelve of his thirty-two years in the British Army, serving in the Royal Tank Corps* in the Middle East. He had accompanied Bagnold on his 1932 expedition on the recommendation of his friend Guy Prendergast. Though Harding-Newman had a great respect for Bagnold, their different personalities precluded a close friendship. ‘Bagnold was an impetuous person, and he could never sit still,’ recalled the phlegmatic tank officer years later of the 1932 expedition. ‘Therefore though we had an archaeologist, botanist and a geologist from Oxford, one of the top geologists, he rarely gave them time to pursue their own particular interests when we came to an interesting place . . . Bagnold was always impatient to get on. He could never say “Right we’ll camp here for a day or even two days to do what you really want.” But he was a brilliant leader and he achieved a vast amount.’


Harding-Newman was in Cairo when Bagnold was granted permission to raise his special force, but he was considered too important by the British Military Mission to go off gallivanting in the desert, so his assistance was restricted to advice and intelligence. Not so Captain Mitford who, like Harding-Newman was a tank man. He was also a member of the family made infamous by the activities and allegiances of the Mitford Sisters, though he was not, as has been stated in some sources, their brother. Arriving in Cairo in 1932, Mitford ‘soon caught the desert motoring disease and bought a Ford car which I fitted with fat desert tyres’. In 1938 Mitford became one of the few Europeans to have travelled by motor car across the desert to Kufra Oasis.


Mitford and Bagnold had never met, but the latter knew enough about Mitford’s reputation as a desert explorer to contact him on 24 June. ‘I got a telephone message from Major Bagnold, saying “Come and see me” and I thought “This is going to be rather fun.” ’ recalled Mitford. ‘He asked me to come into long-range patrols and I said “Yes, love to” . . . I had to get permission from the division I was in, to leave them, to go into this extraordinary thing, this private army, and I was given permission and that was grand.’


Mitford and Kennedy Shaw joined Bagnold in his office in the Grey Pillars building at GHQ in Cairo, the latter receiving a commission as a lieutenant. It took Clayton another month before he arrived from Tanganyika (commissioned as a captain), by which time his brother officers had acquired an impressive array of equipment. Harding-Newman ‘wangled’ a quantity of sun compasses from the Egyptian army; maps were printed at the Cairo Survey Department; theodolites were charmed from the Physical Department and field glasses were donated by race enthusiasts from the Gezira Sporting Club. Among other items obtained during this period were nautical almanacs (for use with the theodolites), logarithmic tables and trouser clips (to keep maps on their boards). All the while, recalled Kennedy Shaw, ‘in half-forgotten shops in the back streets of Cairo we searched for a hundred and one (to the Army) unorthodox needs’.


The most pressing problem remained, however: the vehicles. It was here that Harding-Newman came into his own. Though the army couldn’t spare him officially, he was able to devote more and more of his free time to Bagnold’s nascent enterprise. In his recollection years later of those heady days in Cairo, Harding-Newman was disarmingly modest. ‘I merely had to help in the formation by providing any equipment I had,’ he said. ‘We knew everything about how we wanted to navigate, we knew the food side . . . basically the whole thing was there.’


Bagnold described Harding-Newman’s contribution to the formation of his unit as ‘invaluable’. Within twenty-four hours of being asked, he presented Bagnold with four types of truck that he thought suitable for the unit. ‘We took them out for test runs over rocks and through soft sand,’ remembered Bagnold. ‘I decided there and then upon an ordinary commercial pattern of 30-cwt Chevrolet, fast, simple and easy to handle.’ Mitford recalled that Bagnold ‘produced a camouflage pattern of very broad dark and light stripes, different for each truck, which would help in areas of rock and scrub’. Additionally, the 7th Armoured Division’s red rat insignia was painted on each vehicle to further conceal the unit’s ‘real purpose’.


Choosing the type of vehicle was easy, acquiring them in sufficient numbers was the hard part. But once again Harding-Newman came to the rescue, his charm and influence persuading the Egyptian government to loan them nineteen from their fleet. A further fourteen were supplied by General Motors in Alexandria.


Bagnold relied on men such as Harding-Newman and Shaw to butter up their contacts to the best of their ability. He himself, for all his virtues, was not a man with an easy social air. When Tim Heywood joined the unit as the Signals Officer he recalled his first impression of Bagnold as a ‘small wizened figure with piercing eyes and an abrupt manner’. He found the initial encounter ‘unnerving’, as did another future officer in the unit, David Lloyd Owen, when he was summoned for an interview with Bagnold. ‘He received me with courtesy, but he was not particularly ebullient nor forthcoming with pleasantries,’ wrote Lloyd Owen. ‘He was not that kind of man; there was never any time to waste over trivialities in his life. He lived it to a plan, which was worked out in every detail of efficiency and purpose.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GAVIN MORTIMER

THE MEN
WHO
MADE

THE SAS

The History of the
Long Range Desert Group

“uié;;“‘ : N .






OEBPS/images/map.png
! Tripoli
Gulf of Sirte
TRIPOLITANIA
:Gadames
i
i = i Suez
l: larabub. i ':g"?'“ Cairo®
J ®Hon v Siwaa F: ¥
7 P ayoum
i Jalo Zoid
{ . 2
] L 1 B Y A i
/! (B2
| >
k. FEZZAN i s Asyut
o Murzuk } o3
#Gat 2 i sE: G Y PT
! Dakhlae eKharga
i
LY B 1 AN D E S ERT
. ! Aswan®
Ku. ra i
i
> i
Miles 1
N | i
0 100 200 N ;
] Ll
Sand areas . i Selima
Land below sea level ey :
i






