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  Foreword




  Lt. Col. E. H. M. Unwin, Royal Marines




  My memories of Operation Agreement are not exactly happy ones. What was supposed to have been a night operation had, because of circumstances, to be conducted during daylight. When the destroyer Sikh was sunk, I spent twelve hours in the water before being taken by the Germans, who had to protect us from the enraged Italians. I then spent three and a half grim years as a POW. It seemed to me that plans for our operation were already in the hands of the Axis because during my interrogation the Germans asked me why my force had arrived late!




  I was what was known as a “blue” Marine—that is to say, when I joined the Corps, it was as a Royal Marine Artillery officer as distinct from the Royal Marine Light Infantry, the “red” Marines. It was not until the economies in the aftermath of World War I that the two were combined as simply Royal Marines. In any event I first saw service aboard the monitor Lord Clive, and I fired the first salvoes from two 12-inch guns in the twin turret. Later, I went out to the Middle East in another monitor and served at the bombardment of Gaza during the Palestine campaign bombarding the Turkish army ashore.




  I witnessed my second war in the same area, the Greek-Turkish Anatolian conflict, this time from the decks of the battleship Marlborough, including the burning of Smyrna in September 1922. Operation Agreement seemed to me to be yet another British battle planned from Shepherd’s Hotel in Cairo!




  When I first took command of the 11th Battalion, they were at Arborfield in Berkshire awaiting embarkation for the Middle East. We went to Portsmouth and sailed from there for the Mediterranean. Half the unit was lost at Crete but we never got there. Instead, after a stay in Egypt, we did a lot of training in Lebanon prior to the actual operation. I remember the dummy run for the landing, which took place on a small islet off Cyprus. Coming in from the sea, things went amiss, and I ended up being shot at by our own forces. Nobody had told the local defense and they started banging off at us! This certainly gave me a taste of what we were in for. Unfortunately there proved no time for further practice to take place so there was no opportunity to test the real landing barges we were to use; they were still being built.




  I can remember a Scottish officer approaching me at Cairo and asking me to take him on the operation as he was an expert folboatist and was just what I needed to make the operation a success. He was grandly attired in full kilt and so on, but I recalled the old Royal Marine saying that the two worst things to take in a boat were an umbrella and a naval officer, so I declined his services! On the other hand I lost my driver in the landing, a splendid fellow. A short time before we sailed, he asked if he could come with us. I told him there was no need for him to do so but he particularly wanted to come, so he did and never returned.




  The plan was to hold the docks at Tobruk for twenty-four hours, but we felt we were expected to win the war that night! We had only small arms of course, but we could have done a great deal. We had a battalion of Marines and a battalion of soldiers, SAS, and people like that, who had a splendid chap commanding them called Haselden. He was killed in action that night.




  I know we had bad luck but I think we would have got away with the bad luck if the enemy had not been alerted before we landed. I remember saying to the RAF at the Cairo briefings, “If you want to help me with your bombing then kill all the Germans; but if you want to give me the most help of all then stay in your perishing beds and don’t make a sound!” But they didn’t, so the Germans were all up and dressed and ready for us when we arrived.




  The guns that actually sank Sikh were the German 88s. Their shells went through her hull like butter. We were picked up by searchlights long before we hit the beach. I had to deciside then whether to go in with the landing or withdraw. We decided to go on.




  I was something of a yachtsman, and in my opinion the landing craft that were constructed for our use in this operation were a disgrace, badly designed and poorly built. They did not stand up to the conditions of sea and weather that night and contributed much to our failure to get all the Royal Marines ashore. I don’t recall the swell being particularly heavy however; at any rate it was not so great as to put me off. They did not have hinged bow ramps like later landing craft; we were just supposed to clamber over the side.




  We hit the shore in daylight, another time when I thought about cancelling the operation but it was rather too late by then. It had been planned as a night operation. And on top of that we found we had been landed in the wrong place. They talk about cliffs but they were only small cliffs, rocky but not very high.




  I had managed to get a set of long khaki trousers for all the men on that night instead of our more normal shorts. They were warmer at night and you didn’t get bitten by mosquitoes, scorpions and the like, but I lost most of my clothes before I was picked up.




  We didn’t see much of the Italians during the battle but afterwards they went through my pockets and stole everything that I had. The Germans were very correct—absurdly so, really. And in fact we were eventually moved by the Germans from the Italians and driven into a German prison camp. Eventually, I walked the length of Italy and up into Germany, from camp to camp. The food was very poor but considering that we were doing everything we could to stop food getting through, that is not surprising and I don’t blame them for it. But in some ways they were daft people; we couldn’t understand how they acted with blind obedience. Once, the POWs were playing volleyball, and one of the prisoners strayed over the single ankle-high warning wire strand inside the main perimeter. The guard shot at him, missed, then quite deliberately reloaded, took aim, and shot the man dead for this simple offense—just because their orders were to stop anyone from crossing this line. Most of the army people were fine, but they were all scared stiff of the SS, of course.




  By the last days of the war things changed abruptly, and all our personal belongings were suddenly returned to us, including my fountain pen which had been “lost” some considerable time before!




  It all seems a very long time ago now, but many of my splendid battalion fought like lions that night. Their memory fully deserves preserving for posterity. Peter Smith’s book does that very well indeed.




  Acknowledgments




  The completion of a book of this nature owes much to the kindness of former participants in the battle who were generous enough to share their recollections and memoirs of that fateful night with me. Their kindness in allowing me to use their stories to illuminate my researches into half-forgotten documents makes the story of Operation Agreement complete and shows how the human spirit can overcome even the darkest despair and the deepest tragedies. For their help and graciousness I would therefore like to offer sincere thanks to the following. (Their connections with the night of September 13–14, 1942, are given in parentheses after their names for convenience only.)




  The late Hans-Otto Behrendt (Afrika Korps Intelligence Officer); Major Con Mahoney (Royal Marines); J. J. Fallon (Royal Marines); W. Fraser (Long Range Desert Group); E. A. Graham (Army Film Unit); Ronald Hill (Long Range Desert Group); D. Hutchins (Long Range Desert Group); F. Gordon Harrison (Long Range Desert Group); Jim Patch (Long Range Desert Group and Secretary of the LRDG Association); Leslie Stevenson (HMS Coventry); Rev Donald L. Peyton Jones (HMS Coventry); Claude Nice (HMS Coventry); Fred Foyle (HMS Zulu); W. Wright (HMS Sikh); Nigel West (author on British Intelligence); “Tug” Wilson (HMS Sikh); George W. Bauress (HMS Sikh); Gerd Stamp (Pilot, 1st Training and Demonstration Wing); and F. McCall, for making available the contemporary notes of Lieutenant-Commander A. H. L. Harvey, DSC (HMS Croome).




  I would also like to thank the following historians and organizations for their help in tracking down obscure sources and thin leads and helping me discover rare details before they vanished for ever. My old friend Edwin R. Walker, as always a mine of information and wisdom; the ever helpful and willing staff of Bedford Central Library, exceptional and outstanding in their cooperation; Colonel Arnaldo Ceccato, Stato Maggiore Dell’Aeronautica, Ufficio Storico, Rome, for Italian War Diaries; M. McAloon, Naval Historical Section, MOD; Herr Baldes and Herr Meyer of the Bundesarchiv-Militarachiv at Aachen and Freiburg, for German war diaries, maps, and documents; and H. Dodsworth of the Sikh Survivors’ Group.




  CHAPTER 1




  Giving Up Tobruk




  Fortress Tobruk! How different the name of any town becomes given the emotive prefix “Fortress,” deserved or not. Down through the long history of warfare, sieges and impregnable strong holds have been the very essence of battle and bloody conflict. From Troy to Stalingrad, from grand custom-built warrior-towns like Sebastopol to strange and unheard-of little smudges on obscure maps, such as Kut, Mafeking, and, for the British population in the Second World War, a small, drab little port in the desert-girded Italian colony of Cyrenaica: Tobruk.




  The bombastic and vainglorious Benito Mussolini, Duce of the unwarlike Italian nation and leader of its dictatorship, finally had to make good his years of boasting and bragging and declared that his country was at war with Great Britain. He did this, certain in his own mind that Italy would not have to fight very hard. The time was June 1940, and Britain seemed to be already on her knees. Italy’s Axis partner, Adolf Hitler, had in a few short years forged the German nation into a military machine of unprecedented power and strength. Using a combination of the natural German flair for warfare, a good industrial base, and the super-nationalistic fervor of the nation whipped up by relentless propaganda, the Nazi armies had also relied on fresh ideas and innovation to overcome each of its enemies. It did this by conducting lightning-fast blitzkrieg campaigns that lasted weeks instead of years and brought proud old nations crashing to their knees in surrender almost before they realized they were at war.




  Mobility was the key to these early German victories; the combination of tanks and dive bombers gave their armies hitherto unimagined versatility in which the ability to stun and numb the opposition played as large a part as the ability both to outmaneuverand then develop their slow-moving or static defenses. Thus, they quickly defeated Poland, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France and drove the British into the sea.




  In such fluid warfare, sieges appeared to be a thing of the past, but the English Channel proved too wide for the panzers and Stukas to bridge in one quick movement, and so the siege of England began with U-boats and long-range bombers. Initially, however, in the crash and wreck of a continent, it was not expected that such a long war would be required. Britain, witnessing the ruthless efficiency of the German armed forces and the destruction of all her allies, was expected to sue for peace while she was still able.




  Invasion, thought Hitler, was both unnecessary and, for him, distasteful. The whole conquest of Western Europe was but a prelude, a necessary chore, to his main and burning ambition, the destruction of the Soviet Union. He freely admitted that he had no wish to smash the British Empire as long as he had a free hand in the East. But to his brittle fellow dictator in the south, who had seen his own pale star totally eclipsed by the German upstart, the imminent defeat of Britain seemed to give him a fleeting opportunity to grab his share of the world stage and further his own cause of Mediterranean expansion by hitting Britain while she was down. Mussolini reckoned without two things: the will of the new British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, and the Royal Navy. Mussolini quickly found that he was blocked by one and thwarted, and then frequently humiliated, by the other.




  At sea in the Mediterranean, Italy’s larger fleet was put to flight so frequently by small British naval squadrons operating from the two extremities of Gibraltar and Alexandria in Egypt that it became almost a laughing stock. On land, the Duce’s grand advance from Libya into Egypt was turned into a rout, with tens of thousands of Italian prisoners and very few Italian dead, as his much-vaunted legions raised their hands and voted with their feet. It was not until the Germans took a grip early in 1941, with the arrival of the Luftwaffe in Sicily and a small mobile force under a dynamic and ambitious young general, Erwin Rommel, that things changed. At sea, the Stuka dive bombers did in a few days what the whole Italian fleet had failed to do in six months—close the Sicilian channel to heavy warships and make each supply convoy to the only centrallyplaced British base, Malta, a hazardous business. On land, the blitzkrieg tactics in miniature were applied by one of its masters with a rare and wily skill and proved just as efficient. Thus, it was the British army’s turn to be bundled out and along the North African coast.




  Logistics now dominated the war in Libya for the next eighteen months. Could the Axis land forces, who were poised to make the final spring to the Suez Canal and Cairo, be supplied across the narrow central Mediterranean sea routes faster than the numerically superior British forces using the long sea routes via the Cape of Good Hope? Each side built up its forces to a level that its commander felt might prove decisive and then attacked; meanwhile, its opponent husbanded its strength between battles and prepared to make a counterstrike. Thus, a “ding-dong” struggle raged constantly up and down the coastal strip. When the Germans went through the Balkans with the same speed and efficiency that they had moved through France, their northern flank was secured with the conquest of Yugoslavia, Greece, and Crete. The Aegean islands were already Italian. The British retained only their toeholds in Egypt and Malta.




  Thus, mobile warfare took on a new meaning, for the desert was a strictly neutral and very harsh environment across which the two armies fought and circled and sparred and frequently clashed. Away from the coastal zone and the solitary roadway—the grandly named Via Balboa, which ran the length of Italian Libya—the interior was stark desert and rock with great sand seas that were impassable to most vehicles and formed great barriers for armies. Only small clandestine units could pass hidden through it from oasis to oasis on secret missions against the enemy’s rear areas.




  Hemmed in by the Mediterranean to the north and the sand seas to the south, the options available to the contesting armies were limited. He who held the most supply ports could build up stocks of vital fuel, food, water, and ammunition at a greater rate than his opponent. Therefore, the control of these previously unremarkable and almost unknown harbors became the crucial linch-pin of the land campaigns. Malta was the thorn in the side of the Axis, and strikes by submarines, Royal Navy and Royal Air Force torpedo bombers, and, from time to time, naval surfacestriking forces kept up a constant cull of the vital mercantile oil tankers that kept Rommel’s tanks mobile.




  The Germans and Italians had two choices here: they could try to keep Malta subdued by constant bombing, or they could invade and put an end to its intervention once and for all. The trouble was that with over 90 percent of the German army and most of the Luftwaffe busy in Russia, little could be spared to do either chore efficiently. For Britain, the North African war was the main battlefront in its limited role in the war. For Hitler and his legions, it was but an irritating sideshow of little significance, except to keep bumbling Italy in the war. For Mussolini, it was the final front from which he might yet salvage some vestige of his shattered pride, because the rest of his African empire had already fallen. The difference in each nation’s attitude should be realized when assessing the desert struggle.




  When the Luftwaffe was switched from the Eastern Front to Malta, it quickly subdued that island, although it never vanquished it totally, but when the Stukas returned to the Crimea and the Volga fronts, fresh British convoys fought their way through, fresh fighter aircraft were flown in, and Malta revived. The plans for the parachute landing to occupy the island—Operation Hercules—were discussed, abandoned, dusted down, abandoned again and again, and ultimately never took place.




  During the long period of German ascendancy in North Africa, however, one port held out, although it had been surrounded by the sweep of the Axis advance. This was Tobruk. It dug itself in behind barbed wire, trenches, and minefields, and it was supplied by sea for many long months. As it was the only land battle the British were engaged in, it was a natural focal point for the British people—and also for the Australians, whose soldiers contributed the major part of the defense—to identify with. Tobruk quickly became first a newspaper lead story and then a legend. The longer it held out, the greater the legend grew.




  Winston Churchill had an almost mystic faith in fortresses, even when they were not fortresses in the accepted sense of the word, and he was always urging commanders to stand firm and fight to the last man to defend towns or areas that were largely indefensible. In this mania, he was almost identical in thought, word, and deed to his opposite number in Berlin. Churchill’s obsession with “Fortress” Singapore led to the greatest disaster to British arms in the whole war, while Hitler’s similarly myopic view of the need to take Stalingrad had an equally traumatic effect on Germany’s war.




  Thus, the volatile British Prime Minister became identified with Tobruk’s heroic defense. When it was finally relieved after 242 days, there was great rejoicing. (The British tradition for such events is a long one going back through Ladysmith in the Boer War, Kabul and Kandahar on the Northwest Frontier, and even more remote sieges.) Rommel renewed his offensive in the spring of 1942, once again outthinking and outfighting his numerically superior opponent and sending the Eighth Army streaming back down the coast road toward the frontier.




  In Whitehall, it was confidently expected that the British garrison at Tobruk would once more retreat into itself, batten down the hatches, and again carry on against the odds until the tide turned. It was all the more of a shock, to both nation and indignant Prime Minister, when this “invincible” fortress fell to a combined Stukapanzer thrust of the old type in a matter of a few short days. Having just survived a motion of censure in the House of Commons on his government’s conduct (or misconduct) of the war, Churchill was in no mood to passively accept the easy surrender of yet another token of British pride. His obvious anguish and anger came through, both at the time and later in his memoirs. On June 14, he had tele-graphed Gen. Sir Claude Auchinleck, then British commander in chief in the Middle East: “Presume there is no question in any case of giving up Tobruk.”




  The general’s response was not to Churchill’s liking, since it was merely a general assurance that although he had no intention of allowing the Eighth Army to become besieged, he was not surrendering Tobruk. Churchill wanted a firmer commitment than that, and on June 15, he sent another cable: “War Cabinet interpret your telegram to mean that, if the need arises, General Ritchie would have as many troops in Tobruk as are necessary to hold the place for certain.”




  When, on June 20, Rommel’s attack went in from the east and the fortress fell while its 50,000-man garrison surrendered, Churchill was bitterly dismayed. He described the surrender in his memoirs as a “shattering and grievous loss.”




  [image: The prize: Tobruk seen from the air. A dirty little desert port had suddenly become the most important port in the whole Mediterranean for two warring armies.]




  Once the fortress so dear to his heart had been lost, he was full of resolve to somehow get it back or, failing that, to ensure that the Axis had no use and no joy of it. Neither the German and Italian defenders nor the Allied commanders back at Cairo were to get any peace on the issue until such a blow had been struck.




  [image: image]




  The Axis themselves knew full well what a prize the port was to their cause. For a start, they captured huge stocks of Allied stores completely intact, “supplies for 30,000 men for three months,” which were worth several convoys to their armies. German general Siegfried Westphal, chief of staff of German armies in the West, was frank about such an unexpected windfall: “Without this booty, adequate rations and clothing for the armored divisions would not have been possible in the coming months. Stores arriving by seahad only on one occasion—in April 1942—been enough to supply the army for one month.”




  As well as stores, the Germans also took possession—despite Churchill’s claims that all stocks had been destroyed—of more than 2 million gallons of gasoline, which was the very lifeblood of a highly mechanized army like Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps. Hitler, too, realized the immense importance that the possession of Tobruk had in bringing the Axis advance in North Africa to a swift and successful conclusion. He wrote to Mussolini, “In Tobruk, the port installations are almost intact. You now possess, Duce, an auxiliary base whose significance is all the greater because the English themselves have built from there a railway leading almost into Egypt.”




  Mussolini needed no convincing. He had already ordered that a suitable white horse be found to enable him to take the victory salute in Cairo. So Operation Hercules was cancelled, and Rommel rushed on to cross the Egyptian frontier on June 24. Three days later, he smashed the next British defense line at Mersa Matruh. The British now high-tailed it back to the El Alamein position, only forty miles from Alexandria itself. This was the final sticking point. Cairo, the Suez Canal, and indeed the whole British position in the Middle East now rested on this final line.




  At the end of his strength, Rommel dashed himself in vain against this last obstacle, and in abortive counterattacks on July 18 and 26, the British reeled back in the failure to reverse the position. The British, as did Rommel, prepared for another final blow. Rommel’s final effort came a month later, resulting in the bloody battle of Alam el Halfa; this gamble also failed. Both sides had poured in reinforcements at an unprecedented rate in readiness for their respective offensives. It was a race that the British, with the vast powerhouse of American industry behind them, were to win hands-down. In addition, there came the penalties for failure, and this period also saw the appointment of a new overall army commander: Gen. Harold Alexander took over from Auchinleck on August 15. Two days earlier, a new commander of the Eighth Army was appointed, Gen. Bernard Law Montgomery.




  It can be said that the desperate days between the fall of Tobruk and the first battle of El Alamein—when Rommel’s last-gasp rushwas held between July 1 and 5—marked the absolute nadir of the British position in North Africa and the Middle East. And not only on land: at sea, Adm. Sir Henry Harwood, the naval commander in chief who had taken over from the ever-victorious Adm. Andrew Cunningham, had seen his fleet decimated in a series of disastrous attempts to relieve Malta. Operation Vigorous in June had been a ghastly failure. The ships had been forced to turn back after days of heavy bombing when the Italian fleet sailed to interpose itself between the convoy and Malta. This was owing to the fact that the Royal Navy had no battleships left on the station to contest matters. If they had ships, the Italians would not have been so bold. Nor did Harwood have any aircraft carriers to help redress the loss of heavy ships while the Royal Air Force’s striking forces proved ineffective in deterring the enemy fleet. Whether beyond his control or not, Har-wood’s failures were blamed on him, and Churchill’s earlier championship of him had by now turned sour. Meanwhile, at sea, the need to strike decisive blows to negate the Axis buildup became the predominant issue for the remnants of the Mediterranean Fleet, which had by now been reduced to a few cruisers and two under-strength destroyer flotillas.




  Not surprisingly, then, a string of prodding signals began to emanate from the Admiralty; they were signed by the First Sea Lord but, as all knew, were instigated by Churchill himself. They urged “action this day” in a series of wild and desperate measures to be taken both to sever the enemy convoy routes—even though there was no prospect of Allied air cover for the ships involved—and to block the Axis ports of disembarkation, Tripoli, Benghazi, Derna, and, closest to the front line, Tobruk.




  The blocking of the enemy ports had always been a favorite idea with Churchill and his advisors, although not with the Royal Navy, either in Whitehall or Alexandria. This theme had constantly raised its head in the past and continued to fascinate the Prime Minister, who was eager for a spectacular operation. He was quite prepared to sacrifice both ships and crews if he felt the result was worthwhile, and to his mind, the blocking of Benghazi or Tripoli was worth one of Britain’s few battleships.




  When Adm. Andrew Cunningham had been commander in chief of the Mediterranean Fleet in 1940 and 1941, he had stoutlyresisted such schemes, and this had not earned him any points with Churchill, despite his outstanding leadership and a string of positive victories at sea. Thus, on April 15, 1941, Cunningham received a long message from the Admiralty telling him that “drastic measures” were necessary and that it was vital that Axis communications with North Africa be disrupted for a considerable period. Therefore, Cunningham was told that “an attempt must be made to carry out a combined blocking and bombardment, the latter being carried out by the blocking ships at point-blank range.” He was told that the sacrificial lambs were to the Barham, one of his only three battleships, and an old 6-inch light cruiser, Caledon. The message concluded: “Rather than damage several ships in a bombardment of doubtful value, the deliberate sacrifice of a ship to achieve something really worthwhile is considered preferable, although doubtless you will regret this use of Barham.” The whole thing, said Cunningham in his memoirs, was “apparently dictated by somebody who appeared to know little of Tripoli, or to have any true realization of our circumstances in the Mediterranean.”




  Cunningham fought this mad scheme from first to last, pointing out the hazards—the loss of a first-class fighting ship, the boost this would give to Italian morale, the possible loss of over 1,000 highly skilled officers and men, the unlikelihood of achieving a complete block, the difficulties of even approaching and positioning such a force through the shallow waters of the harbor, the mine-fields, and the continual air attacks from nearby airfields. His efforts were in vain. On April 27, after a successful bombardment of the port by the whole Mediterranean Fleet, the Prime Minister himself directly intervened and wrote a personal letter to Cunningham haranguing him on his duty and responsibilities. Cunningham sensibly ignored it.




  But the concept of hopeless sacrifice did not die in Whitehall. With the British retreat in the summer of 1942, it was hauled out again and resulted, on July 21, in Harwood receiving the following signal from Admiral Sir Dudley Pound. It had originated at 2:09 A.M., indicating Churchill’s likely presence behind it. “Have you considered sending one destroyer to shoot up anything in Tobruk Harbor with HE [high explosives] at dawn when it is known that a convoy has just arrived there? Admittedly, this is adesperate measure but the destruction of a convoy at the present time would in my opinion justify the possible loss of a destroyer.”




  This message is even more incredible in view of what had happened to a British destroyer flotilla a scant two months earlier in an abortive attempt to intercept the Axis convoys in May. This had turned out badly, with the destruction of the destroyers Jackal, Kipling, and Lively, which had been caught and quickly sunk in the eastern basin by the Junkers Ju88 bombers of the German 1st Training and Demonstration Wing based in Crete during a futile and pointless attempt to attack a convoy that did not exist. Everyone felt bad about this waste of valuable modern destroyers and their crews, especially Ad. Dudley Pound, but the lesson was seemingly not really digested, nor did it ultimately stop the sacrifice of two more such vessels plus a cruiser, which were to be thrown away in the same manner just to show that something, however useless, was being done.




  The hysteria was by no means confined to London. In Cairo, a similar nervous expectancy prevailed at this time, for to many, it was only a matter of time before Afrika Korps tanks were expected in the city streets. Fitzroy Maclean gave the picture as he saw it: “In Cairo the staff at GHQ [General Headquarters] Middle East were burning their files, and the Italian colony were getting out their black shirts and Fascist badges in preparation for Mussolini’s triumphant entry.”




  It was with the background of Ash Wednesday and the prevalent mood of near panic that Operation Agreement first began to take shape.
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  The initial roots of the scheme are claimed to have originated with Capt. David Stirling, leader of the small nucleus of what was to grow into that renowned fighting force, the Special Air Service (SAS). At that time, it consisted of half a dozen officers and twenty other ranks, mainly from the disbanded 62 Commando and the Small Scale Raiding Force; it was known as L Detachment. All the men were parachute-trained, but in fact, they only ever made one airborne attack. Normally, they utilized specially modified jeeps, heavily armed with Browning machine guns, Lewis guns, or Vickers K-guns. Stirling himself believed that small bands of dedicated men operating behind enemy lines could achieve much more than larger parties. Thus, despite their small numbers and independent working, they were a completely professional unit, as Stirling himself later made plain in a postwar newsletter to those who served under him:




  

    When I gained permission to raise the SAS Unit, I was determined that we would be the best trained, smartest, and most highly disciplined soldiers in the army. I insisted on this, and as the unit began, so has the regiment continued. Far from being café gangsters, the men of the SAS exercised high standards of security realizing that their lives depended upon their keeping their own counsel.




    He added:




    The desert SAS was not a collection of amateurs on “safari,” out of sight of the orthodox army; every hour spent in action was preceded by careful preparations. Each man had to be highly trained in many trades and skills, and there was no place for any but individuals of high potential. There was not the time to spend months in training men to the right point of efficiency and competence as is possible with the peacetime regular army. We had to make our initiating course exceedingly tough to eliminate all but the very best material. If a man survived our full training, he was good and right for the purpose. By these same means, we exerted the very highest standards of discipline, of smartness, and of unit pride.


  




  According to one version, given by Virginia Cowles in her history of the regiment, the whole concept of Operation Agreement (which she, like the majority of other postwar writers, mistakenly calls Operation Daffodil) started with David Stirling. In July, he had suggested taking a small party into Benghazi to destroy shipping, on the same lines as his previous three attempts. As an addedincentive, he had proposed that a small naval unit should accompany him and try to block the mouth of the harbor with a sunken ship. This last suggestion apparently had taken a firm hold with Churchill and a few others, and now the scheme had swollen beyond recognition.




  [image: The victor: Rommel—unpredictable, dynamic, headstrong. He outthought and outfought superior numbers of British troops, and the fall of Tobruk in June 1942 marked the nadir of British fortune in the war.]




  As we have seen, the concept of blocking Axis ports had “fired the imagination” of more senior persons than the Cairo staff officers and for a much longer period than David Stirling’s scheme. However, his idea may well have reintroduced the concept at the local level and may thus have been the essential kernel from which all else stemmed, as Cowles suggests. Be that as it may, Stirling himself was quite perturbed by the scheme as rehashed and represented to him later.




  Fitzroy Maclean relates how much enthusiasm there was at general headquarters for a raid on Benghazi. Much of the enthusiasm had been generated by Col. John E. Haselden, whom Cowles described as “an Arab expert who for some time had been acting as a British agent behind the enemy lines.”




  In fact, John Haselden was the Egyptian-born son of mixed English-Greek parentage. He became a British intelligence officer, and as a captain, he had guided in the special raiding force, commanded by Lt. Col. R. E. Laycock, which had landed by submarine off Hanna in November 1941 in an abortive attempt to kill Rommel at what was mistakenly thought to be his headquarters at Beda Littoria. The failure of this raid had not dampened Haselden’s enthusiasm for behind-the-lines attacks. He had gathered around him a small troop of specialists with particular skills: Capt. Herbert Bray, a fluent German speaker and former Oxford University man; Lt. David Lanark, who was reputed to have been fluent in six German dialects; shadowy characters recruited from Palestine; former German nationals; and anti-Nazis—all of whom formed the Special Identification Group (SIG).




  Lt. Col. Vladimir Peniakoff—known as “Popski”—was a Cambridge man of Russian parentage, though he was born in Belgium. Multilingual and a resident sugar manufacturer in Egypt, he had many contacts in the Arab world and was commissioned into the Libyan Arab Force, in which he had a roving commission in the great wastes behind the fronts. He recorded his impression of the scheming and planning going on at this time at G (Plans) and M04 Rooms, Middle Eastern general headquarters, thus: “My sense of propriety was shocked at the light-hearted manner in which the problems were tackled: 10 percent planning, 90 percent wishful thinking.”




  The organization that Peniakoff was enthusiastic about was the Long Range Desert Group. This had its origins in the reconnaissance work done by armored-car patrols during the First World War when vast areas of the desert were explored and mapped properly for the first time. This work was forgotten between the wars, but small parties of army and political officers based in Egypt who undertook their own surveys largely at their own initiative and expense renewed some of the old skills. When war with Italy broke out, one of these officers, Ralph Bagnold, was serving at headquarters in Cairo and volunteered his services and those of his former companions, William B. Kennedy Shaw of the Palestine Civil Service, Pat Clayton of the Egyptian Survey Department, Teddy Mitford from the Royal Tank Regiment, and Guy Prendergast. Theenlightened commander of 7th Armored Division, Gen. Percy Hobart, backed him, and he became the first leader of this group.




  These officers recruited men from the New Zealand Division and commandeered ten 30-hundredweight trucks from the Chevrolet Company in Alexandria and completed them to their own specifications. Then they formed three patrols, each with two officers and twenty-five NCOs and men. They had to be versatile to survive in the desert, and the ability to navigate was as important as the skill to drive and fire a Lewis gun. They had to obtain theodolites and Nautical Almanacs; they had to be self-sufficient in stores and water; they had to familiarize themselves with the enemy so that they could report accurately what they found. Between August 1940 and April 1943, they roamed freely through those barren wastes and proved themselves invaluable, time after time.




  Gradually, the group was expanded with fresh patrols formed from the Coldstream and Scots Guards under Michael Crichton-Stuart, a Yeomanry patrol under Pat McCraith, and a Rhodesian patrol commanded by Gus Hilliman. A base was established at the oasis of Kufra with a forward base at Siwa Oasis, both in the Libyan Desert beyond the Great Sand Sea. From here, they struck again and again at the Italian rear areas, and later, they harassed the German forces as well. When Pat McCraith was wounded in one operation, his place was taken by Lt. Col. David Lloyd Owen.




  These were some of the Special Forces, and special men, around whom the ground part of the attack on Tobruk was built, but the plan also included two seaborne assaults as well. Before describing the units assigned to participate in that part of the grand design, let us follow the progression of thought from Stirling’s original idea through its growth in scope and complexity.




  Another plan that formed part of the origins of Operation Agreement had been proposed by the Directorate of Combined Operations (Middle East) at approximately this time. This involved yet another specialist force, the Special Boat Section (SBS). This had been formed as 101 Troop, which was originated by Lt. Roger Courtney in Scotland in 1940 from 6 Commando. They were two-man teams of canoeists equipped with ten folbots. The lightweight kayaks had buoyant bags fore and aft and a rubberized canvas skin stretched over a frame some 16 feet overall and 2½ feet at its widest. The plan was for each commando to have a team of thirty men so equipped, but Courtney had arrived in the Middle East in February 1941 with half that number and operated independently for the most part, conducting some daring and successful raids, including ones against airfields at Kastelli on June 9–10, 1942 and Heraklion on June 13–14.




  The Directorate of Combined Operations plan was for five or six teams of these SBS men and their canoes to be carried in three submarines to the approaches to Tobruk and there be launched. It was hoped their low silhouette would help them evade detection and that these canoes would be able to penetrate into the harbor itself and attach limpet mines to any ships they found there. Once they had planted the mines, they were to make good their escape and hug the coast back toward Alexandria, hiding by day and preceding at night until picked up by a force of fast motor torpedo boats (MTBs) from the coast south of Bardia. This scheme showed promise but was dropped because of lack of spare submarines. Many parts of it were to show up in the subsequent ramifications that led to Agreement, however.




  But the great-granddaddy of all the schemes for raiding Tobruk goes back much farther than either the original Stirling concept, Haselden’s modifications of it, or even the earlier DCO scheme with the folbots. This plan originated at the beginning of October 1940 and was to have been implemented the following spring. Not much mention is made of the existence of this plan; in fact, it is mentioned by very few historians and seems to have been generally forgotten, probably because it never got farther than the planning stage.




  At that early date, the planning staff had only Italians to contend with, of course, but they estimated for the need for much greater British strength in order to carry it out than was budgeted for, or indeed possible, for Agreement two years later. Although never put into effect, the plan was very comprehensive and fully worked out. The objective was much the same, the destruction of the Italian oil and gasoline reserves as well as the harbor facilities in order to cause maximum interference to the working of the port.




  The known targets at that time were itemized as four large, sunk oil tanks on the harbor front to the east of the naval barrackswhich had a 32,000-ton capacity; four large benzene tanks 450 yards due north of the northern boundary of the aerodrome (there was only one at that time); gasoline stores 300 yards north of the Arab village; and a gasoline dump at the junction of the El Adem road 7 miles south of Tobruk. There was also a magazine 200 yards north of the center of the aerodrome, and explosives were stored in a cage 2 miles west-southwest of the town. Other targets included the electric power station, wireless station, and the distilling plant, all located centrally.




  The Italian gun batteries in those days consisted of five coast defense guns situated astride the harbor and one battery of two5.9-inch guns 1,000 yards north of the Arab village. Two booms protected the harbor entrance; one ran from Marsa Agaisa to the blockhouse on the northern shore and another from a point on the south shore 400 yards west of the Marsa Sciarafa to the coaling pier. There was also a local minefield at the harbor entrance. The Italian garrison was estimated at just over 17,000 men, with Headquarters, Tenth Army (1,000 officers and men); Headquarters, 22nd Corps (200); the 4th Blackshirt Division (10,000); and 6,000 Frontier Guards.




  The 1940 planners considered two alternative methods of attack: a lightning raid carried out under cover of darkness and a larger-scale raid that might spill over into daylight hours. They reasoned that whichever method was chosen, it would depend on achieving surprise. “This might be achieved if the raiding party were conveyed in destroyers. If a transport or MT ships were included, surprise would be difficult to achieve.” It was the lack of enough spare destroyers—even then, when the Mediterranean Fleet was at a relatively high strength compared with its sorry state in 1942—that limited the scope of the operation.




  They also concluded that “without local fighter cover, it would be difficult to maintain our position in Tobruk, and the reembarkation would be hazardous.” Two years later, there was equally no chance of fighter cover being available to cover the ships and men by day, and yet the risks, which seemed to rule such a scheme impracticable in 1940, were blithely accepted as worth taking in 1942.




  This plan envisaged a striking force organized in four parties. Party A would be one Special Service Company with a detachment of Royal Engineers. They would land on the coast 1,600 yards west of Mengar el Merkah and destroy the gasoline tanks north of the airfield, with the magazine and signal station as their secondary objectives. Party B would be made up of an identical force and land at the same place, their job being the destruction of the oil and fuel installations east of the naval barracks, with the airfield and aircraft parked there as their secondary targets. Party C had the same composition but was to land at either Mersa Abd Rabba or the Mersa Mrara area and take out the coastal defense battery north of the Arab village or the gasoline store in the same area. Finally, Party D would be the “alarm and despondency squad” whose job was to cause the maximum havoc in the center of town and keep the defenders busy while the others got on with their jobs. For this, just one Special Service Company on their own would land at MersaMrara with carte blanche to destroy the power house, W/T station, telephone exchange, commandant’s house, and married quarters. All these groups were to be put ashore simultaneously and were to be lightly equipped—“rubber-soled shoes, tommy guns, no packs.”




  [image: “S.F.” (Siebel Ferry), a heavy ferry of the German construction battalion. These were utilized extensively by the Germans at Tobruk, both to move stores and vehicles and as floating batteries to protect the harbor.]




  To put these four parties ashore, a small naval squadron consisting of four destroyers, one submarine, and four MTBs serving as smoke-laying vessels was necessary, but as a major diversion, the whole Mediterranean Fleet was to sail as if protecting a normal Malta convoy. When some 80 miles north of Bomba, one hour after dark, the raiding force would be detached from the fleet’s escort and make for the Libyan coast about 5 miles west of Tobruk itself. Meanwhile, the submarine would have plotted an exact land-fall and surface to mark the entry point for the destroyers. Each would rendezvous with the submarine, then proceed independently to its landing area and, under cover of the MTBs’ smoke screen, disembark the troops in the landing boats. The MTBs were to have sailed as an independent group from either Egypt or Crete, which at that time was being used by British forces since Italy had initiated war with Greece on October 28, 1940. Once the landing boats were re-hoisted, the destroyers were to stand out to sea until it was time to re-embark the raiders and depart.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg
= 2 < ‘\ &k i
The prize: Tobruk seen from the air. A dirty little desert port had sud-
denly become the most important port in the whole Mediterranean
for two warring armies.
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“S.E.” (Siebel Ferry), a heavy ferry of the German construction battal-
ion. These were utilized extensively by the Germans at Tobruk, both
to move stores and vehicles and as floating batteries to protect the
harbor.
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The victor: Rommel—unpredictable, dynamic, headstrong. He out-
thought and outfought superior numbers of British troops, and the

fall of Tobruk in June 1942 marked the nadir of British fortune in
the war.





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
h1557103474





