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PREFACE

THE BRITISH SAS is a household name, not only in the United Kingdom but throughout the world. Ever since black-clad figures suddenly appeared on television screens during the Iranian Embassy siege in 1980, the Regiment has become legendary. For some, that was the first they had heard of the SAS. For others, it was the first time they had seen the soldiers they had heard so much about in action. It was an action that changed the face of modern reporting, changed the face of modern policing and changed the way that anti-terrorist organizations work around the world. This is the story of the SAS...

Barry Davies, B.E.M.


FOREWORD

HUNDREDS OF BOOKS have been written about the Special Air Service Regiment in its 80-year history, from the time of the ‘Originals’, the very first band of SAS operators, selected by its founder David Stirling in 1941 to attack General Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps, right up to the post 9/11 wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. And as a lot of the books have shown, special forces operations have never been a science; in fact, the very first operation conducted by the Originals was a failure.

There are too many unknowns. Once in the battlespace, the kit could suddenly no longer work, the intelligence might be wrong, the enemy will never react in the way you expect them to. The Regiment’s official motto is ‘Who Dares Wins’, but it could just as well be ‘Check and Test’.

But no matter what the battlespace has thrown at the Regiment throughout history, the professionalism of its ‘Bayonets’ – the soldiers in the SAS Sabre squadrons – has never diminished.

The reason is simple. Our founder, David Stirling, was determined to build a unit of dedicated men capable of self-discipline and outstanding ability. He is quoted as saying, ‘We believe, as did the ancient Greeks who originated the word “aristocracy”, that every man with the right attitude and talents, regardless of birth and riches, has a capacity in his own lifetime of reaching that status in its true sense. In fact, in our SAS context, an individual soldier might prefer to go on serving as an NCO rather than leave the Regiment in order to obtain an officer’s commission. All ranks in the SAS are of “one company” in which a sense of class is both alien and ludicrous.’

This ethos remains within the Regiment today, and that is why people like me give up the rank and privileges they have earned in their own units to restart their military career as SAS troopers. I would call that more than 80 years of true social mobility.

David Stirling’s gold standard ensures that there is no difference between the Originals in 1941, those who stormed the Iranian embassy in London in 1980, or the Bayonets who are fighting in the Sabre squadrons today. All troopers are still chosen because they fulfil Stirling’s three requirements of dedication, self-disciple and ability.

But who are these people who volunteer to attempt selection, knowing that the vast majority of candidates never even make it past the first few weeks of the seven-month process?

Volunteers come from all three UK services and their reserves, as well as personnel from many other countries, notably Australia and New Zealand. The wider the range of expertise and experience, the more effective the Regiment will be in the fight.

The first month of selection consists of the volunteer putting a bergen (rucksack) on their back, a rifle in their hands and tabbing (TAB: Tactical Advance to Battle) anything up to 38 miles over the peaks of the Welsh Black Mountains and Brecon Beacons. During this first phase, the directing staff don’t even want to know who the volunteers are. Known only by a colour and number, each candidate tabs with no idea of the distance they will have to cover, nor the time allowed for covering the distance. This isn’t just a fitness test: it’s about dedication. No matter the distance, the terrain or the weather conditions, a determined volunteer pushes his or her body to the limits and tabs as quickly as they can, every single day.

My intake initially consisted of 220 volunteers. By the end of this first phase, there were 24 of us left.

The remaining six months of selection are dedicated to evaluating Stirling’s other two gold standards: self-discipline and ability.

Living tactically for a month as an SAS patrol in the rainforest, volunteers learn how to live in an alien environment while conducting special forces operations. The pressure to perform is intense, but volunteers are never told how good or bad their performance is while under the canopy. To add to the pressure, live ammunition is used. There have been casualties during the jungle phase. But it is about much more than just assessing how good you are at operating in rainforests. It’s about the amount of self-discipline you can muster while working as a small group. You have to prove that not only are you at the top of your game, but you’re also helping others to be at the top of theirs, to ensure the patrol is as efficient as it can possibly be.

At the end of the jungle phase, the directing staff are asked a simple question: ‘Would you have this volunteer in your patrol?’ It’s critical; when the instructors go back to their squadrons, a volunteer who passes may well be in their patrol. Only if the majority of instructors say yes, has that candidate passed the jungle phase. One volunteer in my intake failed for not helping others to learn Morse code when they needed to. As an experienced Morse operator, he should have been helping his fellow patrol members learn his skill without being asked to. Of the 24 who went to the jungle, eight passed and all were eventually badged. But this isn’t always the case. There have been occasions where an entire selection has failed and been RTU’d (Returned To Unit) because the gold standard hadn’t been reached.

The general perception of an SAS trooper is that they have come from the infantry, but many also come from the corps: engineers, logistics, mechanics and other technical trades from the three services. These volunteers make the grade not just because they have the required determination and self-discipline, but also because they have the required level of ability. That ability enables them to learn quickly and adapt to any situation. I remember a Royal Marine corporal doing extremely well during his two weeks’ weapon training phase. As you would expect, he was incredibly capable when it came to using weapons he was familiar with – as a Marine he had been using them every day of his career. Alongside him was a tank mechanic from the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME). Unsurprisingly, the mechanic struggled when using these same weapon systems. His trade was all about spanners. Of course, the Royal Marine looked to be far more proficient at weapon skills when standing next to the mechanic completing the tasks, but his ability quickly diminished when the pair moved on to different weapon systems used by the Regiment, ones with which neither one of them was familiar. The Marine was RTU’d due to his lack of ability to learn and adapt easily, whereas the mechanic passed the module having mastered all weapon systems. It isn’t about what you know, it’s about being able to learn what you don’t.

David Stirling’s 80-year-old requirements to become an SAS operator are the thread that binds together all of the amazing stories you will find in this book of our Regiment’s history: dedication, self-discipline and ability.

Andy McNab CBE DCM MM


INTRODUCTION

THERE HAVE BEEN many books written about the SAS, most without the Regiment’s approval, yet the public desire to glean new information about any aspect of SAS operations continues unabated. Writing the latest stories of this unique regiment presents a problem, for the SAS has now gagged most of its members. However, wars have become part of the public domain and every now and then a new tale will surface. During the research for this book, I have visited Hereford many times, talking to members both past and present. Some have greeted me with smiles, while others have shown nothing but disdain. Notwithstanding, one characteristic bonded them all: they are normal, healthy human beings and not the psychopaths many would have you believe.

The SAS is part of the British Army and, regardless of military disbandment, amalgamations and a steady erosion of service manpower, the Regiment has survived since its inception in 1941. True, it was reduced to little more than a territorial unit after the Second World War, but its time in the wilderness was short. There has always been, and always will be, a role for those who ‘dare’, especially those who ‘dare and win’. For this reason, and despite the Regiment’s misgivings about publicity, its history is one worth writing, for it would be wrong to let such deeds and heroism go unrecorded.

Since the 1940s, the SAS has suppressed insurgencies, fought in major wars and confronted terrorism energetically. Yet, from the very beginning, its soldiers have remained hidden, often shrouded in myth and half-truths. And this is still true of their more recent operations in Iraq. The SAS family is truly a group of special people: for when people of the right calibre accept a common philosophy based on the individual spirit acting in tune with his or her fellow soldier to form a whole, then excellence can be the only result.

Research for this book has taken many forms and required the reading of more than 30 books about the SAS family. By far the best information was gleaned from SAS author and historian Barry Davies. Barry has amassed a huge database concerning all aspects of the Regiment, and his picture library of the SAS is undoubtedly the finest in private hands. Many operations and individuals are mentioned more than once throughout the book, but where possible I have tried to keep repetition of stories to a minimum.

Unlike previous books, I have written this one using a familiar style, hoping to retain the original character of the conversations on which it was based. Inevitably, a number of personal opinions have crept into the book: should you discover these, please view them for what they are, as they do not reflect the official opinions or policies of the SAS.

Nigel McCrery


1

THE ‘ORIGINALS’

IT IS DIFFICULT to be totally accurate about anything relating to the early SAS as records during its formation are scant, to say the least. Names of those who volunteered or joined have to be gleaned from a wide variety of sources, in many cases the actual soldiers themselves, who in later years wrote of their experiences. As a group, these became known as the ‘Originals’.

The ‘Originals’ were the first SAS soldiers, and to claim to have been an original member of the SAS one must have been on the very first operation. The list of those soldiers recruited into L Detachment SAS by David Stirling numbers more than 70, yet only some 65 (the figure varies by one or two, depending on the source quoted) actually took part in Operation Squatter. Two of the ‘Originals’, Ken Warburton and Joe Duffy, were killed during parachute training prior to the operation, and it is logical to suppose that a handful remained behind in camp during Operation Squatter or arrived immediately after it. Some, such as ‘Sandy’ Scratchley and ‘Bill’ Cumper, are on the original list, and yet they did not arrive at Kabrit until after Operation Squatter. One early member, to whom everyone refers simply as ‘Kaufman’, seems to have been the camp scrounger and storeman. There is also no mention of Dave Kershaw before or on the first operation, yet he is proclaimed as an ‘Original’ by Reg Seekings and Johnny Cooper, among others.

Operation Squatter did not go well – indeed, was little short of a total disaster – so identifying the ‘Originals’ and those who made it back alive is a matter of simple research and elimination.

Records show that the men were divided into five groups under the command of David Stirling, ‘Jock’ Lewes, ‘Paddy’ Mayne, Eoin McGonigal and Charles Bonnington. Each group of 10 was subdivided into two five-man raiding patrols, which were dropped separately by five Bombay aircraft supplied by 216 Squadron RAF. This was the first Allied airborne landing in North Africa. Once again, figures do not tally exactly, as the RAF reported dropping 65 troops from its aircraft on the night of 16–17 November 1941. Of these, it is reported that 22 returned to Kabrit camp; the figures vary from account to account. The list below is compiled from those mentioned as ‘Originals’ and believed to have taken part in Operation Squatter, and who are also identified as participating in later actions, meaning they must have survived the first operation.


  1. Albert Youngman

  2. Alf Dignum

  3. Arthur ‘Phil’ Phillips

  4. Sidney James ‘Barney’ Stone

  5. Bill Fraser

  6. Bob Bennett

  7. Bob Lilley

  8. Bob Tait

  9. Robert White

10. Charles Sidney Cattell

11. David Stirling

12. Eoin McGonigal

13. Harry Poat

14. Jim Almonds

15. James ‘Jim’ Blakeney

16. Jimmy Storie

17. Jack Byrne

18. John ‘Jock’ Cheyne

19. ‘Jock’ Lewes

20. Joe Duffy

21. Johnny Cooper

22. Mick D’Arcy

23. ‘Paddy’ Mayne

24. Pat Riley

25. Reg Seekings

26. Roy David Davies

27. Roy Dodd

28. Stanley Bolland



The remaining ‘Originals’ went on to carry out many successful raids deep behind enemy lines. This handful of soldiers did so much for their country and yet their deeds go unsung. This is true of Sergeant Jack Byrne, for example. It was not until his medals were put up for auction in 2007 that that story surrounding his military life came to public knowledge.

Jack Byrne

Born in Preston and brought up in a tough Lancashire orphanage, Jack Byrne enlisted with the Gordon Highlanders in 1939, aged 19, and fought throughout the war. While details of some of his escapades are still rather sketchy, what little is known of this former soldier is exceptional.

Why an Englishman should join a Scottish regiment is known only to Jack himself, and why a Scottish regiment accepted him is again a mystery. However, having joined the Gordon Highlanders, Jack was part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) tasked in May 1940 with fighting a rearguard action, allowing the remnants of the BEF to evacuate from Dunkirk. Jack has little to say about the exploits of the Gordon Highlanders, other than this: ‘After every battle or skirmish we buried the bravest and the best of us, the men whose dash and daring won the victories which cost their lives.’ During the vicious fighting, Jack was wounded by shrapnel, but he continued to fight until he was bayoneted in the groin by a German soldier and left for dead. Amid the chaos of Dunkirk, a guardian angel decided to look after him; two French civilians found Jack, who then carried him to the beach, from where he was eventually evacuated. The rearguard action of the Gordon Highlanders at Dunkirk is a tribute to our heroic Scottish brothers.

Jack recovered in England and then joined 11 (Scottish) Commando; after fighting in Syria, he found himself in North Africa, where he was recruited into ‘L’ Detachment SAS. Two months later, on the night of 16–17 November, he took part in the first SAS operation, codenamed Squatter, being assigned to Bill Fraser’s patrol which was part of Lieutenant Charles Bonnington’s section. Unfortunately, due to bad weather, the operation was an unmitigated disaster; luckily, Jack survived.

Even with their numbers dramatically depleted, Stirling decided to send out another patrol. This time they would be taken to and from the area by a Rhodesian patrol of the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG). The patrol consisted of just five men: Lieutenant Fraser in command, Sergeant Bob Tait, Sergeant Jeffery du Vivier, ‘Phil’ Phillips and Jack Byrne. The LRDG took them within a few miles of the airfield, from where they proceeded on foot.

Each man wore a pistol for personal protection. In addition to this, they carried eight Lewes bombs apiece, a compass, a pair of binoculars, a water bottle and some emergency rations made up of chocolate, raisins, cheese and biscuits. Jack also carried a tommy gun for fire support. The Lewes bombs were all primed with a two-hour time pencil and also fitted with an emergency 14-second pull switch. For camouflage, the men wore boiler suits over their battledress; these had been washed and bleached by the sun to blend in with the desert sand.

For the rest of that night and the following day, they lay up undetected, and just before sundown observed four German aircraft landing. As soon as it was dark Fraser led his group to the airfield and discovered numerous aircraft parked in small clusters; they went to work placing Lewes bombs on every aircraft, including eight new Me109s that had recently arrived. Suddenly the bombs started going off and bright red flames leapt into the night sky. Elated, the five made their way from the airfield back to the rendezvous (RV) with the LRDG. They were there by 05:00, and by dawn the Rhodesians had them on their way home. As day broke they met some armoured cars of the King’s Dragoon Guards and stopped to tell of their escapades; Bill Fraser estimated they had destroyed 37 aircraft.

The raid did not end well. Once the armoured cars had departed, the LRDG decided to brew up for breakfast, putting out air markers to identify itself. Shortly afterwards, two British Blenheim fighter-bombers spotted them and came in for the attack. Despite the clear warning – and men standing out in the open waving – two of the Rhodesians were killed, blighting an otherwise perfect operation.

In December, Stirling ordered more attacks on the same airfields. This time Jack was in ‘Jock’ Lewes’s patrol. Once again the LRDG was to ferry them to and from their target. Despite the successes on the airfields, not every aspect of the operation went according to plan, and on several occasions the pickup RV with the LRDG was missed. Working behind enemy lines posed many difficulties, not just to the SAS but also to the LRDG; enemy action and breakdowns all had a part in missed RVs or late pickups. In such a case it was up to the SAS patrol to either walk back or wait until help arrived. On more than one occasion Jack had to walk several hundred miles with little more than a single bottle of water.

After an attack led by Paddy Mayne on Berka airfield, Jack was taken prisoner while walking back through the desert. Shortly afterwards he was shipped to a prisoner-of-war camp near Tripoli and later to Crete, before being sent to Stalag Luft III. The main reason for sending him to an RAF prisoner-of-war camp was his SAS wings; the Germans had thought he was a flyer. After several abortive escape attempts he was transferred to Stalag Luft VI near Königsberg in East Prussia. Jack had been warned that any further escape attempts would mean his being shot, but escape he did. On 17 July 1943, he made another bid for freedom and seven days later, on 24 July, he managed to get to Danzig and steal aboard a ship bound for neutral Sweden. He was eventually flown to Leuchars in Scotland.

Despite ill health, Jack managed to get himself fit once again and joined the Commandos in time for the invasion of Europe. Again he was wounded, and again he survived. After the war, and still a young man, Jack joined the Kenya Police, but at the beginning of the Malayan Emergency he went east. Once again his life was full of adventure, until he was badly wounded when shot at point-blank range by one of the guerillas. Again he survived. He returned to England, got married to Mary Hayes and had three daughters. He built up a drapery business in Shropshire and owned a wool shop in Teagues Crescent, Trench, Telford.

In 1986 he published a book entitled The General Salutes a Soldier, telling of his SAS past and his escape. It was originally written while he was recovering in hospital after being shot in the knee after the Normandy landings in 1944, which means the account is accurate. Unfortunately the book was not well promoted, and it was not until after his death that his full story emerged. Jack Byrne was awarded eight service medals, including the Distinguished Conduct Medal for his escape – then the second-highest award for gallantry in action after the Victoria Cross. His medal collection, which was the tangible proof of his extraordinary life story, eventually sold for £77,000 – a tribute to a real SAS hero. Jack Byrne died in 2007 aged 85.
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1940s

THE EARLY HISTORY OF THE REGIMENT

THE SPECIAL AIR SERVICE was established in July 1941, founded by the individual thinker Lieutenant David Stirling No. 8 (Guards) Commando. The unit was to work behind enemy lines collecting intelligence, attacking airbases and planning ambushes. They served in most theatres and after initial scepticism proved very effective, participating in some 40 operations before the end of the war. However, this kind of warfare did come at a high cost. By the time the Second World War ended, the SAS had suffered 330 casualties. However, in exchange, they had killed or wounded 7,733 enemy combatants and captured a further 23,000.

The allied campaign in North Africa during the Second World War was fought to restrict German access to the Suez Canal and prevent them from capturing the Arabian oilfields. For the first part of the conflict, a small British and Commonwealth army faced the Italians who, while superior in numbers, were poorly equipped. However, it was not long before Hitler sent the famous Afrika Korps under the command of General Erwin Rommel, the ‘Desert Fox’. As both armies grew in size, the pace of battle slowed to a virtual stalemate.

For the British, the most crucial aspect of the war in the North African desert in 1940 was the maintenance of its military supply lines, most of which terminated along the coast at a network of depots, airfields and ports. This network supplied its vast desert army, which included a unit called Layforce. Named after, and commanded by, Brigadier Robert Laycock, Layforce was a Commando brigade attached to General Wavell’s Middle Eastern Army. On paper, it was an impressive force, comprising some 2,000 men of 7, 8 and 11 Commandos. One of them was a young Scots Guards lieutenant by the name of David Stirling, who had been involved in a number of unsuccessful large-scale raids on enemy targets along the coast around Cyrenaica. Stirling understood the benefits of attacking targets from behind enemy lines, but he felt sure the raids would have a greater chance of success if they were executed by small groups of men, thus using the element of surprise to its best advantage. Stirling had been lying in a hospital bed, having suffered a severe injury during a parachute drop, when he first conceived the idea of the SAS.

In the belief that a small band of dedicated men could operate successfully behind the enemy’s lines, he managed to present his plan to Major-General Neil Ritchie, who at the time was Deputy Chief of the General Staff. His idea, set out in a memorandum, finally reached the desk of the Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East, General Sir Claude Auchinleck, and the SAS was born.

As the founder of the SAS, Stirling’s main strength came from his ability to select and enlist men who were both daring and had vision. One such man was ‘Paddy’ Mayne, one of Stirling’s first recruits into the SAS. The nickname ‘Paddy’ came with his Irish ancestry, and before the war he was well known for his accomplishments in the world of sport. In battle, he possessed qualities of leadership that set him apart from most men, and he gained a reputation for personal bravery, which some, at times, characterized as wild recklessness.

In July 1941, L Detachment of the SAS Brigade, as it was precisely know, came into being. HQ Middle East dreamed up the name in an effort to convince the Germans that they had formed a whole new airborne brigade. Whether the ploy worked or not is unknown, but the reality was that L Detachment comprised just 67 men, most of whom had been recruited from Layforce. This ‘Brigade’ had no weapons, no tents and no supplies. As there was no parent unit, Stirling reported directly to General Auchinleck; it was the first move in securing the independence of the SAS.

The men of the unit begged, borrowed or stole whatever they needed, while Stirling and Mayne got on with planning a tough training programme. Initially, much of this training involved jumping backwards off moving trucks to simulate parachute landings. However, this activity was quickly curtailed following several accidents that severely reduced the unit’s ability and numbers. The other aspect of SAS training was an introduction to the Lewes bomb, a device designed by Lieutenant ‘Jock’ Lewes with the express purpose of destroying parked aircraft. The bomb, basically a mixture of plastic explosive (TNT 808), thermite and diesel oil, was attached to the aircraft on or near the engine and initiated by a time pencil and detonator.

It was around this time that the SAS’s famous insignia materialized. There has been many a discussion on what the emblem depicts: some say it’s the flaming sword Excalibur, while others refer to it as a winged dagger. Whatever it symbolized, it was attached to the unit’s equally famous beige berets – adopted after a white beret was first tried, with disastrous results. Introducing an entirely new insignia in the British Army is not easy, but Stirling met General Auchinleck in person at Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo and the emblem was approved.

Into Action: Operation Squatter

By November 1941, L Detachment of the SAS was ready to carry out its first operation. The Regiment’s first raid was in support of Operation Crusader, and its mission was to attack a German airfield in Libya. On the night of 17–18 November, a force of 65 men boarded five Bristol Bombay transport aircraft provided by 216 Squadron. This force was divided into five sections, commanded by David Stirling, ‘Paddy’ Mayne, Eoin McGonigal, ‘Jock’ Lewes and Lieutenant Bonnington. The targets of the raid were German airfields in the area of Tmimi and Gazala. It was widely believed that the Luftwaffe had received reinforcements in the form of the latest type of Messerschmitt 109 fighter aircraft. The raids were designed to destroy these aircraft prior to General Auchinleck’s planned offensive, due to commence two days later. Entry was by parachute, dropping some 12 miles from the target.

The five aircraft took off from Bagoush airfield on schedule. Although conditions on take-off were clear and still, as the aircraft proceeded towards their drop zones there was a sudden change of weather. Thick cloud, heavy rain and high winds hampered navigation. In order to pinpoint their position, the aircraft were forced to drop down to 200 feet, where they encountered heavy flak from the German defences. The drop was disastrous, with storms and high winds scattering the men over a wide area on landing and several injuries were sustained – Stirling himself was knocked unconscious. One of the Bombay transports used was lost together with its crew and troops. As a result, the operation was abandoned, and the soldiers had to make their way individually to a prearranged RV with the LRDG. Only 22 of the original members of the attacking force returned.

The problems encountered on this first operation prompted a radical rethink about transporting troops to the target in future SAS operations. Stirling resolved never to use parachute drops again, and instead decided to use vehicles, starting with those of the LRDG.

Like so many ad hoc British units, the LRDG came into existence during the Second World War and, like the SAS, was the product of a group of eccentric individuals. During the 1920s and 1930s, Major Ralph Bagnold, Royal Corps of Signals, and a group of friends had undertaken a series of journeys with the aim of resolving the considerable problems of living in and travelling through the desert. His studies resulted in a paper advocating the formation of a military desert reconnaissance force. The provisional war establishment of the LRDG was authorized in July 1940, originally for 11 officers and 76 men. This number was increased to 21 officers and 271 men in November of that year, and by March 1942 the LRDG numbered 25 officers and 324 men. Operating in open-topped Chevrolet trucks, the LRDG carried out reconnaissance, intelligence-gathering and courier duties. These tasks involved long drives across the featureless desert terrain, followed by observation of enemy posts and convoys. There were also behind-the-lines raiding activities, which forced the Italians to divert troops from the front to safeguard their rear areas.

The SAS used LRDG trucks for transport from late 1941 until early 1942, though Stirling’s men caused problems for the LRDG because their aggressive activities provoked greater enemy reaction. Despite this, cooperation between the SAS and LRDG remained excellent. However, Stirling believed that the SAS should have its own form of transport, and in July 1941 it materialized in the form of the Willys jeep. In a much-modified form, the jeep was used by the SAS throughout the war. Light, agile and robust, the jeep was ideally suited to the desert terrain because of its four-wheel drive. The jeep had a top speed of 60 mph and a range of 300 miles, although it could be greatly extended by carrying additional fuel in separate containers. During the North Africa campaign, the SAS jeeps were normally overloaded with extra water, fuel and ammunition. They were also burdened with considerable firepower in the form of 0.5-inch Browning heavy machine guns and rifle calibre Vickers ‘K’ guns, originally intended for use in aircraft, of which a supply was found sitting in a disused hanger. So equipped, the jeeps were not used simply as a means of transport but also as a weapon. On many occasions they were driven, guns blazing, directly on to the enemy airfields to wreak havoc on the rows of parked aircraft.

Success at Last

Despite the shaky start, Stirling continued with his planning, and a month later the SAS had their first successful raid in December 1941 – just what they needed to prove their worth. The high command were scrutinizing the unit to see if they could work behind enemy lines and harry the enemy lines of communication and airfields. Transported by LRDG trucks, the mission targeted several Libyan airfields near the coast. Once they had arrived at their targets, the SAS crept onto the runways and planted time-delayed explosives on as many aircraft as possible before retreating as quickly as possible. The method proved very effective, with 61 Axis aircraft being destroyed and the SAS getting away without a single casualty. The SAS raided airfields at Sirte, Nofilia, El Agheila, Agedabia, Tamit and Marble Arch (the latter gained its name from a large arch erected in the desert by Mussolini to mark the border of the Italian colony of Tripolitania). The raid on the airfield at Agedabia, a small town situated on the Libyan coast, south of Benghazi, went particularly well. It was launched on 21 December by a force of five members of L Detachment SAS, comprising Sergeant Bob Tait, Sergeant du Vivier, Private Byrne and Private Phillips, under the command of Lieutenant Bill Fraser. Having been dropped off by an LRDG patrol 10 miles south of its objective, the men marched throughout the night and reached a lying-up place from which they were able to observe the airfield throughout the following day. Each man carried a water bottle, a compass, a revolver, eight Lewes bombs and a tin of chocolate, plus other rations consisting of raisins, cheese and broken biscuits. After nightfall on the following day, Fraser and his men succeeded in penetrating the defences of the airfield, which was heavily wired and well guarded, placing Lewes bombs on 37 Fiat CR42 fighter-bombers. The raid was a great success: all the bombs went off and all the aircraft were destroyed. During the confusion caused by the explosions, the patrol withdrew without any losses and made its way to an RV, where an LRDG patrol was already waiting for them. However, though no casualties were suffered during the raid itself, two members of the unit were killed when two RAF Blenheims strafed their vehicles, despite the fact that the correct air recognition signals had been displayed. The rest, worn out and bedraggled, managed to reach the LRDG and SAS base at Jab Oasis on December 23.

In early January 1942, L Detachment of the SAS absorbed the 1st Company of Free French Paratroopers under the command of Commandant Bergé. In March of the same year, the Special Interrogation Group (SIG) also came under L Detachment’s control. SIG was a small unit made up of German-speaking Jews, formed and commanded by Captain Herbert Buck MC. They operated in the guise of German soldiers – including wearing German uniforms. Their fate, if captured, was certain death.

Stirling’s concept of small raiding parties continued to be a great success when, on the night of 23 January 1942, the SAS struck at a German oil supply depot in Buerat, west of Sirte. They destroyed 18 enormous fuel transporters, each loaded with 4,000 gallons of fuel. At the same time they attacked the dock facilities and accompanying warehouses, filled with everything from foodstuffs to heavy machinery – all just prior to a major offensive by Rommel.

The Berka main and satellite airfields in Libya were also the targets of L Detachment SAS, on more than one occasion. In March 1942, Captain ‘Paddy’ Mayne mounted an operation involving a number of attacks on Benghazi and the airfields in the area, with the Berka satellite airfield being the objective of a four-man patrol led by Mayne himself. The other members were Corporal Bennett, Corporal Rose and Private Byrne. Travelling with an LRDG patrol via the Siwa Oasis, Mayne and his men reached a mountain (like another mountain in Oman, where the SAS was to win further battle honours in the 1950s) called the Djebel Akhdar. From here, they could observe the area of coastal plain on which Benghazi and the airfields were located. Under the cover of darkness on the following night, they left the wadi in which they had been lying up and made their way down the escarpment to their target. Moving on to the airfield, they placed Lewes bombs on 15 aircraft, a number of fuel dumps and 12 large aerial bombs before withdrawing and making their way during the rest of the night to an RV, where they were collected by the LRDG.

Another raid on the Berka airfields took place on 13 June 1942. This coincided with a raid on the Berka satellite airfield by the RAF, whose bombers arrived overhead as Mayne, Corporal Lilley, Corporal Warburton and Private Storey were moving across the airfield towards some aircraft. There was little they could do but seek what cover there was on the airfield until the raid was over. With the enemy on full alert, Mayne planted some bombs on a fuel dump and withdrew, avoiding the enemy patrols that were already scouring the area, and led his men to the RV with the LRDG. There, he met Major Stirling, who had attacked a nearby aircraft repair base at Benina, and Lieutenant André Zirnheld with a patrol of L Detachment’s Free French troops who had attacked the Berka main airfield, destroying 11 aircraft. The Benina aircraft repair base had been targeted twice before, on each occasion by Stirling, accompanied by Sergeant Johnny Cooper and Sergeant Reg Seekings. On the first two occasions, they found the base deserted, but this time they achieved success. During an RAF bombing raid on Benghazi, they made their way past the sentries and succeeded in placing Lewes bombs on a number of aircraft, some new aircraft engines still in their crates and some machinery. As a coup de grâce, Stirling attacked the enemy guardroom with grenades as he and his men withdrew.

Not content with the results achieved that night, however, Stirling decided to mount a further raid on the area. On the following night, accompanied by Captain Mayne’s patrol, plus a number of other individuals, they drove down the escarpment in a borrowed LRDG vehicle. Having bluffed their way through a German checkpoint, Stirling and his party encountered a number of Italian troops, and although the Italians opened fire, they were unsuccessful in halting the SAS vehicle as it sped past. Shortly afterwards, a number of enemy vehicles were spotted by a petrol filling station and these soon had Lewes bombs planted on them. By now the entire area was alive with enemy troops, and Stirling decided to withdraw. Heading across the desert, successfully avoiding enemy patrols dispatched to intercept them, the SAS succeeded in reaching the Djebel Akhdar. As they reached the top of the wadi, which led up the escarpment, Corporal Bob Lilley noticed that a time pencil fuse attached to one of the remaining Lewes bombs was burning. Thanks to his split-second warning, all the occupants of the vehicle succeeded in baling out just prior to it exploding. Deprived of transport, Stirling and his men had to complete the journey to the RV with the LRDG on foot.

One of the longest surviving members of these raids, Bob Bennett remembers one particular event clearly, even years later. It is of watching fellow troopers ripping open aircraft doors and firing into the planes, killing the men inside before planting their explosives. Finally, reaching the last aircraft, they realised they had run out of bombs. Incensed, one of Bob’s fellow troopers destroyed the cockpit of the aircraft, using only physical force to destroy it totally.

So effective did the unit become, that by the end of the North African campaign, the Regiment had destroyed over 400 grounded Axis planes. Not only did they impress the British high command: the famed German ‘Desert Fox’, Field Marshall Erwin Rommel, even expressed his admiration for the Regiment’s audacity and skill. Hitler, however, wasn’t so happy and ordered that any SAS officer taken prisoner of war (POW) should be interrogated by the notorious Gestapo. He then issued the infamous ‘Commando Order’, which meant any member of the SAS captured was to be executed immediately – and, alas, many were.

Convoys Under Attack

The Luftwaffe’s airfields in Crete became increasingly important for supplying the Afrika Korps as well as for operating photoreconnaissance and attacking Allied convoys. To complete these operations the Luftwaffe used the Ju 52 and Me 323 for transport purposes and the Ju 88 and the Ju 86 for bombing and photographic purposes, as well as the Bf 109 as fighter cover. German airfields around Cyrenaica, along Libya’s eastern coast, were also able to attack British convoys as they attempted to reach Malta. Stirling planned a number of raids against these airfields for the night of 13 June. Most of the targets were in the Benghazi sector, the Derna area, Barce and Heraklion airfield in Crete. Each raiding party consisted of five men and, for the attack on Derna, which was by far the hardest target, Stirling enlisted the help of SIG. The idea was to use the SIG personnel to transport the SAS directly to the Derna airstrips using German vehicles. Unfortunately, one of the anti-German sympathizers attached to SIG betrayed them, and all three teams were lost. Things went better at Benghazi, where the SAS team destroyed 16 aircraft and an additional 30 brand-new aircraft engines. Most of the repair shops and ammunition dumps were also severely damaged.

The raid on Crete comprised a mixed bag of Free French paratroopers who had joined L Detachment SAS at the beginning of 1942, under the command of Bergé. A newcomer to the SAS, Captain George Jellicoe (2nd Earl of Jellicoe) accompanied him along with a Greek guide named Lieutenant Costi. After landing at night by inflatable boat from the Greek Navy submarine Triton, the party marched for two nights over the mountains to the enemy airfield at Heraklion, where some 60 Junkers Ju 88s and a number of Stuka dive-bombers were assembled. The party had some difficulty moving on to the airfield due to the quantity of barbed-wire defences and numerous guards. However, Bergé and his men succeeded in placing Lewes bombs on 21 aircraft, a number of vehicles and a fuel dump before withdrawing. They were unwittingly assisted by an RAF aircraft, which happened to bomb the airfield at the same time, thereby causing confusion that the raiders used to good effect.

After successfully completing their task, the groups spent the next two nights travelling, having been forced to lie up during the day. Bergé’s group was within a few miles of the beach and was due to RV with the submarine on the following night. While Bergé and the three other Frenchmen hid in a cave, Captain Jellicoe and Lieutenant Costi went off to a nearby village to make contact with a Cretan who would signal the submarine to confirm the pickup. Unfortunately, during their absence, some local people accidentally discovered Bergé and his companions and betrayed them to the Germans. As a result, the four Frenchmen found themselves facing three enemy patrols that heavily outnumbered them. Bergé decided to stand and fight, intending to hold out until he and his men could slip away under cover of darkness. Sadly, however, the Frenchmen ran out of ammunition and had no option other than to surrender. He and his men were taken to Heraklion, where they were tortured before being executed. When Captain Jellicoe and Lieutenant Costi returned to the cave, they discovered their companions’ fate. Three days later, accompanied by 20 Cretan refugees, they were taken off the island by the submarine. As a result of the raids, the Germans murdered 50 civilians from the Heraklion area.

Despite the loss of men, overall the raids had been a great accomplishment. In total, 50 aircraft were destroyed by the SAS before Rommel attacked and advanced towards Egypt. As the Germans pushed forward, the SAS continued to mount attacks behind enemy lines. One such raid, on the night of 7 July 1942, led by Major Stirling and Captain Mayne, was a great success. After an overland approach in vehicles, the initial attack on the airfield was carried out by a group of four men under Captain Mayne, while Major Stirling established a roadblock nearby to attack any enemy vehicles. Lewes bombs were placed on a total of 40 aircraft, but because of faulty primers only 20 exploded. A further 14 aircraft were then attacked and destroyed as Stirling’s force raced down the runway in three jeeps, guns blazing. Major Stirling and his men then withdrew without loss. There is no doubt that these raids and the destruction of German aircraft severely hampered Rommel’s advance, allowing Montgomery to prepare his counteroffensive.

Bigamy was the code name given to an SAS raid in September 1942. Montgomery, who had recently become the new commander of the 8th Army, was planning a big offensive for the end of October to start from the Alamein front. However, he had concerns about Rommel’s Afrika Korps still being supplied and strengthened by regular supply convoys arriving at the ports of Tobruk and Benghazi. It became essential to Montgomery’s plan that these ports were put out of action and the supply of equipment either stopped or slowed down. He called on Stirling and L Detachment of the LRDG, along with Commando units and the Special Boat Service (SBS) to raid Benghazi and nearby airfields while a combined force of commandoes and infantry launched a simultaneous seaborne strike against Tobruk. Stirling was against the plan from the start and pointed out that it was against the ethos of the Regiment and why it had been established in the first place. However, he was overruled and the raid went ahead. It was a difficult raid from the start, involving travelling around the edge of the Great Sand Desert. Unfortunately, the raid ended in failure when an Italian roadblock discovered the raiding party and Stirling decided to withdraw to Kufra. Due to a lack of cover during the withdrawal, the Luftwaffe was able to destroy 70 of the raiding parties’ vehicles. (Those that survived the raid eventually formed into the 1st Special Air Service Regiment.)

The Tobruk raid was similarly disastrous. Allied losses included 300 Royal Marines, 160 troopers and 280 sailors. The anti-aircraft cruiser Coventry, the destroyers Sikh and Zulu, two motor launches, four MTBs and several small amphibious craft were also lost. The Royal Marines suffered 81 deaths and the Navy suffered the loss of another 217, who went down together with their ships. And around 576 of the attacking forces were taken prisoner. In comparison, there were only 15 Italians and one German killed, with 43 Italians and seven Germans wounded. The attacks on the airfields of Barce and Benghazi were a little more successful. Led by Lieutenant Jake Easonsmith, 12 LRDG trucks carrying around 30 men each crossed 750 miles of desert, reaching within 20 miles of Barce as planned. The airfield was well defended but there were holes in its defence. The Regiment exploited those weaknesses and managed to destroy 16 aircraft and damage seven more, as well as a supply truck. During their retreat, however, enemy fighters constantly attacked them and managed to destroy 10 of their vehicles. Stirling was furious about the entire operation, especially the staff officers who he referred to as ‘fossilized shit’. Stirling later wrote, ‘It was a sharp lesson which confirmed my previous views on the error of attacking strategical targets on a tactical scale.’

During the battle of El Alamein the following November, Stirling, although not officially required to contribute, was determined to assist in General Montgomery’s advance to Tripoli. He devised a plan which meant that his men would launch a minimum of two raids a week on the stretch of land between El Agheila and Tripoli, concentrating in particular on the roads being used by the retreating Germans and Italians. At the same time, the Allied landings in the French North African colonies (Operation Torch) resulted in the retreat of Axis forces into Tunisia. Although the SAS had been quite successful during the 8th Army’s advance, the Tunisian countryside of scrub-covered hills and cultivated valleys was far less suitable for their operations than Libya’s deserts. The population was also more sympathetic to the Axis and, as a result, the SAS operations did not achieve the success that had been expected.

On 28 September 1942, L Detachment was formally renamed the 1st Special Air Service Regiment. At the same time the SBS came under SAS control, as did the 114 men of the Greek Sacred Squadron. Although Stirling was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel, his independence was diminished as 1 SAS now came under the control of the Director of Military Operations. Shortly afterwards, in January 1943, the success of 1 SAS was temporarily interrupted when Stirling was captured. He and his team had been en route to raid Sousse, and during a brief break had taken shelter in a cave. German troops appeared and started searching the area; as a result, Sterling and one of his men were captured. Stirling managed to escape two days later, but was betrayed by Arabs and recaptured by Italian troops. He spent the rest of the war languishing in Colditz. However, 1 SAS continued to evolve, and at the time of Stirling’s capture it totalled 47 officers and 532 other ranks. By this time David Stirling’s brother, Lieutenant Colonel William Stirling, with the British First Army, had also formed 2 SAS.

Mayne Takes Over

When the North African campaign came to an end in May 1943, there followed a brief period when the SAS’s future was in question. However, the invasion of Sicily meant its skills were in demand once more. With Stirling in Colditz, it fell to ‘Paddy’ Mayne to take over command. By this time the SAS had acquired considerable waterborne skills, and at the end of the North African campaign 1 SAS was renamed Special Raiding Squadron (SRS), while the SBS came under the command of Jellicoe, now promoted to Major. The SBS was assigned to the Aegean and the Adriatic, while the SRS moved into Sicily and Italy.

The Aegean Sea

The Dodecanese Islands in the Aegean Sea were the scene of operations by the SBS commanded by Jellicoe. German forces occupied a number of islands including Crete, Karpathos, Leros, Kos, Simi, Tilos, Astipalaia and several of the smaller ones. Together, these formed part of a defensive perimeter against Allied operations in the Mediterranean.

The SBS established 40 heavily camouflaged anchorages to serve as bases for operations among the Dodecanese Islands. A schooner, the Tewfik, acted as a forward headquarters for the SBS while a fleet of armed caiques, motor launches and other small craft put the men ashore. This small flotilla came under the command of Lieutenant Commander Adrian Seligmann RN, who was employed to ferry the SBS squadrons around the islands. Overall control of raiding operations in the Aegean became the responsibility of Headquarters Raiding Forces, based in Cairo, which was formed in late October 1943 under the command of Colonel (later Brigadier) Douglas Turnbull.

However, the SBS had already seen action in the area. Operation Albumen was carried out on 22 June 1943, when the SBS landed on the south coast of Crete near Cape Kochinoxos. The mission was to destroy enemy aircraft on airfields at Heraklion, Timbaki and Kastelli. These were targeted by patrols led by Lieutenant Kenneth Lamonby, Lieutenant Ronnie Rowe and Lieutenant Anders Lassen respectively. Lamonby found no aircraft but destroyed a large fuel dump, while Rose found his objective deserted.

Lassen’s patrol, despite engaging in a firefight with alert sentries, succeeded in destroying four Stuka aircraft, an armoured vehicle and a fuel dump. Despite being betrayed by a Cretan villager, Lassen and one of his men succeeded in evading capture and returned safely to the squadron’s base, where he met the rest of his patrol.

Attack on Simi

On 7 October 1943, the Germans attacked the island of Simi, which was at that time occupied by a force of 40 members of M Squadron SBS under Major Ian Lapraik. The German attempt to capture it failed, but on the following day Luftwaffe bombers carried out raids during which 20 Greek civilians and two SBS soldiers were killed. One of the bombs landed on Major Lapraik’s headquarters and two men, Guardsman Thomas Bishop and Corporal Sidney Greaves MM, were buried under the rubble. As others fought to rescue them, it became apparent that Private Bishop could not be freed without further debris and rubble falling on Corporal Greaves. The only solution was for Bishop’s foot to be amputated, and to this he very bravely and selflessly agreed.

By the light of a candle, lying on his back and working with only the minimum of instruments an SBS medic, Sergeant Porter Darrell, carried out the operation under the guidance of an RAF medical officer, Flight Lieutenant Leslie Ferris, who could not perform the operation himself as he was suffering from an injured wrist. It took 27 hours, as air raids continued, to free Guardsman Bishop. Unfortunately, however, he died soon afterwards from pain and shock. Sadly, his death was in vain, as on being pulled clear, Corporal Greaves was found to be dead. Simi fell to the Axis, but on 20 November 1943, the SBS returned to the island in the form of a raiding party led by another outstanding officer, Lieutenant Bob Bury. He and his troops faced a German and Italian garrison totalling some 100 men.

Having landed, the SBS advanced into the town of Castello and reached the Governor’s house. Entering the building, Bury came upon the quarters of a light machine gun detachment whose members were swiftly dispatched when he threw a grenade into their room. Immediately afterwards, Sergeant ‘Tanky’ Geary, who had been covering the main entrance to the house, killed eight Germans who appeared outside on the quayside by the building, and Bury shot another before detonating a 25-pound explosive charge in the building next door, which demolished it and also part of the Governor’s house. Having planted a booby trap in the street, which was set off soon afterwards by the enemy, Bury and his men withdrew.

Lieutenant Bury returned to Simi on the night of 13 July 1944 as a member of a combined force of some 220 men of M Squadron SBS together with the Greek Sacred Squadron. The force landed on the island unobserved by the enemy. At dawn on the following day, the castle on Simi was subjected to heavy fire by machine guns and mortars. Bury’s patrol was part of a force which attacked enemy positions in a monastery, eventually forcing their occupants along a promontory at one end of the island, where they were subsequently persuaded to surrender.

In late October that year, Bury was given the task of carrying out a boat reconnaissance along the coastline of the island of Spetsia. Approaching a bay occupied by royalist partisans who were expecting an attack by communist ELAS guerrillas, his boat was fired on. The partisans had mistaken Bury’s boat for the ELAS unit and their fire hit the helmsman. Recognizing that the vessel was not under fire from German weapons, Lieutenant Bury leaped up to take over the tiller and steered the vessel nearer to the shore in an attempt to land, while at the same time trying to make his identity known to the partisans. In doing so, however, he was fatally wounded and died shortly afterwards. His men and the partisans buried him on Spetsia the following day.

The SRS in Italy

While the SBS was in action in the Aegean, the SRS involved itself in the Italian campaign, starting with an assault on a coastal battery at Cape Murro di Porco, south of Syracuse in Sicily, on 12 July 1943. It was taken easily, and the SRS was immediately given the job of seizing the town of Augusta, which was achieved with minimal casualties. In September the SRS was ordered to capture the port of Bagnara in order to cut German communications and ease the advance of Montgomery’s ground forces from Reggio, and its next job was to capture Termoli, which was achieved on 3 October. The Germans launched a heavy counter-attack two days later. The SRS took heavy casualties, but with reinforcements from 2 SAS (the first time the two regiments had fought side by side), together they succeeded in holding the town. Termoli was to be the last operation carried out by the SRS: in December the unit was shipped to Scotland for reorganization.

Commanded by Bill Stirling, 2 SAS had been more involved in the Italian campaign. The unit had taken part in a series of submarine-delivered reconnaissances of Mediterranean islands in May 1943, and during the invasion of Sicily took part in two operations: Narcissus and Chestnut.

On 10 July 1943, 40 men from A Squadron carried out Narcissus. They landed from the Royal Scotsman vessel on the south-east coast of Sicily to assault a lighthouse, where it was suspected that enemy artillery pieces were being stored. On reaching the lighthouse, they found it to be deserted and so returned to the ship, which was lying offshore, having achieved their objective without any loss of life.

Operation Chestnut was designed to support Operation Husky, the Allied invasion of Sicily on 9 July 1943. The mission became a memorable example of good planning and logistical support, emphasizing how essential these are for successful military operations. The original plan was to land two parties of 2 SAS by submarine in northern Sicily to destroy enemy communications. Captain Pinckney led the ‘Pink’ Party, and it had the task of severing roads and telephone lines along the north-east coast of the island. In addition, it was ordered to destroy the Catania-Messina railway line. By contrast, ‘Brig’ Party, under the leadership of Captain Bridgeman-Evans, was detailed to attack hostile convoys and the enemy headquarters near Enna.

However, on 17 June, the 15th Army Group postponed the operation until the day before the main Allied invasion of Sicily, which was expected to take place on 11 July. On 20 June the SAS operation was cancelled altogether, but was then resurrected on 6 July, and on the night of July 12 the two parties landed by parachute.

Almost immediately, both encountered serious difficulties. The majority of ‘Pink’ Party’s equipment and radios were damaged on landing, and the men were scattered over a wide area. ‘Brig’ Party was dropped too close to urban areas, which unintentionally alerted the enemy.

Bridgeman-Evans was captured but later managed to escape. On 13 July a night-time reinforcement drop was planned, but the damaged radios meant that the aircraft were unable to contact either party, and consequently no men were dropped. No further forces were committed to the operation. On the ground, neither party achieved anything worthwhile. The only positive result of Operation Chestnut was that most of the SAS soldiers successfully returned to Allied lines. This was 2 SAS’s first parachute drop and the poor preparation resulted in a badly executed drop with many of the troops being widely dispersed. The official report on the operation stated: ‘The value of damage and disorganization inflicted on the enemy was not proportionate to the number of men, amount of equipment and planes used. It provided valuable experience for future operations and pointed out the pitfalls which are inevitable in any operation which is the first of its kind.’

On 7 September 1943, two seven-man teams from 2 SAS were dropped into the Spezia/Genoa area of north-west Italy, led by Captain Pinckney and Captain Dudgeon, respectively. Their task was to sever the railway lines transporting German reinforcements and supplies to the front. Splitting into two smaller groups, the SAS succeeded in derailing several trains and blowing up large sections of track. Nevertheless, they did encounter some misfortune. The poor weather conditions and unhealthy diet caused several of the men to fall ill; in addition, the teams lost one of their commanding officers, Captain Dudgeon, who was captured and shot by the Germans. Due to their ill health, the return to Allied lines was extremely fragmented: some men returned after operating for 54 days, others after 73 days, while Sergeant ‘Tanky’ Challen spent seven months behind enemy lines, including a stay in an enemy hospital.

Despite these problems, this operation is a classic example of a Second World War SAS mission, demonstrating how small groups of men could inflict severe damage on the enemy while remaining at large behind the lines for long periods.

Disaster – Operation Jonquil

Operation Jonquil, the next raid, proved to be one of the most disastrous SAS missions in the Second World War. The idea was sound enough: send just over 60 members of both the SAS and 8th Army Airborne to round up large numbers of Allied prisoners of war who were wandering around the Italian countryside after Italy’s surrender. Operation Begonia was to be the airborne element, while Operation Jonquil was to be the amphibious landing of the operation. The airborne element began on 2 October and the seaborne landings took place between 4 and 6 October. The seaborne plan involved four parties from B Squadron, 2 SAS, landing between Ancona and Pescara on Italy’s Adriatic coast to act as guides for the POWs. However, there were failures with the planning. It was difficult to find identifiable places to land and the weather wasn’t good, making navigation difficult. Fishing vessels were assembled as transport, but a German attack at Termoli on 5 October meant they had to be moved back to Barn (the Germans had also impounded a number of fishing vessels). For their part, the POWs made it to the beaches, but due to lack of communication they arrived to find no boats, or otherwise the boats arrived and there were no prisoners. Ironically, the bad planning probably saved the mission and many lives, as the Germans were well aware of the mission right down to the fine details, including landing zones and objectives. Although hundreds of POWs were eventually rescued, the SAS only managed to claim 50 of them. This was mainly due to a lack of radio communication, which proved a problem throughout the war. Although many see the operation as a failure, this raid did divert German troops away from the main fighting to guard their lines, weakening their resistance. The SAS returned to the area, this time to attack the railway line between Ancona and Giulianova. In November, led by Major Roy Farran, a small force of 16 men split into four patrols and embarked in an Italian motor torpedo boat (MTB) commanded by a Royal Navy officer. Despite the presence of an enemy U-boat charging its batteries on the surface, Farran and his men disembarked from the MTB in pitch darkness at the mouth of the river Tronto, some 35 miles north of Pescara, and paddled ashore in rubber boats. The four-man patrols, commanded respectively by Major Farran, Captain Grant Hibbert, Sergeant Rawes and Sergeant Seddon, marched until dawn before lying up for the rest of the day. On the following evening, a reconnaissance of the railway line, which lay about 500 yards away, was carried out. During the night, three of the patrols reached a predetermined RV, but there was no sign of Sergeant Rawes and his men. Major Farran decided to postpone the attack because of the appalling weather and the three patrols dispersed once more.
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