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In memory of those who did not return
and
dedicated to the pupils of Wellington College,
Blondie’s alma mater, who walk today in his footsteps




An extremely gallant and enterprising operation


Winston Churchill, 17 December 1942


[T]his brilliant little operation carried through with great determination and courage


Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, 29 April 1943


The outstanding Commando raid of the war


Korvettenkapitän Peter Popp, Kriegsmarine, 1946


Of the many and dashing raids carried out by the men of Combined Operations Command, none was more courageous or imaginative … an immense amount of trouble was taken over the training of the small handful of picked Royal Marines who took part under the indomitable leadership of Lieutenant Colonel (then Major) Hasler. They maintained their object in spite of the frightening losses of the first night and the subsequent ever-increasing difficulties they encountered. Although the force had been reduced to four men, the object was finally achieved. The account of this operation brings out the spirit of adventure always present in peace and war among Royal Marines. It emphasizes the tremendous importance of morale – pride in oneself and one’s unit creating this morale. It also stresses the need for careful detailed planning of operations. I commend it to all as an account of a fine operation, carried out by a particularly brave party of men.


Mountbatten, 1956


I realised it would be certain death for the gallant men who took part, unless brave men and women of the resistance movement in France came to their rescue.


Mountbatten, 1964


These cruel murders of the Marine Commandos were among the vilest things the Germans ever did.


Airey Neave DSO, OBE, MC, 1969


[The raid] was carried out without any ‘modern’ equipment, and without any radio or electronics. A combination of very simple equipment with a high degree of human initiative, stealth, seamanship and field craft was the recipe at that time.


Lieutenant Colonel ‘Blondie’ Hasler DSO, OBE, 1982


Uppermost in my mind is the fact that eight out of ten men did not come back. It is easy to celebrate the glamorous side of the operation, but less easy to remember that, like most warfare, it took a tragic toll of young lives and left behind it a group of heartbroken families.


Blondie Hasler, 1982


Thanks to inspired leadership, this small group of men, taken from everyday life, and following the shortest period of training in activities entirely foreign to them, achieved the unthinkable – a raid on shipping deep into enemy territory. Operation Frankton demanded the highest morale, skill and ‘esprit de corps’, all of which their leader knew instinctively to develop and perfect. The eight families who still grieve their lost loved-ones nevertheless take pride in the overall achievement of the team, far from home, on that cold December night in 1942.


Peter Siddall (nephew of Lance Corporal George Sheard), April 2011





Preface


In December 1942 ten Royal Marines set out in collapsible plywood and canvas canoes (codenamed ‘Cockles’) from a Royal Navy submarine in the Bay of Biscay. They were on a five-day mission to attach limpet mines to German freighters lying in the security of Bordeaux harbour, deep within the sanctuary of the River Garonne. These ships were running the Allied blockade of the French Atlantic ports and carrying on an important trade in strategic war materials with Japan. The mission was highly risky. The man who authorised the operation, Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, the Chief of Combined Operations, did not expect any of the Marines to return.


What no one in Britain knew at the time was that the operation had suddenly become doubly dangerous. On 18 October that year Hitler had issued his Kommandobefehl (commando order), instructing that henceforth any and all captured British ‘commandos’ be executed without mercy. The Royal Marines on Operation Frankton had expected that, if they were captured, their uniforms, badges of rank and obvious military training and organisation would provide sufficient defence against the possibility of being mistaken and shot as spies, the traditional threat faced by soldiers fighting behind enemy lines. They did not know that a brutal new dimension had been brought to the business of warfare by a German leader enraged by the success of British commando raids across the western flanks of the Nazi empire. The chances of the ten Royal Marines overcoming the physical and military challenges involved in penetrating the defences of Bordeaux, exploding their anti-ship mines and escaping without capture, were extremely slim. With the signing of the Kommandobefehl their chances of surviving, were they to be captured, had now been reduced to zero. Their escape dependent on the unlikelihood of making contact with a Resistance-run ‘escape line’ and making their way through hundreds of miles of enemy territory to Spain, they were on what can only be described as an impossible mission.


At the unveiling of the memorial at the St Nicholas English Church in Bordeaux in 1966, Mountbatten described Operation Frankton as ‘a particularly hazardous raid’ in which every ‘single man showed initiative, endurance and courage of the highest order’. These men were the Cockleshell Heroes.
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	Lieutenant (Navy)
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	Lieutenant (SS)







	Hauptmann


	Captain (Army)







	Kapitänleutnant


	Lieutenant Commander (Navy)







	Sturmbannführer


	Major (SS)







	Korvettenkapitän


	Commander (Navy)







	Fregattenkapitän


	Captain (Junior) (Navy)







	Oberstleutnant


	Lieutenant Colonel (Army)







	Obersturmbannführer


	Wing Commander (Air Force)







	Kapitän zur See


	Captain (Navy)
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	Colonel (Army)







	Generalleutnant


	Major General (Army)







	Admiral


	Vice-Admiral (Navy)











Dramatis Personae*



The ‘Cockleshell Heroes’














	Major Herbert (Blondie) Hasler OBE


	OC, RMBPD. No. 1 Catfish. Survived. DSO







	Marine Bill (Ned) Sparks


	No. 2 Catfish. Survived. DSM







	Sergeant Samuel (Sammy) Wallace


	No. 1 Coalfish. Executed, Bordeaux, 12 December 1942







	Marine Robert (Bob) Ewart


	No. 2 Coalfish. Executed, Bordeaux, 12 December 1942







	Lieutenant John (Jack) Mackinnon


	OC, No. 1 Section, RMBPD. No. 1 Cuttlefish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943







	Marine James (Jim) Conway


	No. 2 Cuttlefish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943







	Lance Corporal Albert (Bert) Laver


	No. 1 Crayfish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943







	Marine William (Bill) Mills


	No. 2 Crayfish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943







	Lance Corporal George (Jan) Sheard


	No. 1 Conger. Died of hypothermia at sea, 8 December 1942†







	Marine David Moffatt


	No. 2 Conger. Died of hypothermia at sea, 8 December 1942*







	Marine Bill Ellery


	No. 1 Cachalot. Did not disembark HMS Tuna







	Marine Eric Fisher


	No. 2 Cachalot. Did not disembark HMS Tuna







	Marine Norman Colley


	Reserve. Did not disembark HMS Tuna








Other members of the Royal Marine Boom Patrol Detachment


    











	Captain J.S. (Jock) Stewart


	Second-in-Command, RMBPD







	Lieutenant William (Bill) Pritchard-Gordon


	OC, No. 2 Section, RMBPD







	Colour Sergeant W.J. (Bungy) Edwards


	Detachment Sergeant Major, RMBPD







	Sergeant King


	Physical Training Instructor








Royal Navy


    











	Captain Sidney Raw RN


	Chief Staff Officer (Submarines), Admiralty







	Captain Hugh Ionides RN


	Commanding Officer, 3rd Submarine Flotilla







	Lieutenant Dick Raikes DSO RN


	Commanding Officer, HMS Tuna







	Lieutenant Johnny Bull RN


	First Lieutenant, HMS Tuna







	Lieutenant Geoffrey Rowe RN


	Pilot, HMS Tuna








Combined Operations Headquarters, 1a Richmond Terrace, London


    











	Vice-Admiral Louis Mountbatten


	Chief of Combined Operations







	Brigadier Godfrey Wildman-Lushington


	Chief of Staff (late RM)







	Commander Tom Hussey RN


	Hasler’s first CO at CODC







	Lieutenant H.F.G. Langley RA


	Hasler’s second CO at CODC







	Lieutenant Colonel Robert Neville RM


	Royal Marines Adviser (RMA), COHQ







	Lieutenant Colonel Cyril Horton RM


	Planning Staff, COHQ







	Lieutenant Commander G.P. L’Estrange RNVR


	Planning Staff, COHQ








Commando forces


    











	Brigadier Charles Haydon DSO


	Commander, Special Service Brigade (the ‘Commandos’)







	Major Roger Courtney KRRC


	2 Special Boat Section (SBS), Special Service Brigade







	Captain Gerald Montanaro RE


	101 Troop, 2 Special Boat Section (SBS), Special Service Brigade







	Major Gus March-Phillips


	Small-Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), SOE







	Captain Geoffrey Appleyard


	Small-Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), SOE







	Lieutenant Graham Hayes


	Small-Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), SOE








Associate


    











	Mr Fred Goatley, Saro Ltd


	Designer and builder of the Cockle MkII








Britain


    











	Dr Hugh Dalton


	Minister for Economic Warfare (until February 1942)







	Lord Selborne


	Minister for Economic Warfare (from February 1942)







	Sir Charles Hambro


	Executive Head, SOE (February 1942–3)







	Colonel Colin Gubbins


	Head of M Section, SOE*







	Lieutenant Colonel Richard (Dick) Barry


	Chief of Staff, SOE







	Major David Wyatt RE


	SOE Liaison Officer with COHQ (until August 1942)







	Major Maurice Buckmaster


	Head of F Section, SOE (from March 1942)







	Major Robert Archibald Bourne-Paterson


	Planning Officer, F Section, SOE








MI6/MI9


    











	Lieutenant Colonel Claude Dansey


	Deputy Director, MI6







	Brigadier Norman Crockatt DSO MC


	Director, MI9







	Major James (Jimmy) Langley


	MI9 (P15)







	Major Airey Neave


	MI9 (‘Saturday’)







	Sir Henry Farquhar


	British consul, Barcelona







	Martin Creswell


	MI6/MI9 (‘Monday’) – Madrid







	Donald Darling


	MI6/MI9 (‘Sunday’) – Lisbon/Gibraltar







	Wilfred (‘Biffy’) Dunderdale


	Head of MI6, France







	Victor Farrel


	British consul and MI9 agent, Geneva








French Resistance/SOE/MI9 in the field, 1942/3


    











	Tadeusz Jekiel


	Head, F2 network, Bordeaux







	Robert Yves Marie Leroy (‘Louis’)


	First SOE agent, Bordeaux, 1941







	Commander Léo Paillière


	Early résistant and SOE contact, Bordeaux







	Commander Jean Duboué


	Early résistant and SOE contact, Bordeaux







	Claude de Baissac (‘David’)


	Head, SOE ‘Scientist’ network, Bordeaux







	Mary Herbert (‘Jeweller’)


	Courier, ‘Scientist’ network, Bordeaux







	Roger Landes (‘Aristide’)


	Radio Operator, SOE Scientist network







	Raymond Brard


	Head of Security at Bordeaux Port; leader of Phalanx-Phidias cell (BCRA)







	Comtesse de Milleville (Mary Lindell)


	Head of MI9 ‘Marie-Claire’ réseau







	Maurice de Milleville


	Courier in Marie-Claire réseau







    	Armand and Amélie Dubreuille


    	Member of the Marie-Claire réseau, ‘Farm B’, Marvaud Saint Coutant, Zone Libre







	Marthe Rullier


	Member of French Red Cross and of the Marie-Claire réseau, Ruffec







	Albert-Marie Guérisse
(Pat Albert O’Leary)


	Head of the PAO réseau, Marseille







	M. and Mme Martin


	Passeurs in the Pat O’Leary réseau, Marseille







    	Maud Olga Andrée Baudot de Rouville


    	Passeur in the Pat O’Leary réseau, Marseille







	Fabien de Cortes


	Courier in the PAO réseau, Lyon








French civilians


    









    

        	Jean Raymond and his father


        	Fishermen, Fort-Médoc


    


    

	Yves Ardouin


	Oyster fisherman, St Vivien-de-Médoc







	Alibert Decombe


	Tenant farmer, La Présidente Farm, Portes de Calonges, near Braye







	Clodomir and Irène Pasqueraud


	Farm worker and his wife, Nâpres Farm, Saint Preuil







	Marc, Yves and Robert Pasqueraud


	Children of Clodomir and Irène







	Lucien Gody


	Villager, Beaunac. Did not return from deportation to Germany







	Raymond Furet


	Farm boy, Orignolles







	Maurice Rousseau


	Villager, Beaunac, aged 28. Did not return from deportation to Germany







	René Rousseau


	Villager, Beaunac, aged 16. Did not return from deportation to Germany







	André Latouche


	Villager, Beaunac. Arrested but released







	Yvonne Mandinaud


	Owner of La Toque Blanche, Ruffec







	Alix Mandinaud


	Waitress at La Toque Blanche, Ruffec







	René Mandinaud


	Brother of Alix and Yvonne







	Edouard Pariente


	Quarryman, Baigneaux







	Louis and Louise Jaubert


	Smallholders, Cessac







	Captain Olivier


	Chief of Police, La Réole, Zone Libre







	Marcel Galibert


	Lawyer, La Réole, Zone Libre







	Marcel Drouillard


	Gendarme, La Réole







	Adjutant Dupeyrou


	Gendarme, Montlieu-la-Garde







	Fernand Dumas


	Courier for the Marie-Claire réseau, Ruffec







	René Flaud


	Member of the Marie-Claire réseau, Ruffec







	Jean Mariaud


	Tax Inspector, Ruffec, and later a passeur with the Marie-Claire réseau








German armed forces


    











	Kriegsmarine


	 







	Admiral Wilhelm Marschall


	C-in-C Navy Group West, Paris







	Admiral Wilhelm Meisel


	Chief of Staff, Navy Group West, Paris







	Fregattenkapitän Lange


	Staff Officer, Navy Group West, Paris







	Sturmbannführer Dr Knochen


	Sicherheitsdienst (SD), Paris







	Vice-Admiral Julius Bachmann


	FOIC, Western France, Nantes







	Korvettenkapitän Max


	Stand-in SNOIC Inshore Squadron







	Gebauer


	Gascony, Royan







	Korvettenkapitän Ernst Kühnemann


	NOIC, Port of Bordeaux







	Oberleutnant zur See Theodor Prahm


	Adjutant to NOIC, Naval HQ, Bordeaux, and Execution Squad commander







	Oberleutnant zur See Wild


	Commander, Harbour Defence Flotilla, Le Verdon







	Fregattenkapitän Dr Krantz


	Commanding Officer, Dulag Nord interrogation camp, Wilhelmshaven







	Hauptmann Heinz Corssen


	Interrogator, Dulag Nord, Wilhelmshaven








708 Infantry Division, Royan, Charente-Maritime


    











	Generalleutnant Hermann Wilck


	GOC







	Oberst von Auer


	Chief of Staff







	Hauptmann Rosenberger


	Intelligence Officer








Abwehr, Paris


    











	Fregattenkapitän Dr Erich Pheiffer


	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM), Paris








Security Services, Bordeaux


    











	Oberstleutnant Lohrscheider


	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM)







	Hauptmann Glatzel


	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM)







	Oberleutnant Helmut Harstick


	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM)







	Sturmbannführer Dr Hans Luther


	Head, Sicherheitsdienst (SD)







	Kapitänleutnant Franz Drey


	Second-in-Command, Bordeaux SD, with special responsibility for the security of the Bordeaux docks











Prologue


It was 9.15 p.m., dark, and now that the sun had set, bitterly cold. Attempting to minimise their silhouette the four men slouched low in the gunnels of their two canoes, gazing in wonderment across the shifting black waters to the huge bulk of the two freighters on the far side of the river, illuminated in the glare of the dockside arc lamps. The fierce cold of the December night and the chilling rain that had fallen all day were forgotten in the excitement of the moment. The men and the boats in which they waited (named Catfish and Crayfish) had just emerged from a forest of eight-foot-high rushes that sprouted in profusion along the western bank of the Garonne River less than two miles from the heart of Bordeaux. They had spent the day hiding in the reeds, waiting the turn of the tide that would sweep them on to their objective.


So far as they knew they were the only four remaining at large. Ten men in five canoes had set out from the Royal Navy’s T Class submarine HMS Tuna five nights before on a mission to attack the enemy ships lying alongside the quays in the very heart of Bordeaux, sixty-two miles from the point at which the Gironde estuary laps the waters of the Atlantic.


Leaving the iron bowels of the submarine three nautical miles off the tiny village of Montalivet-les-Bains, only three canoes were to survive the fierce challenges provided by the forces of nature that first terrible night. The remaining Royal Marines had crept up the Gironde and, when the river bifurcated, paddled south into the mighty Garonne (the left fork leads into the Dordogne), moving at night and with the tide to attempt to get to their objective, their minds fixed resolutely on the absolute need to complete their mission. The saboteurs’ targets were not battleships, like the Tirpitz lying protected far to the north in a Norwegian fjord, but fast, ocean-going freighters preparing to run the gauntlet of the Allied naval blockade of the French Atlantic ports. Bordeaux was the European terminus of a trade in scarce commodities between Germany and Japan; and these were armed merchantmen making the long run to the other side of the world singly through the South Atlantic, around the Cape of Good Hope and thence through the Indian Ocean to the Far East, refuelling in Malaya and Singapore. It was a trade of desperation; a trade in goods which were denied to both countries because their own actions, in bringing about war on such an extensive scale, had closed to them the opportunities for uninhibited trade freely available in times of peace.


The noise of the bustle on the docks eight hundred yards away had not carried over the water during the day, leaving the four men, hidden in their canoes amidst the reeds, alone with their thoughts. What had happened to their six comrades? The fact was that two were already dead, taken by the effects of the cold water on their exhausted bodies; and two were soon to die, blindfolded and executed by a naval firing squad in a hastily dug sandpit in an anonymous wood probably no more than six miles from where the surviving canoeists lay unseen. Had they known these facts, it would have spurred these extraordinarily committed individuals even more to achieve their goal that night: the crippling of as many blockade-runners as they could find with the magnetic mines or ‘limpets’ now armed and piled between their legs. The silence was broken by a brief whisper from the forward canoeist. The men dipped their paddles into the water, carefully drawing away from the safety of the rushes for the dark sanctuary of mid-river, on the final stage of their mission.


What desperation led Britain’s war leaders to authorise such a hazardous enterprise, deep in the heart of enemy territory more than three years into the war? What possible hope was there that a few hardy men in canoes might contribute positively to the outcome of what was now, since the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 and the Japanese declaration of war in December, a global conflagration?


One answer, of course, is that victory, when it came, would constitute the sum of a wide-ranging effort, both large- and small-scale. Some tasks, after all, could be better undertaken by small groups of men and women rather than by the big battalions. London had decided that a bombing raid against the Bordeaux docks to remove the present scourge would risk too many innocent French lives. On 8 December 1940, for instance, an RAF raid on the Italian submarines moored at Bacalan caused sixteen civilian deaths and sixty-seven wounded. Uncomfortable with the prospect of sustaining what would now be described as collateral damage, they determined that it was a job calling for skill and courage of a type different from that which entailed flying for many hours across enemy skies in thin, combustible tin coffins, and gave the task to Combined Operations. The attack would be of an alternative kind: a rapier thrust from the sea using canoe-borne raiders of the Royal Marines.


Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, the young and flamboyant head of Combined Operations, authorised the raid, but according to his biographer Philip Ziegler he did so with reluctance, ‘since he felt it unlikely that any of the twelve participants would return’. A more appropriate name for the raid would have been Operation Suicide.


Standing at the Pointe de Grave looking across the wind-tossed sea to distant Royan is a sobering experience, for it is only when one gazes at the hostile tide sweeping the choppy grey waters of the Gironde through the narrow channel of the estuary mouth that one appreciates the immense physical and mental effort required merely to breach the natural defences in canoes, let alone make the journey deep inside heavily patrolled enemy territory to Bordeaux. The Gironde (combining the Dordogne and the Garonne) is one of Europe’s mightiest rivers, a wide, unruly waterway riven by dangerous tidal influences and interspersed with shifting sandbanks. It seems to rejoice in catching the unwary, as many modern experienced mariners will attest. Even Ewen Southby-Tailyour, that most seasoned of sailors and Blondie Hasler’s biographer, told me that navigating the Gironde in his yacht had been an unpleasant experience.


I first stood and watched these swirling waters in the warm rays of the September sun: the Royal Marines, in 1942, did so in the bitter cold of mid-December. I could but wonder at the extremes of physical fitness, of determination and sheer bloody-minded pluck that pushed their frail canvas and plywood vessels through this hostile open water, in darkness, surrounded by dangers manmade and natural, those December nights so long ago. They did it for duty, because this was what they had volunteered to do, in defence of their country, which they knew to a man to be in grave peril. They did it for Major ‘Blondie’ Hasler, their pernickety and fastidious but inspirational leader. But most of all they did it for themselves. They were Royal Marines. They had been trained for this moment. Although the title Cockleshell Heroes was made up by an Ealing hack for the 1955 film, and was one that Hasler detested, there is no doubt in my mind that the title accurately reflects what these men had managed to do, in the face of every possible obstacle and danger. Overused as the term now is, they were indeed true heroes, and the story of their raid one of the most extraordinary small-team endeavours of the Second World War.





ONE

1941 and 1942


Britain’s war effort in Europe during 1941 had the effect of a mosquito biting an elephant’s hide. Limited successes in North Africa and the Middle East, such as the beleaguered Tobruk garrison holding out for many months against Axis forces commanded by General Erwin Rommel, and the eradication (almost accidentally) of German influence in Iraq, Syria and Iran, were ants in the path of a bulldozer. In the big scheme of things – the massive preponderance of German military might that had subdued Western Europe in a matter of weeks and was threatening to do the same to the Soviet Union – British operations in 1941 did not seem to amount to much. But it wasn’t just that the war was going badly; it was that there seemed no prospect of Britain’s fortunes improving. The United States remained frustratingly far from any formal commitment as a combatant power.


In fact, the first light of a new dawn only began to appear three full years after the start of the war – in late 1942 – with the denial of Egypt and the Nile to Rommel’s Afrika Korps at El Alamein in October, followed quickly by the first Allied landings in Morocco and Algeria in November (Operation Torch). For the occupants of that half of France administered by Vichy under loose German control, the Free Zone (or Zone Libre), this proved to be a bittersweet moment, as it prompted the Germans to sweep in and occupy the whole of France.


Germany’s defeat of France and the Low Countries in June 1940 had been so comprehensive that Berlin quickly developed a sense of complacency about the security of France. Almost immediately it became a leave station. When he arrived in Caen on a sweltering day in July 1940, Private Hugo Bleicher of the Abwehr went for a stroll through the town, had a café noir with the pretty proprietor of the Pelican café, and promptly fell in love. The summer heat, the newness of it all and the testosterone of victory were intoxicating. Equally enamoured of her love-struck young German, Suzanne packed up her things, closed the café, and would remain by his side for the next four years.


Life with the victor was infinitely preferable to life as a victim. For the young Hamburg clerk it was a summer of love. For many young Germans, involuntary tourists in France gazing wide-eyed at all that the country even in defeat could offer, war seemed a distinctly abstract concept. The rapid end of the fighting and the balmy conditions combined to create an atmosphere for many that was reminiscent of a long, contented summer holiday. When, in June 1941, Operation Barbarossa turned Germany’s triumphant war machine towards the Soviet Union – thus saving Britain from the prospect of being swallowed up – soldiers would ask to be sent on leave to France, to enjoy the pleasures of the occupation in a tranquil haven far from the violence of war in the East.


In truth, Nazi Germany expected Britain to fall and had determined that it need not waste undue effort in hastening the inevitable. Berlin was not alone in this assessment. Washington, among others, had come to the same conclusion. The French General Weygand, looking forlornly in June 1940 at the ignominious collapse of his own country, predicted the same fate for Britain. In three weeks, he declared, her neck would be wrung ‘like a chicken’.


This view was entirely understandable. Britain stood on the very precipice of defeat. The bulk of her deployable pre-war professional army had been destroyed in France and its equipment left at Dunkirk: 12,200 artillery pieces, 1,350 anti-aircraft and anti-tank guns, 6,400 anti-tank rifles, 11,000 machine-guns, 75,000 vehicles and virtually all its tanks. German military strength was as unexpected (to the losers) as it was unmatched, slicing through the Low Countries in an unprecedented display of mobile combined arms superiority that brought France to her knees in six weeks and introduced a fearsome new word to the lexicon of war in the West, a word the Poles had already encountered: Blitzkrieg. Only the heroism of a few stood in the way of German ambitions during the Battle of Britain in 1940, but even that was insufficient, it seemed, to halt the seemingly inexorable march of the victorious German legions elsewhere in Europe, especially in North Africa.


From as early as the fall of France in June 1940, most intelligent opinion gave Britain little hope of survival. Captain Basil Liddell Hart, a noisy and initially influential English pre-war military theorist, despairing of the imminent demise of British civilisation, started circulating papers advocating surrender. Liddell Hart had a ready audience, some of whom, like Rab Butler, occupied positions in high places. Butler, Undersecretary of State at the Foreign Office, admitted to the Swedish minister in June that Britain would only fight on if it could guarantee victory. The Anglophobic American ambassador, Joseph Kennedy, reported Britain’s impending ruin in regular semi-exultant tones to his masters in Washington. He fled to the countryside to escape the Blitz. Roosevelt sacked him in November following an incoherent interview published in the Boston Globe in which he opined that, for the United States, ‘The whole reason for aiding England is to give us time … As long as she is in there, we have time to prepare. It isn’t that [Britain is] fighting for democracy. That’s the bunk. She’s fighting for self-preservation, just as we will if it comes to us.’


Kennedy wasn’t the only one trying to escape. Along with the gold reserves of the Bank of England, which were shipped to Canada in July 1940, went thousands of those able to afford the passage across the Atlantic, including many members of the US Embassy and the British moneyed classes. Henry (‘Chips’) Channon and his soon-to-be estranged wife Honor took their five-year-old son Paul to Euston station early on 24 June, two days after France fell, en route for the sanctuary of the New World. Outside the station Channon observed a long ‘queue of Rolls-Royces and liveried servants and mountains of trunks. It seemed that everyone we knew was there on the very crowded platform.’ Fearful of death from the air, Liddell Hart also fled London in 1940, ending up in a country garden on the shores of Lake Windermere. The Chicago-born Channon wondered in his diary on 2 June whether this was the end of England. ‘Are we witnessing … the decline, the decay and perhaps extinction, of this great island people?’


It certainly looked that way. Britain was now threatened by invasion from France and the Low Countries, and faced desertion by her allies. True, the Commonwealth had responded quickly to the threat faced by Britain, but France the old ally, now represented by Vichy, not only turned its back on Britain but also actively sought to support the victor. Jock Colville, Churchill’s Private Secretary, observed despondently in his diary at the end of 1940 at the thought of the consequences of defeat: ‘Western Europe racked by warfare and economic hardship; the legacy of centuries, in art and culture, swept away; the health of the nation dangerously impaired by malnutrition, nervous strain and epidemics; Russia and possibly the U.S. profiting from our exhaustion; and at the end of it all compromise or Pyrrhic victory.’


Despite this gloom it remained inconceivable to most Britons that the country should merely await its fate. One of the reasons for Churchill’s popularity in 1940 and 1941 was that he embodied the will of the common people to fight back against the Nazi bully-boys trampling Europe under the heels of their hobnailed jackboots. They did not share the fears of those natural pessimists for whom any struggle against vast odds (especially for such nebulous concepts as ‘God, King and Country’) constituted pointless effort. The overwhelming feeling of the vast majority in Britain was that they had to resist tyranny. In London the fight against pessimism was led very publicly by the Prime Minister himself. To the eager boys at his alma mater Harrow School, in 1941, Churchill thundered: ‘Never give in – never, never, never, never, in nothing great or small, large or petty, never give in except to convictions of honour and good sense. Never yield to force; never yield to the apparently overwhelming might of the enemy.’ Whatever his private fears, the public face of Britain in the years following 1939 was of bulldog-like resistance, a refusal to accept failure or surrender.


‘Here is the answer which I will give to President Roosevelt,’ he told the nation in a BBC radio broadcast on 9 February 1941: ‘We shall not fail or falter; we shall not weaken or tire. Neither the sudden shock of battle nor the long-drawn trials of vigilance and exertion will wear us down. Give us the tools and we will finish the job.’


The onslaught against Britain began in earnest in the summer of 1940, following the humiliation – dressed up as victory – of Dunkirk. What had become known as the ‘Blitz’ was in full swing in the months that followed France’s surrender through to May 1941, German bombers from France nightly crossing the English Channel and the Irish Sea to unburden their payloads of high explosives on defenceless civilian populations below. It was the horrifying smell of excrement and disinfectant that greeted the novelist Brian Moore, then working as an air-raid warden in Belfast, in the aftermath of a Luftwaffe raid on the city on 15 April 1941. Heaped bodies, contorted in the inelegant postures of death, confronted him in a mortuary, ‘body on body, flung arm, twisted feet, open mouth, staring eyes, old men on top of young women, a child lying on a policeman’s back, a soldier’s hand resting on a woman’s thigh, a carter still wearing his coal sacks on top of a pile of arms and legs’. It was later estimated that Belfast had suffered over fifteen hundred dead and seriously injured in a single night.


If it was the Battle for France and the Battle of Britain that dominated 1940, it was the onset of the Battle of the Atlantic in 1941 that very nearly brought Britain to her knees. In the North Sea German surface raiders such as the battleships Bismarck and Tirpitz threatened to join the massive U-boat campaign in the Atlantic against shipping en route to the British Isles, a shockingly effective offensive that could have strangled the country’s lifeline to the free world and starved her into submission. Churchill later described the Battle of the Atlantic as the only thing in the war that ever really frightened him. He had every reason to be worried. The U-boat campaign very nearly won the war for Germany in 1941. In that year alone 875 Allied ships were sunk traversing the Atlantic – a total loss of 3,295,000 tons – 432 of them by submarine. These were catastrophic losses that could not be sustained indefinitely.


It was the inability of the government, despite the rhetoric of defiance from Downing Street, that most plagued the conscience of those trying to hold back the unseen menace from the deep and the threat from the vapour-trails in the sky. As horrible as indiscriminate obliteration from the air was the prospect of death by way of the storm-tossed sea. When seventy-six children died in the cold, grey, swirling seas of the Atlantic when the SS City of Benares was torpedoed by a U-boat in September 1940, it was not only their parents who grieved. The nation, which could not even protect the most vulnerable, was humiliated. Churchill demanded that the evacuation of children to the New World cease, and within weeks it did. But the threat from the sea grew. The worst month of the Battle of the Atlantic was November 1942, when more than 700,000 tons of shipping was lost. With the loss of life came the sinking of war equipment from the United States purchased on credit (the final instalment in Britain’s war debt to the USA and Canada was paid only in 2006), urgently required to replenish Britain’s empty armoury.


In 1941 food was severely rationed as a consequence of the success of the ‘wolf packs’ in sinking vast quantities of precious shipping. The Japanese invasion of South-East Asia in December 1941 also had mercantile implications for Britain, as at a stroke supplies of rubber, tin and rice from Malaya stopped. In the following year taxes rose, the basic rate of income tax reaching an unprecedented 50 per cent. At the same time the National Service Act was extended to introduce conscription for unmarried women between the ages of twenty and thirty, to add to that for men which had been brought in at the outbreak of war.


In these dark days in which she stood alone against Germany, aided only by her empire and Commonwealth, Britain had to find practical ways to resist the might of the all-conquering German war machine. She had few resources. After Dunkirk the country had only fifteen divisions available for home defence – fourteen infantry (one of which was Canadian) and one armoured. The Wehrmacht alone had deployed ninety-three divisions in its attack on the West. In Britain the RAF was outnumbered three to one, with the bulk of the Luftwaffe flying day and night sorties over British cities. With no means of retaliation Channon’s ‘great island people’ began to stare at the demoralising inevitability of defeat. Unless it could feel that it was striking back and that there remained the possibility, however fleeting, of eventual Axis defeat, the motivation to continue the struggle became much harder to sustain.


One of the few means available of ‘doing something’ at the time was aerial bombing. The other was commando-type raiding on the enemy coast. The former was limited by the number and type of aircraft to do the job, as well as the number and quality of the munitions available to drop on strategic targets in Germany and occupied countries. Both were embarrassingly limited, a product of Britain’s abject failure to take the defence of the country seriously during the interwar years. In the case of raiding, very little expertise existed outside of the advocacy, enthusiasm and personal drive of a small number of extraordinary men. Little existed in terms of doctrine or practical ideas for raiding in either the Army or the Royal Navy, and had to be assembled almost entirely from scratch. A large part of the British Army had been destroyed in France, and despite the ‘miracle of Dunkirk’ it required considerable time, effort and expense to reconstitute. Clearly, help in the short term at least could not come from this source. Likewise, the Royal Navy was impossibly stretched from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, not to mention her global commitments.


The strategic imperative, however, was clear. The physical reality of Britain’s military impoverishment banished any thoughts other than of fighting the enemy where they threatened most directly. This meant no choice but the allocation of all available resources – fighting men, tanks, guns, armoured cars and aircraft – to North Africa and the Middle East, for it was here that Britain was confronted directly by Axis action.


But while these struggles were under way across a vast sweep of territory stretching from Libya to Iran, Churchill fretted about the seeming impotence of Britain’s forces in the home territories, the country watching timorously behind the grey Channel moat as the helmeted legions over the water exerted their tyranny unimpeded. It was in this context, of fighting back regardless of the odds, that raiding operations were to develop and thrive. The fact that they represented a tiny, perhaps even foolhardy, response to the might of the Teutonic behemoth bestriding the remnants of European civilisation acted as an even greater stimulus. Britons understood, perhaps even relished, the concept of the underdog – as the enduring success of the television programme Dad’s Army so strikingly attests.


Churchill had demanded continuous violent action to be undertaken against the enemy coast until such a time as a full-scale reconquest of the Continent could be launched, an eventuality he knew could be many years away. On 4 June 1940 – the final day of the Dunkirk evacuation – he had a memo sent to his Chief of Staff, General Hastings (‘Pug’) Ismay:


The completely defensive habit of mind, which has ruined the French, must not be allowed to ruin all our initiative. It is of the highest consequence to keep the largest numbers of German forces all along the coasts of the countries they have conquered, and we should immediately set to work to organise raiding forces on these coasts where the populations are friendly. Such forces might be composed of self-contained, thoroughly-equipped units of say 1,000 up to not more than 10,000 when combined. Surprise would be ensured by the fact that their destination would be concealed until the last moment. What we have seen at Dunkirk shows how quickly troops can be moved off (and I suppose on) to selected points if need be. How wonderful it would be if the Germans could be made to wonder where they were going to be struck next, instead of forcing us to try to wall in the Island and roof it over! An effort must be made to shake off the mental and moral prostration to the will and initiative of the enemy from which we suffer.


Two days later he reprised this theme, telling Ismay – in case the message had not been clear enough the first time – that he wanted the joint chiefs of staff to propose ‘measures for a vigorous, enterprising and ceaseless offensive against the whole German-occupied coastline’. The chiefs of staff agreed to the establishment of a force of five thousand men from across the British Army, to be formed into ‘striking companies’.


On the same day – 6 June 1940 – Colonel Dudley Clarke, a South African-born officer in the Royal Artillery, was instructed to set up a group of uniformed guerrillas who were to be responsible for carrying out, in part at least, the Prime Minister’s new instructions. Clarke found himself in Section 9 of the Military Operations Directorate of the War Office, or MO9 for short. The name he gave to these new troops – ‘commandos’ – was picked straight out of the title of Deneys Reitz’s exciting account of the activities of mobile columns of Boer fighters: men who, despite their inferiority in numbers and supplies, had struck back vigorously and successfully against the British in South Africa forty years before.


The tale of forced marches, ambuscades, night attacks and narrow escapes was, to Clarke, the perfect description of Churchill’s requirement. Despite some resistance, the name stuck. A new organisation – Raiding Forces – was created, and Lieutenant General Sir Alan Bourne of the Royal Marines was appointed Commander of Raiding Operations. He did not hold the post for long. A deeply cerebral man, he made the mistake one evening over dinner at 10 Downing Street of giving the Prime Minister, according to one observer, an ill-judged ‘dissertation on strategy’. His appointment nevertheless began a close relationship between the Royal Marines and Combined Operations. For much of its life the senior planning and operational posts in Combined Operations were held by officers of the Royal Marines.


Raids began immediately, but, without the benefit of much prior planning or preparation, achieved little of substance. Nevertheless it was a start, and valuable lessons were quickly learned, especially about the need for proper training and equipment, most notably purpose-designed landing craft. Colonel John Durn-ford-Slater, whose baptism of fire with the newly raised No. 3 Commando this was, concluded that one of the raids, on Guernsey, was ‘a ridiculous, almost comic, failure’. Churchill, whose inclination was to support raids of any kind so long as they dealt the enemy a bloody nose, was horrified at the early efforts of the hastily assembled raiders, describing them, a little unfairly, as ‘silly fiascos’. He thought the problem was their scale, demanding that ‘pinprick raids’ be avoided in favour of raids of such seriousness that the Germans would be forced to worry where the next blow might fall.


Churchill had in mind a series of substantial raids against the entire extent of the Nazi seaboard, which would harass the occupiers and compel them to tie down troops. He wanted operations in which armoured vehicles would debouch on to an enemy shore, ‘do a deep raid inland, cutting vital communication, and then back, leaving a trail of German corpses behind them’. Guerrilla-style ‘pinprick raids’ against the coast by small groups of commandos followed by ‘fulsome communiqués is one strictly to be avoided’, he directed. His vision instead was to work up to a point where ‘large armoured eruptions’ reaching as far, perhaps, as Paris, would provide the overall tenor of offensive operations in the years before the reconquest of Europe would be possible.


The sort of raid the Prime Minister envisaged was confirmed by his appointment of the legendary figure Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, on 17 July 1940, to the post of Director Combined Operations (to replace the hapless Bourne). Keyes, as the commander of Dover Port in 1918, had led the famous raid of German-held Zeebrugge, a largely ineffectual though successfully propagandised enterprise that gained ennoblement for Keyes together with a cheque from a grateful nation for £10,000. He had a huge and genuine personality, and was desperate to re-enter the fray. He had been at Gallipoli and knew what landing operations required in order to be successful. With a sensible plan, the right equipment and rehearsals, together with effective training for all those involved in or in support of a raid, even the smallest and seemingly insignificant operation could bring results that far exceeded the resources committed to it.


The immediate purpose of these raids was to force the Germans to disperse their forces across the length and breadth of the coast, to maintain morale in Britain and to keep the fighting spirit alive in the armed forces. Amphibious strikes against the enemy coast would tell British (and later, American) military planners much about what would be required to prepare for the reconquest of Europe. But the capacity to launch even small-scale raids was extremely limited, there being only nine heavy landing craft in Royal Navy service at the time, and only six of these in British waters. Likewise, difficulties in raising the units, training the men, finding the ships, designing seagoing craft able to deposit assault troops directly on to an enemy-held shore – and all in the teeth of every other priority of the moment – proved too much for even the legendary Keyes to solve. Keyes thought he knew where the problem lay, writing to Ismay that even the Prime Minister could not solve the problems he faced ‘unless he starts afresh and gets two or three ardent offensive spirits – free from everlasting Committees – to help him do so’.


This was only partly fair. Keyes expected far too much, too quickly, of Britain’s shattered army. In the days and months following Dunkirk, the country was starved of trained fighting units which could be moved into the new raiding organisation. There were a few defence battalions guarding key points across the British isles, four battalions of the Royal Marine Light Infantry, and an organisation in the Royal Marines charged with defending harbour installations: the Mobile Naval Base Defence Organisation (MNBDO). But precious little else.


What there was in abundance – despite Keyes’ advancing years (he was sixty-nine) – was fighting spirit, enthusiasm and talent. The commando units and independent companies set up in the days immediately following Churchill’s injunction served to attract, on the one hand, an eclectic assortment of talented adventurers and, on the other, a number of shirkers, according to the actor David Niven. Niven had returned from Hollywood to rejoin the colours (he had been commissioned into the Highland Light Infantry from Sandhurst in 1930) and found himself appointed to MO9 with Clarke in the early days of raiding.


In 1940 Roger (‘Jumbo’) Courtney, the well known African big-game hunter and canoe enthusiast – he had once canoed down the Nile from Lake Victoria, a distance of 2,300 miles, carrying a sack of potatoes and an elephant spear, his only possessions other than the clothes on his back and the boots on his feet – managed to persuade Admiral Keyes of the potential offered by canoes to target enemy shipping in harbour with magnetic mines that could be attached by hand to their hulls. He presented a paper proposing an attack from the sea using folding canoes – called Folbots, named after the first commercially viable folding kayak made by the German Johannes Klepper, the Faltboot, in 1906. This was initially dismissed out of hand on the grounds that ships were too large and complex to be boarded, let alone damaged, by one man. But the forty-year-old Lieutenant Courtney persisted, demonstrating spectacularly to a sceptical naval staff the validity of his idea, namely that in certain circumstances ships at anchor were uniquely vulnerable to sabotage.


He proceeded to swim out undetected to the commando ship HMS Glengyle anchored in the River Clyde and removed the cover from one of its anti-aircraft guns to prove where he had been, before swimming back to shore. He then interrupted, still in his dripping swimming trunks, a meeting of naval officers, throwing the pom-pom cover melodramatically on to the table. On another occasion he planted huge white chalk marks down the side of a vessel to demonstrate the ability of swimmers or canoeists to get close to ships without being seen, and to lay mines against their hulls.


The idea of using canoes – canoeing was a fast-growing pre-war water sport popular on both fresh and sea water – to launch pinprick raids against the enemy was one that came to a number of inventive minds at the beginning of the war. On 15 July 1940 Engineer Lieutenant G.M.D. Wright RN of HMS Triumph, for example, wrote to the commander of the 2nd Submarine Flotilla on HMS Forth (a submarine support ship) suggesting the use of the well known civilian single and two-man Folbot collapsible canoes against the enemy. In addition to carrying a load of up to four hundred pounds, Wright argued, a canoe could, in suitable conditions, be ‘sent from a submarine into a harbour where enemy ships were suspected of lying [to bring about] considerable damage’. Wright listed the virtues of canoes:


1 complete silence


2 no silhouette


3 easy manoeuvrability


4 a man in training could maintain 4 knots for over an hour


5 seaworthy qualities in a small breaking or large unbreaking sea


6 when collapsed would take up no room in a submarine.


Courtney’s point, and Wright’s arguments, were made. Vice-Admiral Max Horton, then the Vice-Admiral (Submarines) at the Admiralty, asked on 2 August 1940 for permission to supply a one-man Folbot for trials. These were satisfactorily carried out at the Special Service (‘Commando’) training centre at Lochailort; and Keyes authorised Second Lieutenant Courtney to raise, confusingly, a ‘Folboat’ troop of eleven men as part of No. 8 Commando. Thirty Folbots were ordered from their manufacturer in London’s East End.


During 1941, from Malta and Alexandria, Courtney did much to develop the art of raiding from the sea with a group of men in the Special Boat Section of the Army Commandos. Launched from submarines in the Mediterranean, small detachments of men would paddle into the shore, attacking airfields, bridges, roads and trains and carrying out reconnaissances of the enemy coast. The idea was mooted as to the efficacy of doing something similar against targets in Europe, and on 8 September the Deputy Combined Operations (Bourne) sent a letter to Brigadier Charles Haydon, Commander of the Special Service Brigade (the Commandos), asking that early examination be undertaken of the capabilities of two-man Folbots and RAF rescue dinghies.


Courtney’s deputy, Captain Gerald Montanaro of the Royal Engineers, was the commander of 101 Troop of the Special Boat Section (also part of the Special Service Brigade) based in Dover harbour, and was tasked with identifying answers to the following questions:


1 In a slight or moderate sea what quantity of explosive (max. weight and size) can safely be carried in addition to a crew of two with personal equipment, weighing together 350lbs?


2 What speed can be maintained, fully loaded, and for what continuous period?


3 Are they capable of towing a Folbot or raft carrying additional stores, and at what speed can this be done under the above sea conditions?


The only way to answer these questions was by close engagement with the enemy. On the night of 12 November 1941 a canoe reconnaissance was undertaken on Les Hemmes beach between Gravelines and Calais. A motor torpedo boat dropped the canoes some two thousand yards from shore. One of the two Folbots employed capsized in the surf and Lieutenant Keith Smith was lost, and later captured. Then, on the night of 11 April 1942 Montanaro, together with Private Preece of the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, launched their Folbot from a motor torpedo boat in the dark three miles from Boulogne harbour in a live operation against the enemy.


Their target was a heavily laden German freighter, perhaps of 4,000 tons, carrying a cargo, as it turned out, of copper ore. The canoe carried eight of the newly designed limpet mines, activated by acetone fuses. The two crewmen wore kapok-lined survival ‘Octopus’ suits of the type that had just begun to be issued to fighter pilots, which were designed to keep a man afloat and warm enough to survive for twenty-four hours at sea. Under cover of darkness and with blackened faces they made their way through the heavily defended harbour, brightly lit by searchlights, to place eight limpet mines (all on four-hour fuses) on the hull of the vessel. Some drunken Germans at one point threw a beer bottle into the water, wetting the men with the splash.


Their collapsible canoe was scarcely up to the task, however, and was damaged during the approach to the target when it struck a submerged concrete ledge. ‘I ordered Preece to ram his cap-comforter into the hole,’ recalled Montanaro, ‘and to start all chemical fuzes, thus committing us to the attack.’ They found that they had to scrape the barnacles off the hull before the magnets on the limpets would stick, at least one refusing to hold and dropping into the sea. They then slipped away into the night, the Folbot wallowing dangerously with four inches of water inside it, making the task of paddling exhausting and the vessel ungainly and difficult to control. The two men only just managed to find their way back to the waiting motor launch and drag themselves back on to it before the Folbot sank beneath them. The launch then powered its way home to Dover. Aerial photographs the following day showed that their target had sunk, but later intelligence suggested the Germans had executed a number of innocent Frenchmen, believing that the sinking was the result of sabotage by the Resistance.





TWO

The Hand of Steel from the Sea


Keyes struggled to achieve the success for Combined Operations that he repeatedly promised. But even this valiant old warhorse – for all his faults, and immodesty was his chief failing (Ismay described him as ‘the bravest of the brave’) – could do little to bring about the offensive capability for which he had been tasked. No major raids followed his appointment for eight months and those then undertaken comprised attacks on largely peripheral outstations of the newly expanded Reich. This was not, however, for want of planning. In their new headquarters in Richmond Terrace (opposite Downing Street) where Keyes had deliberately taken the new Combined Operations organisation so that it could be independent of Admiralty influence, a string of ambitious operations was conceived throughout 1940 and 1941, most of which foundered on the rocks of insufficient resources or opposition from the service chiefs.


Combined Operations was regarded by some in the more traditional services to be immature and premature, and viewed jealously. The personal prejudices, agendas and vendettas of individuals had a significant role to play in the decisions that were made in the early years of its existence. Plans were drawn up to install the Free French in Dakar, to capture the Azores from Portugal and the Canary Islands from Spain, as well as to seize the Italian island of Pantelleria between Sicily and Tunis, and thus a potential aid in the defence of Malta. Major General John Kennedy (Director of Military Operations at the War Office) also affirmed that by the end of 1940 planning was under way for the eventual descent on the Normandy coast, even though most recognised that this event would be many years ahead of them. ‘[The] correct raiding policy at this period of the war,’ Kennedy argued, ‘was to harry the enemy with small detachments on a wide front, and thus force him to maintain troops all along the coast-line for the purposes of defence.’


In Europe, three major raids were carried out by Combined Operations in 1941.* In the first of these, in March, two requisitioned Dutch passenger liners, carrying five hundred commandos and protected by a screen of five destroyers, landed on the Norwegian Lofoten Islands, surprising the German occupiers and destroying 800,000 gallons of fish oil from factories that supplied glycerine to the German war economy. There was little opposition. Local Norwegians initially assumed that it was a German exercise, but before long were plying the commandos with ersatz coffee. One young British subaltern commandeered the German telegraph office at Stamsund and sent a message addressed to Mr A. Hitler, Berlin: ‘You said in your last speech that German troops would meet the British wherever they landed. Where are your troops?’
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