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This special new selection of stories is dedicated to my great friends Arthur Huntbach and Rennie Roberts, brave, colourful warriors of the wartime SAS, and to 22 SAS veteran Graham ‘Tommo’ Thomson, a connoisseur of all things written about this extraordinary regiment and its unique history.
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Foreword

By Major Roy Farran DSO, MC and two bars Former 2nd SAS Operational Commander

A personal appreciation of the Special Air Service Regiment and its most famous fighting son, Lt Col Paddy Mayne DSO and three bars.

‘Although I was a late arrival and fought in the Western Desert and Crete with my own parent regiment, the 3rd The King’s Own Hussars, I am very proud that I was recruited later into the Second SAS by Sandy Scratchley in North Africa. It is an invidious distinction to single out different SAS characters for praise – that is apart from the obvious stars like David Stirling himself, Blair (Paddy) Mayne, and George Jellicoe etc., and I cannot do it. I admire and am proud of them all. Indeed I am very proud to have been associated with such a band of heroes of all ranks. I also feel that those who have served in the SAS since the Second World War have been worthy successors of the originals. Honour and praise to them all!

Paddy Mayne was a great friend of mine and I have stayed in his home at Newtownards – a neat white house kept in immaculate shape by his mother. Blair Mayne was a very strong man and played rugby football for Ireland, one of the few areas where north and south combined for a united team. He was an Orangeman but knew the words of all the Irish rebel songs as well as ‘The Sash Me Father Wore’. So did I, and once in his company I began to sing ‘The Foggy Dew’ in a pub in Belfast. Paddy was horrified and sprang to my defence when hostile Orangemen took umbrage. He was strong enough to bend an iron bar or a nail in his bare hands. Yet, except in his cups, he was very gentle. Of course, in action he was like a Viking who runs berserk and I can quite well imagine his pulling the dashboard out of a Messerschmitt when his party had run out of explosives and ammunition, as he actually did in an early desert raid. He was fearless when his blood was up.

David Stirling had recruited him in Cairo when he was in trouble for banging together the heads of two military policeman who objected to his pulling trees out by their roots along a main boulevard. When he had been drinking he was a holy terror, but brave as a lion. His officers and men adored him, even though they were terrified of him when he was taken with drink. He was a great soldier with good tactical sense and his men would follow him anywhere. I only fought alongside him once – at Termoli – and was most impressed by him and his raiding force. 

Paddy was quite well read and had a very soft voice on most occasions. He did not get along with women – I think he was frightened of them in some way, although he was neither a homosexual nor misogynist. Towards the end of his life he did become very attached to a girl who knew how to handle him. He was not a bigoted Ulsterman either and one of his best friends was Ambrose McGonigal, ex-SAS, Roman Catholic and a judge after the war. Some accounts leave the impression that Paddy Mayne was an alcoholic and drunk most of the time. That is just not true although he enjoyed a party. Most of the time, he did not drink at all. 

Mayne was a fascinating character and reminded one of some Celtic warrior of ancient times who could mow down his opponents with a double-edged claymore that no one else could even lift.



Preface to the New Edition

Nazi Atom Bombs and More Untold Secret History of the SAS

Since this top-selling book was first published in 2000, it has gone out to countries all over the world including Europe, America, Japan, New Zealand and Australia – even Germany and has been reprinted many times.

Told entirely from an individual perspective, it’s not only a firm favourite with the public and military buffs, but with veterans and serving members of the Special Air Service Regiment and current leading serving Special Forces in the USA and Australia and New Zealand – as can be seen by its many positive reviews. Its extensive photographic record rivals, or surpasses, that of any Second World Two book on the SAS. This, combined with its wealth of distinctive and exciting true life stories, has ensured that Daggers Drawn is now firmly established as a British classic of the genre.

Now seven more true life stories, most of which have never been told before, make this new edition a special collector’s item.

The authentic wealth of SAS contacts in this book are a key part of its success, and for this I must acknowledge the part played by my late father Corporal Jack Morgan, of the elite wartime 2nd SAS Intelligence unit, whose connection opened the door for me to meet many of the outstanding veterans of 1st and 2nd SAS, whose stories are so vividly told within. He was a brave, highly intelligent and modest man, and I’m sure he would be proud to know that his son has kept close contact with so many SAS wartime veterans over the course of more than a decade, including several who served with him and who have acknowledged his personal contribution to the war effort.

Inevitably, the remaining veterans are now steadily dwindling, with those surviving being in their late eighties or early nineties, and the comment is often heard that ‘there are now no new stories to be told about the wartime SAS’. However, this most certainly is not the case, as this new edition so strikingly shows. The story of the SAS in the Second World War is now a key part of history, but there are still many stories and important facts still to be discovered, including key omissions lost in the mists of time – by accident, or deliberately. Most of the official records of the SAS mysteriously vanished at the end of the war, in any case. 

In addition, a number of wartime veterans have assured me that a sizeable number of missions which L Detachment SAS mounted in the Western Desert, and others by the SAS in Europe, were never recorded at the time – with so many patrols going out daily, there simply wasn’t time.

More importantly, there are also claims of crucial major contributions by the SAS which have never been recorded in any books, or documents, or even acknowledged by the powers that be. For instance, Trooper ‘T’ a highly respected member of 1st SAS, with impeccable credentials, told me that a small hand-picked team of SAS advised on the famed mission/s to sabotage the Vemork hydroelectric plant in Norway which was producing heavy water with the potential to give the Germans the first atom bomb, ahead of the Allies, in 1942/43. If this terror weapon had been married up with Hitler’s V2 ballistic rocket programme, a nightmare scenario could easily have led to Allied defeat in Europe, at least. At worst the war could have been irrevocably lost.

He did not stipulate whether he was referring to SAS involvement in the first, heroic but disastrous British Forces glider borne attempt to destroy the vital plant, or the second successful Special Operations Executive (SOE) mission involving Norwegian commandos – or both. This may be academic in any event as the mistakes learned from the first mission helped ensure the vital success of the second.

Firstly, in November 1942, the airborne Operation Freshman raid was mounted, comprising ‘Commando’ trained volunteer bands of highly skilled demolition experts from the Royal Engineers. Two Halifax bombers towing Horsa gliders left Wick in Scotland on the night of 19 November, to destroy the plant and then attempt to escape via Sweden with the help of the Norwegian Underground. But the mission, ruined by poor luck and bad weather, was a disaster. Both gliders crash landed in enemy held Norway and the survivors were captured, tortured and shot, or poisoned, shortly afterwards under Hitler’s Commando Order.

Some time later in 1943, it’s famously recorded that a team of brave and able Norwegian commandos did succeed in destroying the production facility in a successful second attempt on the facility, called Operation Gunnerside, in a clandestine operation led by the SOE. It’s arguably the most successful act of sabotage in the whole of the Second World War and was the inspiration for the famous film The Heroes of Telemark, starring Kirk Douglas.

However, my 1st SAS friend, who was not prone to exaggeration, not only told me that the SAS helped train the saboteurs and advised on their method of insertion into Norway and their exfiltration, but that he was actually one of the team. He also told me that this involved travelling through Sweden, a neutral country, and other details – which ties in with the known facts - but sadly died suddenly just a few weeks later, so that the full story of this SAS connection, never before divulged, was not fully revealed. He asked me not to divulge any details while he was alive and I only do so now, many years later, as a tantalising piece of verbal evidence of possible unknown, but momentous, connection with a key part of history. It certainly would, however, have made perfect sense for the SAS to have been involved in this crucial mission at this time, as they were the world’s leading exponents on sabotage and stealthy methods of travelling to and from enemy targets undetected. It is not suggested, however, that the SAS in any way took part in the final mission/s, whichever was referred to by Trooper ‘T’, but was part of the training and sabotage expertise involved. A clue may lie in the fact that, towards the end of his life just a few years ago, 1st SAS veteran George Daniels, another soldier whose outstanding story of personal survival is told in this book, showed me photos of a special pilgrimage he made to Norway to visit the graves of the executed Freshman heroes. This puzzled me at the time, as I failed to see what connection this had with the SAS. However, maybe his memories were more personal than I knew at the time – of comrades met, known and lost. 

I accept though that although I have a face-to-face account from a highly trusted veteran who later operated many months behind-the-lines in France and had a distinguished SAS career, I cannot prove this connection and have no doubt that sceptics will say that Trooper ‘T’ was mistaken, or this connection never happened. We may never know for sure, unless this rings a bell with other veterans. I would be most interested to hear more if it does. If it is true, as I suspect, the free world owes the SAS an acknowledgement for its vital part in a potential war-winning mission hitherto not publicly known.

National security is not involved, as all this happened nearly seventy years ago. However, I emphasise that the writing about the methods, training, tactics and operation of the modern-day SAS is an altogether different matter.

I wholeheartedly support – and have scrupulously adhered to in my writing career – the Disclosure system governing serving personnel, books and information on modern SAS missions which the SAS Association and the Ministry of Defence so successfully introduced more than a decade ago.

History is one thing, but Britain’s security and the lives and welfare of our current serving SAS soldiers in many places around the world is entirely another matter.



Mike Morgan, 2012




Introduction

How the SAS was Born

The Special Air Service is, without question, the most famous and accomplished of all the world’s Special Forces, with a track record of achievements second to none. Many countries from various continents and with differing political backgrounds have attempted to emulate the success of Lt Col David Stirling’s stunning concept of behind-the-lines raiding. However, none have so far bettered the tough standards laid down by the widely respected – and feared - British force, hand-picked from the cream of the finest recruits in the British Army.

From the Second World War, through Malaya and a multitude of hot spots to the Falklands, the Gulf War, Northern Ireland to Kosovo and the ongoing tragedy of the Balkans and the Iraq crisis, the SAS and its sister unit the Special Boat Service have constantly been at the forefront of the action. In recent times in the deadly mountains of Afghanistan they have operated fearlessly and heroically against the Taliban and Al Qaeda terrorists. Soldiers and officers of the SAS and SBS have always taken on the most difficult and dangerous covert assignments from behind-the-lines sabotage and surveillance, to counter terrorism and siege busting.

The SAS Regiment rocketed to fame in May 1980 with the spectacular storming of the Iranian Embassy in London when a highly trained counter-terrorist team halted the murder by terrorists of twenty-one hostages, the drama being transmitted by television cameras to millions worldwide. But popular fascination and admiration of this intensity is a relatively modern phenomenon. The current prestige of the Regiment, and the familiarity with which the general public perceives it, is demonstrably at an all time high. It is therefore sometimes diffcult to grasp that before the Second World War the SAS and SBS simply did not exist. The fact that the SAS grew, under Lt Col David Stirling’s driving inspiration, into the world-leading force it is today is a lasting tribute to his unique foresight, courage and tenacity and of the calibre of the men and officers he recruited to join his fledgling team. However, recognition of the true value of such specialist, modern raiding forces took a long time to be fully acknowledged.

From 1941 to 1945, thousands of SAS and SBS raiders operated in campaigns in North Africa and other widely dispersed theatres, including Italy, the Mediterranean, the Aegean, France, Belgium, Holland and Germany, destroying hundreds of enemy aircraft, trains, troops, supplies, installations and communication facilities. But even so, few people at home in Britain at the time had even heard of the units. When the war ended, the SAS Regiment was declared to be surplus to requirements and summarily disbanded. It was thought by those in higher command to have been a wartime ‘one-off’ which would never be needed again in peacetime. However, as soon as the crisis in Malaya flared up in 1948, the SAS wartime veterans were urgently recalled for active service and won a brilliantly successful campaign against Communist terrorists. Subsequently, the Regiment has hardly been out of action ever since in numerous trouble spots all over the world.

It was not until years after the Second World War had ended that books started to be written by veterans and authors divulging the spell-binding contributions made by the SAS to the war effort against Hitler and Mussolini, giving a true inkling of their immense part in the victory. These early ground-breaking successes were achieved by troops operating in many cases hundreds of miles behind enemy lines using fighting knives, pistols, grenades, Tommy and Bren guns and machine-guns, and finding their way to the target on foot or in jeeps, using a compass, maps and gut instinct. Today’s SAS and SBS have a bewildering and powerful array of modern weapons and high technology at their disposal, including hand-held satellite navigation systems which can tell soldiers precisely where they are anywhere in the world to within a matter of centimetres. They are versatile, highly trained specialists who can turn their hands to almost any military or covert task asked of them. One traditional link between the SAS of the Second World War and those of the present day remains, however, in the shape of the arduous SAS selection process. This tests physical and mental toughness to the limit to ensure that only the best recruits go through to gain the ultimate honour of wearing the famous Winged Dagger badge.

While the future of Britain’s SAS Regiment seems assured for many years to come, never has it been more important to remember the Regiment’s illustrious roots. It is also a near-certainty that never again will so many SAS and SBS soldiers go into action as they did in their thousands in the white hot cauldron of the Second World War – the time when the ‘Who Dares Wins’ heroes were born.

Origins

The Special Air Service was a development of the Commandos, whose daring raids took the war directly to the enemy, a form of warfare much favoured by pugnacious British war leader Winston Churchill, especially after things went so badly for Britain early in the war. After Britain’s forces were ejected from Europe by the all-conquering German Army in 1940, Churchill was desperate to hit back at the enemy by any means available, in the air, via the sea and on land. Therefore, when Lt Col Dudley Clarke prepared a report suggesting the formation of a mobile, highly trained fighting force which could strike suddenly at widely dispersed targets on land or by sea, Churchill eagerly approved the scheme for a so-called Commando force. Churchill’s ‘leopards’, as he termed them were, like the SAS who followed them, recruited from existing units of the British Army and were equipped with the finest weaponry imported from America, including the trademark Tommy guns and razor sharp Commando knives for silent killing of sentries.

By the end of June of that year, almost 200 officers and men formed the first Commando unit, which began the soon-to-be-familiar intensive training programme. Many more were to follow in this unit’s wake. However, though early cross-Channel raids were relatively successful, later larger scale operations in Syria, Crete and North Africa by Layforce Commando Brigade were not. This was because large seaborne formations made it almost impossible to surprise the enemy; the situation was compounded by a chronic shortage of suitable ships. The desperately brave but unsuccessful raid to kill or capture Rommel led by Lt Col Geoffrey Keyes, who won a posthumous VC in the vain attempt in November 1941, was the last operation true to the original concept. For the rest of the war, the Commandos were largely used as a hard-hitting shock assault force going in first in large-scale landings or operations.

Significantly for the birth of the SAS, a highly important event occurred earlier in 1941 when a consignment of parachutes bound for the 2nd Parachute Brigade in India found their way into the hands of Lt Jock Lewes, of No. 8 Commando, based at Alexandria, North Africa. Lewes was a very intelligent, determined and adventurous officer who was also, coincidentally, a close friend of David Stirling, a Commando officer himself and the man who was to make the SAS dream a reality. Lewes obtained Maj Gen Sir Robert Laycock’s permission to experiment with the parachutes. Stirling joined the risky venture and with a handful of fellow Commandos jumped from an obsolete Valencia bomber – but things went wrong. Stirling badly damaged his spine in a heavy landing and was temporarily paralysed. However, being the productive genius he undoubtedly was, he put an enforced spell in the Scottish Military Hospital in Alexandria to excellent use.

Stirling wrote a lucid report on airborne raiding operations, arguing that current Commando raids were too large and that groups of about sixty men divided into four-man patrols should be used instead to strike at enemy airfields on the vulnerable coastal plain. Other existing forces were well aware of the possibilities posed by the long and wide-open desert flank, which stretched for many hundreds of miles. Using Lewes’ skill with compact bomb making, the raiders would strike swiftly and silently at their targets using special charges and then simply melt away into the darkness to rendezvous with the Long Range Desert Group who would bring them back by truck to British lines.

The daring plan required a minimum of men and resources and seemed feasible. So, after being discharged from hospital in July, Stirling, in a famous incident, wangled his way into the office of the deputy commander Gen Ritchie by a mixture of cunning and sheer good luck to try to get top-level backing for his scheme. Fortunately, his plan appealed to Ritchie and the commander-in-chief, Gen Auchinleck. At this time, Auchinleck was under intense pressure from Churchill to mount a new offensive and believed special operations such as the scheme put forward by Stirling would help the success of his general attack. He was building up a mass of men and resources and hoping to knock Rommel out of the desert war for good. The Layforce group of Commando units, coincidentally, was earmarked for disbandment and so a rich pool of crack, highly trained soldiers was available in the Middle East, ripe for picking. The man destined to reap the harvest was the young Lt Stirling, soon to lead the newly formed SAS.

Stirling was itching to unleash his bold raiding plan, using small patrols of men to strike deep behind enemy lines, causing untold mayhem and confusion. The redundant Commandos were just the troops he needed to do the job. They were, after all, presently unemployed and trained in all the necessary close fighting and demolition skills. Thus, at the end of July 1941, the Special Air Service was formed. The choice of name coincidentally involved Dudley Clarke, now a brigadier, and formerly the founder of the Commandos. He was trying to deceive the Axis forces about the size, strength and composition of British formations in North Africa by cunning subterfuge, including dummy gliders designed to fool enemy spotter planes into believing Allied positions were far stronger at certain points than they actually were.

Formation of L Detachment

Dudley Clarke developed bogus units, one of which was called 1st Special Air Service Brigade and, when he heard of the formation of Stirling’s parachute unit, suggested Stirling’s real raiding unit be similarly named to reinforce credibility in his deception schemes. Stirling readily agreed to calling his force L Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade … and a legend was born.

By August, Stirling had been authorised by Auchinleck to recruit sixty-six Commandos from Layforce. He established L Detachment at Kabrit, a desolate area in the Canal Zone about 100 miles from Cairo. The area was barren when his men arrived to set up camp and they had to beg, steal or borrow tents and equipment from wherever they could find them. The men improvised, as SAS soldiers the world over have ever since. The clock was ticking with just three months to go before Auchinleck’s long awaited November offensive and the SAS’s inaugural mission. Stirling’s original officers were Fraser, Lewes, Thomas, Bonnington, McGonigal and Mayne. Stirling recruited Mayne even though he was under arrest for striking his commanding officer. He recognised that as he was such a fine, aggressive soldier he would make a valuable recruit to the SAS. As future events unfolded, Stirling’s faith in the tall, powerful, courageous Irishman was repaid a thousandfold, especially after he took command when Stirling was later disastrously captured.

Intensive training began and all recruits were trained in a high level of skill in explosives, navigation and night movement. Expert handling of all Allied and Axis weapons was a priority, with troops continually stripping and reassembling weapons, sometimes blindfold. In fact, some of the German weapons such as the Schmeisser machine pistol were far superior to the British versions and were often used in combat. It became a trademark of the SAS that a mixture of weapons was used – sometimes American, sometimes British, sometimes German – whichever was judged to be the best at any particular point in time. Parachute training was greatly improvised. Stirling and his men performed hair-raising backward rolls off the back of a 3-ton lorry at 30 to 50mph and many back, leg and ankle injuries resulted! But Stirling allowed no let up. No proper parachute training facilities were available at first, although later towers of varying height were built out of scaffolding with impressive ingenuity for more realistic practice.

Nothing could, however, substitute for the real thing. Several appeals to the parachute training school at Ringway, near Manchester, for advice on equipment and procedure fell on deaf ears and this had a direct bearing on the tragic deaths of two troopers when the SAS made their first jumps from an RAF Bristol Bombay. The two men were killed when the static line clips on their chutes failed – an accident that the personnel at Ringway already had experience of. An immediate strengthening of the clips solved the problem and Stirling was first to jump next day, sensibly leaving his men little time to dwell on the disaster.

At about this time, the L Detachment raiders became the target of ribbing from certain members of headquarters’ staff who had a derisory opinion of irregular units such as the SAS. One senior RAF officer took Stirling to task on this point. Rising to the challenge, the SAS commander bet him his men could get into Heliopolis, the main RAF airbase outside Cairo, without being spotted. Stirling gauged it would also be useful practice for his imminent groundbreaking SAS raids against German and Italian air bases. The SAS men set out across the desert by various routes, reaching the guarded British base undetected. They broke in through the perimeter and stuck labels on most of the aircraft there. Some had several labels plastered all over them, veterans of the time recall. Then the raiders silently melted away into the darkness. The SAS had won the bet hands down, to the embarrassment of the RAF!

As Auchinleck’s November offensive approached, Stirling and Jock Lewes and their men were trained to a high peak of readiness. Countless hours were spent poring over intelligence reports, checking maps, weapons and explosives. Everyone felt it was now or never for the Special Air Service. The plan was to parachute in to attack a group of German frontline airfields which housed some of the best of the Luftwaffe’s aeroplanes, including fighters. Lewes had perfected his famous ‘sticky bomb’ which was specially designed to wreck aircraft with a deadly combined incendiary and blast charge made of thermite and plastic explosive. It was this secret weapon that the SAS planned to unleash on the unsuspecting Germans.

The First SAS Raid

Tragically, blistering desert winds – the worst for years - turned the SAS’s first mission on 16 November 1941 into a disastrous nightmare. More than sixty SAS officers and men in five groups were dropped from Bristol Bombay aircraft, but the vicious gale-force winds scattered the raiders all over the desert. Some were severely injured on landing and many more were literally blown away into the desert, never to be seen again. Only twenty-two officers and men returned from the raid. Fortunately, the key men, Stirling, Lewes and Mayne, were among those who lived to fight another day, but all the containers, bombs and most of the weapons were lost in the mayhem and so none of the chosen airfields could be attacked.

The LRDG met the group as arranged to ferry the disconsolate survivors back to Allied lines. Stirling immediately realised he had to abandon the idea of parachuting into the desert. Less-determined men would have called it a day after this débâcle but, after talking over the matter with LRDG commander David Lloyd Owen, Stirling decided that in future the raiders would be dropped off and picked up near their targets by the LRDG. This simple change of plan was to be the crucial key to success for the fledgling SAS force.

The LRDG, brainchild of Ralph Bagnold, was formed in June 1940 as an intelligence-gathering unit. Its soldiers travelled in specially modified Chevrolet and Ford trucks, defended by heavy machine-guns. But as the war progressed, the LRDG diversified its method of operations, raiding bases and airfields in its own right. Patrols took British agents to and from their destinations, patrolled very deeply behind enemy lines, gathered valuable intelligence and found new routes for larger forces. They also operated their famous clandestine road watches to observe and count the strength and composition of enemy convoys and other forces. Now they became the ’taxi force’ that the SAS desperately needed to survive.

Gen Ritchie, now commander-in-chief of the Eighth Army, ordered L Detachment to Jalo oasis, which it shared with a unit of the LRDG. It was soon to become a happy hunting ground for both units. Stirling struck swiftly to eliminate all memory of the failure of the first SAS raid and to spike the guns of the gathering group of GHQ and other doubters. In December 1941, SAS squads simultaneously attacked three enemy airfields at Sirte, Agheila and Agedabia. These raids brought an astonishing success and the SAS was credited with destroying over sixty enemy aircraft and thirty vehicles with their Lewes bombs. Then, just before Christmas, another raid was mounted with Stirling and Paddy Mayne attacking airfields at Tamet and Sirte, while Lewes and others targeted a similar site at Nofilia. While Mayne’s charmed Irish luck held again, Lewes was tragically killed during the return trip, when his column of vehicles was strafed by an enemy plane and he was hit, dying almost immediately. His loss was keenly felt by the SAS as he was one of the unit’s leading strategists and Stirling’s right-hand man. Lewes was also the SAS’s training supremo, cunningly schooling his men in the intricacies of behind-the-lines desert raiding.

The Famous Badge and Wings

The raiders were by now sporting their famous insignia of a flaming sword of Damocles over the legendary motto ‘Who Dares Wins’. Though the debate continues to this day over the actual origins of the world-famous badge, it was allegedly originally made up by a Cairo tailor and many believe it was for this reason that the flaming sword came out looking more like a dagger with wings! The colours of dark and light blue represented the Oxford and Cambridge University rowing background of Oxbridge officers, including Lewes. Parachute wings in white and two-tone blue were proudly worn on the right upper arm of troopers after five or more jumps. Officers wore them on the left breast and, after a period of operational service, other ranks were allowed to follow suit. These wings became more highly prized to the SAS than virtually any award for bravery.

Free French Swell the Ranks

Stirling was promoted major in January 1942 and, as the score of enemy aircraft destroyed climbed steadily, he was encouraged to enlarge his unit with new recruits. This, of course, was just what Stirling wanted and had planned for. Among these recruits was a company of Free French paratroopers under Capt Berge. This unit became the French Squadron of the SAS and was later to distinguish itself on returning to its home country after D-Day.

In the earliest days, distinctive white berets were originally worn to complement the SAS insignia, but these drew scorn from other units and caused fights in the bars in Cairo. A sand-coloured beret soon replaced the embarrassing white versions and these became the unit’s distinctive headgear. Although, as will be seen later, after 2nd SAS was officially formed in 1943, they wore a maroon version. In January 1944, when the SAS Brigade was formed under the 1st Airborne Division, red berets were supposed to be worn by all SAS units. Though these continued to be accepted by 2nd SAS and the foreign SAS squadrons, many of the later re-named 1st SAS and SBS veterans stubbornly refused to obey orders to replace their beige berets with maroon. One of the foremost to stick to his guns on this issue of pride and tradition was the fearsome Lt Col Paddy Mayne. A similar beige beret is worn by the modern equivalents today.

The SBS Join the Fray

Backtracking to the desert, Stirling’s ceaseless determination to widen the role of his raiding force led to the absorption into the SAS of the men of the Special Boat Section of No. 8 Commando. A joint raid on shipping in Bouerat harbour followed in January 1942. This original SBS unit, which was in fact a separate Commando entity, is easily confused with the later SAS Special Boat Squadron and, ultimately, the Special Boat Service which also came under the SAS umbrella. The combined SAS and Commando SBS raiders on Bouerat were again transported to the target by truck and the unerring accuracy of the ace navigators of the LRDG, but unfortunately the canoe that was to be used in the raid was damaged en route. Even so, a great deal of damage was done to the harbour facilities, stores and petrol tankers were devastated by the raiders’ bombs. In March of the same year, Stirling tried a similar attack on Benghazi harbour, but again the boat being carried was damaged, although Paddy Mayne destroyed about fifteen aircraft at Berka.

The Greek Sacred Squadron

At about this time, the Greek Sacred Squadron joined Stirling’s flourishing SAS L Detachment. This unit was commanded by Col Kristodoulus Tsigantes, who later served in the Aegean, winning the DSO. The squadron comprised former officers and men of the Greek Army who had bravely escaped German occupation of their homeland. The French Squadron of the SAS had just completed their SAS training and now it was the turn of the Greeks to be put through their paces. They passed with flying colours. Having witnessed the crushing of their home country by the Nazi invaders, these men were desperately keen to get to grips with the enemy. They were hell bent on revenge, having witnessed countless atrocities against their families and countrymen. In truth, they were a bloodthirsty bunch and little quarter was asked or given.

The SAS received top-priority orders to stop the Luftwaffe from sinking a vital convoy bound for Malta. Several groups of raiders were ordered to attack aircraft on airfields at Benghazi, Barce, Derna and Heraklion on Crete. The Crete raiders, led by Capt Berge and comprising British and Free French SAS, were decimated after successfully damaging the enemy airfield. Earl Jellicoe, later commander of the Special Boat Service, managed to escape to safety along with a Greek guide. The rest of the party were either killed or taken prisoner and shot – the fallen unfortunately included the courageous Berge.

The Arrival of the Famed SAS Jeeps

In June 1942 a consignment of jeeps arrived from the USA and Stirling immediately realised that not only would these be ideal for desert raiding and could carry heavy weaponry, but would give the SAS independence from the LRDG. Their radiators were fitted with simple but highly effective condensers, which enabled the vehicles to cope with the fierce desert temperatures. Water expanded into the condensers in the same way that expansion bottles work on modern motor cars. As a result, the vehicles did not overheat and when the radiators cooled, the water simply drained back into them without loss of precious coolant.

By chance, while looking for suitable machine-guns, Stirling came across some RAF Vickers K drum-fed weapons which used to be fitted to now obsolete aircraft and were on their way for scrap. Not only did these have a phenomenally high rate of fire at more than a thousand rounds a minute, but they were principally designed to shoot up and set ablaze aircraft in air-to-air combat, having a deadly mixture of tracer, armour-piercing and explosive bullets. These simple and highly effective weapons could be mounted in pairs and so twin sets of machine-guns were fixed front and rear on the jeeps which, with extra jerrycans strapped on to the rear and bonnet, had an extended range of several hundred miles. Browning .5-inch heavy machine-guns were placed on some of the jeeps in anti-aircraft mountings to give further range and firepower.

In due course, what was to become one of the legendary missions in SAS history took place thanks to the arrival of a further batch of twenty brand new four-wheel-drive jeeps.

The Big Jeep Raid

The target selected for a massive, co-ordinated jeep raid was Sidi Haneish, a landing ground in the Fuka area that housed a large number of Ju 52 transport planes. These were, at this crucial stage of the desert war, in short supply and were a vital part of Rommel’s stretched supply lines. Stirling hatched a daring plan to destroy as many planes as possible in one devastating raid made in the light of the full moon. Surprise and overwhelming strength were the keywords. Eighteen jeeps drove at the base in line abreast, allowing a clear field of fire to knock out the perimeter defences. Then, once on the field, a green Very light was fired and the jeeps changed formation to an arrowhead, headed by Stirling’s jeep with a co-ordinating navigator’s jeep in the front centre behind. The SAS drove straight on to the airfield between the rows of planes. Almost seventy machine-guns opened up simultaneously with devastating results, blasting everything in their path on either side. Planes were set ablaze or literally shot to pieces.

To ensure pinpoint precision, the SAS had practised the manoeuvre in the desert beforehand, including live firing sessions. Nothing was left to chance as Stirling realised that this was one ploy that could be used once and once only on this grand scale, as counter measures were bound to be taken by a furious enemy. To the raiders’ delight, there were not only Ju 52s but also Messerschmitts and Stukas on the airfield. The SAS just could not miss from less than 50 yds and the deafening roar of their machine-guns was joined by the dull thuds of exploding petrol tanks as plane after plane was blown sky high. The heat was so intense some of the British men’s hair and eyebrows were singed and panic-stricken German troops could be seen running about in the distance, silhouetted by the flames.

Stirling’s jeep was hit by a stray burst of fire and put out of action, but he signalled for another jeep to pick up him and his crew. A heavy enemy machine-gun returned fire and caused the only SAS casualty of the action – Sandy Scratchley’s front gunner was hit and killed outright. However, concentrated fire from the jeeps soon silenced all opposition. Stirling ordered his men to destroy some remaining planes temptingly sited on the edge of the airfield and then the raiders roared away into the desert. As a parting gesture, the irrepressible Paddy Mayne was seen running from his jeep to place a bomb on the wing of an undamaged plane and then rushing back to his jeep. The airfield and its planes were a scene of total devastation.

The jeeps drove off into the desert, split up into groups and independently made their way to a pre-determined rendezvous. One group got lost, driving on to a flat stretch of stony desert with absolutely no cover from the enemy aircraft that would be sent out to look for them. Luckily, an early mist cleared and they found a large depression cut by deep wadis, with thick scrub – a perfect hiding place. Soon all the jeeps were hidden and it was only then that the tension that had built up during the high drama of the attack could be released. The dead soldier was buried with simple dignity with the men briefly paying their last respects.

This one big raid, together with a smaller one nearby, had accounted for up to 50 enemy aircraft, bringing the running total after a year’s operations to about 250 destroyed. An impressive number by any standards. Afterwards, however, it was a case of once bitten, twice shy as far as the Germans were concerned and the number of sentries posted was increased dramatically. Jeep raids were mounted in future many times, but never on this awesome scale. It was a magnificent one-off, so typical of Stirling’s flamboyant daring and improvisation, which he repeated time and again throughout the desert war.

Evolution of the Special Boat Squadron

In August 1942, the Special Boat Section of Middle East Commando came under SAS control. Earl Jellicoe and Fitzroy Maclean organised units within the overall SAS unit, which would later emerge as the SAS Special Boat Squadron. The SBS were equivalent members of the SAS, entitled to wear the coveted wings and sand-coloured beret. Maclean was given command of M Detachment and trained for operations behind enemy lines in case Germany invaded Persia and Iraq. When this threat failed to materialise, Maclean was parachuted into Yugoslavia as Churchill’s personal representative to Tito’s partisans, playing a vital part in ultimate victory in that country and the tying up of countless German forces. His detachment was taken over by Ian Lapraik and Langton and Sutherland commanded other units. In September 1942, the SBS attacked the island of Rhodes, destroying aircraft and stores.

Formation of 1st SAS

Meanwhile, Stirling’s L Detachment dropped its title and became the 1st Special Air Service, a regiment in its own right with a strength of about 400. The disbandment of Middle East Commando allowed Stirling to recruit 10 more valuable and highly trained officers and 100 extra men. Stirling’s command now comprised almost 800 men, including 1st SAS, French SAS Squadron, Greek Sacred Squadron and Special Boat Section men. A 2nd SAS Regiment now began to be formed under Stirling’s brother William. It began training with the US 1st Army which landed in Africa during the Operation Torch invasion in November 1942.

Stirling’s Capture

In January 1943 disaster struck when Stirling was captured by a German counter-SAS unit in the Gabes area of Tunisia while attempting to link up with American forces for the first time. Despite several escape attempts, he was eventually incarcerated at Colditz Castle, where he spent the rest of the war. Paddy Mayne took over as commander of 1st SAS. At the end of the war in North Africa, the SAS had destroyed more than 400 of the enemy’s best fighters and bombers - a phenomenal and decisive contribution to the overall victory.

The French Squadron returned to Britain and was strengthened and retrained while 1st SAS was split in two with 250 men under Earl Jellicoe becoming the Special Boat Squadron, absorbing the Special Boat Section and the Small Scale Raiding Force. This highly specialised unit had seen action off the coast of France and Africa, before becoming part of the Commandos.

Anders Lassen VC

The SBS made a base near Haifa and linked up with the Greek Sacred Squadron to raid enemy occupied Mediterranean and Aegean islands and the Adriatic. The SBS was later retitled the Special Boat Service and Anders Lassen became its most famous son, winning a magnificent VC posthumously with the end of the war almost in sight by knocking out a series of heavily defended strong points at Lake Comacchio, in northern Italy.

The Formation of the 2nd SAS

The 2nd SAS was officially formed in May 1943 at Philippeville in Algeria. It raided Sardinia, Sicily and the Italian mainland, but Lt Col William Stirling soon had the first of several fierce arguments with his superiors, believing his men would be more effectively used in small sabotage groups parachuted far behind enemy lines than in a Commando-type role.

Assault on Sicily and Italy

Paddy Mayne’s 1st SAS was temporarily renamed the Special Raiding Squadron and led the assault on Sicily, operating for the next few months on Commando lines, landing by sea against well-defended enemy positions on mainland Italy. One of the toughest SAS engagements of the war was at Termoli in October 1943 when 1st SAS, with Commando units and a contingent of 2nd SAS, repulsed a series of attacks by the crack German 1st Parachute Division despite being heavily outgunned and outnumbered. Serious losses were sustained, however, including an entire SAS section wiped out by a single shell blast. At the end of 1943, SRS reverted to 1st SAS once again and was placed under the command of 1st Airborne Division.

Preparations for D-Day

In early 1944, it was decided to form a full SAS Brigade and in March, after further action in Italy, 1st and 2nd SAS were ordered back to Britain to retrain for Overlord, the long-awaited invasion of Europe. At about this time Lt Col William Stirling, commanding officer of the 2nd SAS, resigned. Some senior staff members at Army headquarters wanted the SAS to be parachuted into France to operate as the filling in a sandwich between the invasion beach area forces and the Panzer reserve divisions deeper inland, waiting ready to move towards the coast and crush the invaders. Stirling rightly argued that such a deployment would not only be a total misuse of his highly trained SAS men, but would also be suicidal and lead to the annihilation of the SAS.

Stirling won his argument but overstepped the subtle line of Army protocol and was forced to resign. An extremely able commander was lost who was much missed by the SAS. He was succeeded by another equally able commander, Lt Col Brian Franks, who led his men to glory in France right up to the very borders of Germany itself.

The SAS brigade, now some 2,000 strong, was formed in Ayrshire in January 1944 consisting of 1st and 2nd British and Commonwealth SAS, 3rd and 4th French SAS, the Belgian SAS Squadron and F Squadron HQ signals and communications, otherwise known as Phantom. This intelligence, signals and reconnaissance unit gathered information in forward areas behind enemy lines, radioing the vital data back to GHQ. One of its most famous members was the Hollywood film actor David Niven. Shoulder titles were now issued for the SAS units in the airborne colours of pale blue on maroon.

Hitler’s Infamous Execution Order

In behind-the-lines missions on a mainland Europe teeming with enemy forces, SS and Gestapo units, the SAS were to face greater dangers than ever before. Hitler had issued his infamous Commando Order in retaliation for earlier Commando and SAS raids. Its orders were that all SAS and Commandos were to be handed over to the Gestapo to be interrogated and executed. Several veterans recall that units were called out on parade and informed of the order and its consequences should they be captured in France or elsewhere in Europe. They were told they could return to their units with no honour lost if they chose to leave. But as far as is known, no one did.

As D-Day, 6 June 1944, dawned, British SAS troops parachuted into enemy occupied France in unprecedented force, operating in clandestine groups all the way across central and northern France. Other units went into Belgium to prepare resistance there ready for the approach of the main invasion force. The codenames of the operations were to become milestones in SAS history – Kipling, Loyton, Wallace, Bulbasket, Hardy, Houndsworth and Haggard. In the case of Loyton, the very borders of Germany itself were reached, but at a tragically high cost. The full story of what happened to many of the missing men was not known until after the war when the brilliant 2nd SAS intelligence officer Maj Eric Barkworth tracked down and brought to the hangman’s noose those responsible for unspeakable atrocities.

Behind the Lines in France

Carefully hidden bases were set up in the forests of France. These were supplied by air with ammunition, explosives and rations and after completion of the initial phase, the famous heavily armed jeeps were parachuted in, now fitted with armour-plate shields and bullet-proof windscreens for additional protection. Overall, a massive amount of damage was done to enemy communications, trains, fuel supplies, railway lines, troop convoys and enemy headquarters.

Casualties inflicted on the enemy in these lightning raids were, as usual, totally out of proportion to the numbers of SAS employed. However, owing to the large quantities of SAS troops deployed overall and the much larger numbers of ruthless SS troops and Gestapo throughout the various areas of operations, SAS casualties were sometimes very heavy indeed. Many were, however, only captured after fierce firefights against vastly superior enemy forces when all ammunition was exhausted. The elite British fighters even tried to battle their way out with their bare fists as a last resort in some cases and a few managed miraculous escapes in amazingly difficult circumstances.

Crucially, the constant, harrying attacks and self-sacrifice of the SAS caused a major paralysis of the enemy communication network, especially among the main railway lines around the Paris, Lyons and Dijon area which were continually cut, preventing reinforcements and supplies getting through to the invasion area. Movement of the decisive Panzer divisions was slowed and restricted.

High Price Paid by SAS and the Resistance

Inevitably, the price of success was high with many SAS officers and men brutally tortured and executed after capture. Even though their deaths were avenged ten times over in the final reckoning, it was difficult for comrades to bear the loss of close friends, some of whom had been with the Regiment from its earliest days in the desert.

Roughly 150 men of the French SAS corps operated with about 3,000 Maquis fighters in Operation Dingson, near Vannes. But the large and obtrusive base was, not unsurprisingly, surrounded and heavily attacked by the Germans and though the defenders gave a good account of themselves it was clear that the group could not fight on indefinitely. Members were forced to disperse, with the SAS breaking up into smaller units to continue operating with success in Brittany. SS reprisals on civilians in areas where the SAS were working were savage, with countless men, women and sometimes children executed with terrifying savagery.

Final Victory in Italy and Germany

As the advancing Allied armies caught up with the behind-the-lines men, the SAS moved further forward, working with resistance groups in Belgium and Holland, finally driving into Germany itself. In late 1944, members of 2nd SAS, commanded by Major Roy Farran, parachuted into Italy in the famous Operation Tombola mission, working with Italian partisans and causing mayhem in that region until Italy was finally liberated.

In March 1945 Brig McLeod, the officer then commanding the SAS, was posted to India and his replacement was the famous Chindit brigadier ‘Mad Mike’ Calvert, an exceedingly brave officer who had seen extensive action behind Japanese lines in Burma. Calvert seemed a natural choice for the SAS as he was an acknowledged expert on guerrilla warfare and long-range penetration behind enemy lines.

The Belgian Squadron became 5th SAS as more recruits enabled units to sweep through liberated Belgium en route for Holland and Germany itself. Squadrons operated with the Canadian Army in a reconnaissance role in northern Holland and Germany and, later, the Belgian SAS were involved in counter-intelligence work in Denmark and Germany as the final and total defeat of Nazi Germany approached at last. When the war ended in Europe on 8 May 1945 about 330 casualties had been sustained by the SAS Brigade, which in return had killed or seriously wounded a staggering total of almost 8,000 of the enemy and had assisted in the capture of a further 23,000.

Norwegian Interlude

Both 1st and 2nd SAS were sent to Norway to supervise the surrender of 300,000 German troops who had been ‘sitting out’ the war there on Scandinavia’s long and vulnerable coastline waiting for a British invasion that never came. The all-conquering SAS were fêted as heroes by the brave Norwegians who had withstood the Nazis stubbornly with a thriving resistance network for five long years. Lasting ties were cemented and a grateful King Olav rewarded members of the SAS with a personally signed scroll to commemorate the liberation and the unique part the SAS had played.

Stirling Plans Attacks on Japanese Empire

David Stirling was freed from Colditz prison and, with Japan still far from beaten, returned to the SAS with plans to launch operations against the Japanese along the Manchurian railway. The use of the vastly experienced SAS was considered an essential factor in the final defeat of the Empire of the Rising Sun. However, when the world’s first atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, the unconditional surrender of the Japanese made these plans unnecessary.

In only four years, the SAS had grown from a germ of an idea in Stirling’s fertile imagination to a full-scale brigade in the British Army. Its members had achieved, at proportionately little cost, decisive damage where it hurt most and inflicted casualties on the enemy forces that far exceeded all expectations.

Shock of Disbandment

When the SAS returned from Germany and Norway to their base at Wivenhoe in Britain as conquering heroes after four long years of war, it is little wonder that they were shocked and dismayed at the bombshell news that the Regiment was to be disbanded and they were to be returned unceremoniously to their parent regiments, or back to civilian life. The High Command had decided, in its wisdom and, many veterans feel, thinly disguised envy, that there was no place in post-war forces for specialist elite units like the SAS, and by October the Regiment had ceased to exist. How very wrong those chair-borne soldiers were, as world events were shortly to prove in Malaya and numerous operations ever since.



The Fearless Legends

David Stirling, Paddy Mayne, Anders Lassen VC, Roy Farran

SIR DAVID STIRLING DSO – SLAYER OF GOLIATHS

David Stirling’s groundbreaking special force, the Special Air Service, is today the envy of the world. Many experts would agree that the brilliant Scot who created such a potent mix of skill, daring and subterfuge during the Second World War ranks alongside Hannibal and Wellington as one of the most extraordinarily gifted and original military thinkers of all time. The SAS that the modest Special Forces maestro created six decades ago is as vital a part of Britain’s twenty-first century military forces today as it was in the arid North African desert back in 1941.

Paradoxically, it is widely accepted that the brave, enigmatic, lanky Scot with the disarmingly polite manner and rock-steady gaze was not the most obedient soldier in the British Army during the Second World War by a long way, as he was the first to admit. In a regular regimental role, he would never have made a front-line general of the breathtaking ability of Rommel or awesome discipline of Montgomery. In fact, his almost pathological disdain for red tape and obsession with risky, imaginative schemes meant that if his behind-the-lines unit, the SAS, had not exploded into being in the searing heat of the desert, he might never have risen above the rank of captain in a conventional military unit and would now be unrecognised and long forgotten.

Doubters Defeated

Stirling was no ordinary man as even the doubting, egotistical Field Marshal Montgomery, British high commander of the all-conquering Eighth Army and not an early admirer of Stirling’s unconventional tactics and requirements, had eventually to concede. Though fearless at the sharp end in countless danger-charged SAS raids in the Western Desert, Stirling was head and shoulders above the rest of his generation in terms of Special Forces tactical innovation, employing unrivalled imagination, improvisation and determination. It is these qualities, and his own powerful and fiercely private personality, that set him apart from the rest. His story is essentially a battle royal, not only with the enemy but a continuous fight against doubters in high places on his own side, a classic David and Goliath contest he almost always won.

Stirling’s story, as told here, is presented to show his achievements as a unique and historic military leader. It has been stripped of most of the danger-fraught raiding missions that are regaled in the following tales from his finest fellow officers and troopers. History remembers him for his inspired creation of the SAS by a stupendous force of will, but Stirling had many key advantages to complement his bravery, consummate military skills and natural vision.

Stirling was born into one of the most important families in Scotland, part of the aristocracy, and his father was a general with an impressive military background. Consequently, from the outset, Stirling had connections at the highest level both politically and militarily, and he was commissioned into one of the elite units in the British Army, the Scots Guards. Sometimes he rode roughshod over officialdom to get what he wanted, sometimes he used diplomacy, subtle persuasion and his key contacts to achieve the same result. But the deadly formula he conceived for his desert raiding force proved to be not the flash-in-the-pan success that many predicted, but a cast-iron winner that could be modified and applied to virtually any campaign, at any time, in any era. Consequently, the chameleon-like complexity of Stirling’s military mind has bequeathed to the present day a simple, unshakeable fact: a small force of well-trained, well-armed, determined men operating deep behind enemy lines can achieve damage and destruction totally out of proportion to its size. This concept remains as true today as it was then. Stirling created an original combat unit, much copied but never equalled – the feared and envied Special Air Service.

A True World Beater 

Stirling’s simple and yet highly effective concept was as successful in the Falklands, the Gulf and Kosovo as in the war-torn Western Desert, Italy, France and Germany two generations ago. Britain still leads the way in this deadly Special Forces game of Russian roulette. Twenty-first-century technology in the form of satellite navigation, hi-tech communications and weaponry has, however, increased the power of the SAS phenomenally. In marked contrast, in the Second World War in the desert Stirling’s SAS attacked on foot with small arms, combat knives and time bombs and found their way to and from the target by compass or the stars and, later, by trucks and jeeps bristling with machine-guns.

After transferring to the Middle East Commando from his regiment, Stirling plotted his great raiding enterprise. He predicted with unerring accuracy that the German and Italian forces strung out along the North African coast were vulnerable to attack by small groups of well-trained, determined saboteurs. The swashbuckling way he went about achieving his famed tilt at glory is now part of military folklore.

It largely came about because Jock Lewes, a highly methodical and adventurous officer in the Welsh Guards, who had also come out to the Western Desert with No. 8 Commando, had by pure chance stumbled across some parachutes destined for India. The ‘liberated’ consignment of fifty parachutes fell into his hands and he began to experiment with them, despite the fact that there were no instructors, manuals or training facilities. Parachuting was then in its infancy and could be a decidedly risky business in unqualified hands. However, Stirling, knowing that this method of attack would be perfect for raiding behind enemy lines, joined the enterprise with alacrity, even though the static lines had to be fixed to the legs of the seats of the ancient aircraft they were using and there was a high chance of the chutes snagging on the fuselage or tail of the aircraft on exiting. This is precisely what happened to Stirling on one of his early practice jumps. Because his damaged parachute spilled out air far more quickly than it should have done after catching against the tail in the slipstream, he hit the stoney ground very hard, severely injuring his back, so badly in fact, that his legs were temporarily paralysed and he had to spend several weeks convalescing in hospital. During this enforced spell of confinement, he penned his historic plan for the formation of a desert raiding force, the unit that was to become the Special Air Service.

Going Straight to the Top

How Stirling ensured that his scheme was read by the most senior officer possible is now a legendary part of history. In his mind, there was only one person to approach. That person was the Commander-in-Chief, Gen Auchinleck. Stirling knew very well that he had no chance of gaining an interview with Auchinleck if he applied through the normal, official channels and so with typical verve he decided to ‘gatecrash’ the general’s headquarters without any pass or permission.

Still on crutches after his parachuting accident, he arrived unannounced at the headquarters of Middle East Command and cheekily tried to bluff the sentry into letting him in, predictably without success. However, when the sentry’s attention was distracted momentarily by the arrival of a staff car, Stirling took his chance and simply hobbled in, soon finding himself lost in a maze of corridors. The first door he opened contained a major who, almost disastrously, remembered him from his early days with the Scots Guards when the officer had lectured him in the complexities of combat. Stirling recalled with embarrassment that he had found the lectures so tedious, he had often fallen asleep! Consequently, the major was highly annoyed with this ‘upstart’s’ sudden intrusion. Stirling mumbled an apology, saluted smartly and beat a hasty retreat. It looked as though Stirling was certain to be defeated at the first hurdle in his audacious scheme, but before leaving the building he opened one last door and found himself face to face with the Deputy Commander Middle East, Gen Ritchie. Rapidly apologising for his interruption, Stirling blurted out the reason for his visit and handed over his plan for Gen Auchinleck’s attention.

Far from being angry, Ritchie studied the proposal intently and then, to Stirling’s surprise, said he would discuss the idea with the C-in-C at a suitable juncture. Stirling would be summoned back to a conference at a future date once the details had been digested. He had been incredibly lucky and he knew it. In fact, he could not believe his good fortune in even having his scheme assessed. However, at this stage of the war, a sabotage force of the type proposed by Stirling was just the sort of initiative that might help alter the balance in favour of Britain and her allies. The desert war was precariously poised on a knife-edge and could swing either way. Gen Auchinleck had succeeded Gen Wavell as Commander-in-Chief the previous July when the entire Middle Eastern Army was on the defensive. There was a great deal of pressure for a major offensive to be mounted to drive the Axis out of North Africa, but resources were scarce.

Auchinleck’s Big Gamble

The canny Auchinleck saw there was the possibility of great gain for little expenditure in Stirling’s bold enterprise and so invited him back for interview. The result was that Stirling was promoted captain and given permission to recruit a force of sixty-six men from Layforce Middle East Commando. His unit, under the direct authority of the C-in-C, would include seven officers and many well-trained NCOs with, exactly as Stirling suggested, raiding groups based on four-man squads attacking enemy aircraft on the ground with time bombs. The go-ahead was given to set up a training camp in the Canal Zone at Kabrit. Stirling was given operational command, with permission to acquire any supplies necessary. The first objective would be to attack German airfields the night before Auchinleck’s major November offensive. Known as L Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade, this newly formed unit gave Stirling an independent command beyond his wildest dreams. In practice the ‘brigade’ only existed on paper, but Middle East headquarters wanted the Germans to be fooled into believing it was real as soon as they got wind of it, which they invariably did through their efficient spy network.

Jealousy Spawned

Stirling had achieved the near-impossible, but the official blessing from Auckinleck given so readily to such a junior, relatively unproven officer caused considerable resentment among other units. Many more similar and unfounded jealousies sprang up concerning the SAS during the rest of the war.

Stirling showed great personal courage and sound leadership while training for the first momentous SAS mission when two men plunged to their deaths on an early training parachute jump in the desert due to defective harness clips. He had the problem sorted and then made sure he was first out of the aircraft the next day to prove the point that all was well. It was a brave gesture much appreciated by his troops who were waiting to jump in dread. From the outset, he set an unwavering example to his fellow officers that they should never expect their men to do anything that they were not prepared to do themselves. Many veterans remember this as one of Stirling’s finest qualities.

Drop into Windswept Hell

L Detachment’s first mission was an unmitigated disaster, as detailed in Jock Lewes’s tragic story recounted later in this book. The parachutists were dropped in a howling gale and the men scattered over a wide area. Many of the party were killed or lost and never seen again. None of the allocated airfields could be attacked as the bombs and weapons’ containers were also scattered beyond reach of those who survived the jump. Though there were initial fears that this first raid would be the last for the fledgling SAS, the high command kept faith and persevered with the unit despite the overwhelming disappointment. Fortunately, success soon came and was spectacular. This came with the decision to abandon parachuting until later in the war and to introduce the experienced Long Range Desert Group to transport the SAS raiders to and from their targets by truck.

Although Stirling could easily have sent other officers in his place, he personally led many of the famous early desert raids, displaying great bravery and determination. He also showed an uncanny ability to conceive and plan a bewildering number of complex operations which were carried out by various raiding patrols under his command, details of which were largely carried in his own head. He was mentioned in despatches several times, but many feel his brilliance should have been rewarded with the highest honour, the VC. Later, he developed the efficient method of using mobile teams in heavily armed jeeps, combining the devastating firepower of Vickers K machine-guns with ‘sticky bomb’ sabotage, destroying a colossal total of more than 400 of the enemy’s best fighters and bombers in the desert alone, as well as countless ammunition dumps, petrol supplies, trains and enemy forces on the ground.

The Big Jeep Raid

There was no bolder example of Stirling’s innovative approach in the desert than the massed jeep raid on Sidi Haneish, near Fuka in 1942. Stirling had taken delivery of twenty brand-new jeeps when reconnaissance reported that the airfield at Sidi Haneish was jam-packed with aircraft, especially the precious transport carriers that the enemy was very short of.

Stirling took a calculated gamble. He proposed to catch the Germans by surprise by driving directly on to the airfield in full moonlight in a mass jeep attack. But first he ensured that his SAS raiders practised the complex manoeuvre in the desert until they had it drilled to perfection. There would be no room for mistakes with more than sixty machine-guns firing at once in such close formation. Eighteen jeeps would approach the perimeter defences at speed and, on a signal from Stirling, open up with their machine-guns to shatter the defences. Once on the field, a green Very light would be sent up to change the jeep formation into a huge, moving arrowhead. This grouping would then file between the parked rows of planes blasting them with 1,000 rounds a minute from the deadly Vickers K machine-guns. The effect would be devastating. 

However, as the SAS approached the airfield, they got the shock of their lives. It was suddenly brilliantly lit by floodlights! Stirling thought at first they had been rumbled, but then heard an enemy plane coming into land. Stirling, in the lead, quickly opened fire and the rest followed. Messerschmitts, Stukas, Heinkels and Junkers were set ablaze or blown apart in a cacophony of ear-shattering noise. In the classic book The Phantom Major, Virginia Cowles says: ‘David’s jeep was hit by a splinter. No one was hurt but the vehicle was put out of action. The whole movement came to a standstill. He shouted to the gunners to concentrate on the Breda [machine-gun] post and signalled one of the jeeps farther down the line to move forward and pick up himself and his crew.’ He and his crew then calmly transferred to the other vehicle.

More planes on the perimeter were spotted and destroyed, one last one claimed by a Lewes bomb planted on foot by Paddy Mayne. The jeeps then roared off into the desert. The only casualty was one of the SAS gunners who was apparently hit by a mortar fragment and killed instantly. The great gamble had come off spectacularly, but was never repeated on this scale as it was appreciated that the Germans were unlikely to be caught cold in such fashion again. Stirling’s example encouraged many others to rise to the challenge of destroying enemy aircraft and disrupting the supply chain to help defeat Rommel and achieve Britain’s first victory over the Germans at El Alamein, the turning point of the war for the Allies.

Man of Vision

The effectiveness of Stirling’s L Detachment SAS raiders was vindicated time and again in countless raids in the North African desert until his untimely capture in Tunisia in 1943. Key damage was consistently caused out of all proportion to the amount of men and resources deployed. Stirling’s vision enabled the creation of a unique force, the like of which had never been seen before. Incarceration in the daunting Colditz Castle was a crushing blow for Stirling and the SAS, but not a fatal one, as by this time the unit had grown to such a size that it had attracted a large number of very able officers who were well schooled in Stirling’s ways and the unit’s future was assured. However, there is no doubt that Stirling’s absence changed the course of future SAS operations for the rest of the war. It is tantalising to speculate what glories might have been achieved if Stirling had remained in charge, but it is equally certain that no one could have made a finer successor than the redoubtable Paddy Mayne.

Following his release from captivity at the end of the war, Stirling, always seeking new challenges, left the Army to pursue different goals. His long spell of imprisonment in Colditz, the forbidding ‘escape-proof’ fortress for special prisoners, was not idly spent as he planned in minute detail how he could best serve his country in the turbulent post-war years. This lead to a myriad schemes of national and international importance, all with Britain’s interests firmly at heart. These far-sighted initiatives included formation of the Capricorn Africa Society, which brought together representatives of numerous nations to fight to abolish racial discrimination in Africa by establishing a common citizenship. Also, the Better Britain Society with the aim of establishing a code of morality for everyone in the country. Throughout the 1950s until his death in November 1990, he remained a guiding influence on the SAS, dispensing his invaluable wisdom discreetly from the sidelines. Only now, years after his death, is Britain beginning to realise the full debt it owes to this many faceted man who drew such similarly brave men towards his leadership.

Daring Heroes

There were soldiers who talked their way through enemy roadblocks in full British uniform and tore a strip off the guard for neglecting to check their papers! Veterans who, though outnumbered fifty to one, killed a quarter of the opposition by blazing their way out to safety from a seemingly inescapable SS death trap in a bullet-scoured jeep in occupied France – and lived to tell the tale! This is the story of how it all began, told through Stirling’s larger-than-life heroes of the Second World War – the vibrant tales of the toughest nuts and the most cunning brains of the 1st and 2nd SAS and the highly trained specialists of the Special Boat Service. This is the true story of the finest of those who dared.

PADDY MAYNE – THE BRAVEST SAS SOLDIER OF THEM ALL

Lt Col Robert Blair Mayne, known to everyone as Paddy, was one of the Allied forces’ most decorated soldiers in the Second World War winning no less than four DSOs and numerous other honours. A giant of an Irishman, both in height and sheer physical size, he possessed phenomenal strength, was a crack shot and yet could also move swiftly and strike silently with the knife, if required. Paddy was ferocious and personally attacked the enemy at every opportunity with Tommy gun, Bren light machine-gun, grenades and deadly Lewes bombs, amassing a huge personal total of enemy aircraft, troops, vehicles and installations destroyed.

Mayne possessed an uncanny ability to quickly assess situations and always carefully measured his responses and avoided taking suicidal risks. He was also, undoubtedly, blessed with more than his share of the legendary luck of the Irish. Many times in the Western Desert, Paddy’s men returned to base with tales of great destruction wreaked on enemy airfields and installations when other SAS raiding parties inexplicably drew a blank. While he revelled in the adrenaline rush of action and relished eliminating the enemy, he was not a sadist and his treatment of prisoners was humane. If any of the wartime SAS veterans are asked who was the Regiment’s most outstanding man of action, the reply will be without hesitation ‘Paddy Mayne’. When Mayne became involved in critical or even hopeless situations, the effect was like magic, they said. It is this word that is most often used in conjunction with Mayne, and spoken with immense pride.

Deadly Shot

Paddy would fearlessly – and without hesitation – sort a problem out, often with acts of great personal gallantry, sometimes using his great strength to fire a hefty Bren gun from the shoulder like a rifle in trademark staccato bursts. He was also an ace shot with the pistol and Tommy gun. In fact, he and his close friend Eoin McGonigal were in charge of the Commando shooting courses while on their four-month training exercise on the Isle of Arran in Scotland before being shipped out to the Middle East and later joining the SAS. Tragically, McGonigal was one of the many casualties on the first disastrous desert operation by L Detachment.

On one of Paddy’s subsequent raids on an enemy airfield in the desert, he found that he had run out of explosives with which to destroy one of the remaining aircraft. Without delay, Mayne ripped out the instrument panel with his bare hands, rendering the plane inoperable – an amazing feat of brute strength.

L/Cpl Denis Bell, who served with Mayne throughout the war in the 11th Scottish Commandos, 1st SAS and SRS, said: ‘Paddy was the man. He wasn’t frightened of anything, nothing at all. If he decided to attack, he would quickly weigh everything up making the best use of circumstances and the lie of the land and then act. He wouldn’t take any silly risks, but would rely on boldness, deadly accurate firepower and speed of action.’

Paddy’s Roots

To understand fully Paddy Mayne’s prowess as a senior officer in the world’s first true Special Forces raiding unit, it is helpful to look at his origins and the influences that helped to forge his character. He was born into a well-to-do Protestant family in Newtownards, Northern Ireland, on 11 January 1915, one of six children. Paddy was named after a cousin of his mother, Capt Robert Blair, of the 5th Battalion, The Border Regiment, an officer who was killed during the First World War in the act of winning a valiant DSO. Young Blair had a boisterous and happy childhood and displayed a precocious strength and quiet self-confidence, captaining his school rugby team. He had developed such power by the age of thirteen that he was able to drive a golf ball further than most of the adult players at a nearby golf course.

After leaving school, Mayne decided to follow a career in law and was apprenticed to a local solicitor. At eighteen, he was captain of Newtownards rugby team, but it was while attending Queen’s University, Belfast, that Paddy really began to stand out as an international sportsman of true class. At the age of twenty-one he became the Irish universities’ heavyweight boxing champion, and, even more notably, Paddy was picked for Ireland as a second-row rugby forward in the years leading up to the Second World War. He won six full caps for his country and toured South Africa with the British Lions in 1938, but his international career was brought prematurely to an end by the approach of worldwide conflict. Mayne was regarded as almost indestructible on the rugby pitch, a fair but hard player. He was not known as an instigator of violent situations, however, if attacked he would retaliate with such ferocity that he often left several of the opposing scrum in a dazed heap on the ground. The toughness of the sport and the responsibility of playing with sportsmen of high calibre and ability instilled the qualities of durability, team work, stamina and leadership in Paddy which were to become so evident in his later SAS career.

Born Leader

A natural and inspirational leader in wartime, Paddy also possessed a razor-sharp tactical sense and in action was decisive and always prepared to lead from the front if required, especially if his men’s lives were under threat. Later in the war, his fierce protective instinct to guard his men’s well-being at all costs became even more apparent. Several times on the run up to D-Day he mysteriously disappeared from the camp in Gloucestershire where the SAS forces were confined, with security at a premium. It was later revealed that, under cover of darkness and in strict secrecy, he had parachuted into France to meet British agents, returning a few days later via small boats to be picked up off the coast of Brittany by submarine.

From some quarters there was fierce opposition to these risky reconnaissance trips, on the basis that Mayne was too valuable to lose and knew too much as senior commander of 1st SAS about the forthcoming SAS post-D-Day operations in France. However, Paddy refused to be dissuaded. He not only wanted to vet the landing site options in the various proposed areas of operation, but to assure himself of the loyalty of the assorted French Resistance (Maquis) groups with which the SAS would be closely working. It was well know that treachery and jealous in-fighting were rife in some areas among rival bands, creating a potentially lethal cocktail. Paddy’s over-riding priority was to ensure, as far as humanly possible, that his men would not be betrayed to the Germans.

It was this burning loyalty and his consistently outstanding leadership skills that led many veterans who served under him to say they would have followed him to the very ends of the earth, into hell itself, if necessary – and in practice they were almost required to do just that while participating in some of the toughest engagements of the war. Many veterans, however, also freely admit that they greatly feared Paddy’s dark moods and irrational, often violent outbursts, which inevitably followed prolonged drinking binges away from the action. Woe betide any man who crossed the giant SAS commander when he was under the influence of alcohol. On one famous occasion while on leave in Cairo, a group of burly, 6-ft-tall Red Cap military policemen unwisely tried to arrest a truculent Mayne, who was out celebrating. Paddy’s reaction was to knock them out cold one by one.

Most of the time, however, Paddy did not drink at all, but when he did he went on roller-coaster benders with trusted comrades during which he did not eat or sleep for days. Alcohol seemed to unlock the ferocious side to his nature, which he struggled to control. When the SRS (Special Raiding Squadron) went to Molfetta, north of Bari, during their Italian campaign to rest and enjoy some serious drinking, Paddy virtually destroyed the mess. According to Roy Bradford and Martin Dillon’s Rogue Warrior of the SAS, he ripped out iron railings from a balcony and threw Phil Gunn, the unit’s 6-ft-tall medical officer, whom he was fond of, against a wall, damaging his shoulder badly. Capt Johnny Wiseman, quoted in Rogue Warrior of the SAS: ‘In action he was superb, out of action we were terrified of him. He was completely unpredictable, particularly when we were hanging around. It wasn’t a blind fury. He just became destructive, especially after several days’ solid drinking without a single bit of food.’ By contrast during the heat of action, his aggressive fearlessness became his greatest asset and he was supremely in command.

Courage Worthy of the VC

It is widely accepted by many military analysts that Paddy Mayne and David Stirling should both have had their outstanding achievements in the Western Desert rewarded with the ultimate honour of a VC. These exceptional SAS leaders had, after all, masterminded and supervised the destruction of more than 400 of the enemy’s best fighters and bombers using a mere handful of SAS raiders to complete a task that had a vital bearing on the outcome of the desert war. Mayne’s squadrons later tore through the heart of Sicily, Italy, France, Belgium, Holland and Germany, killing hundreds of enemy troops, capturing thousands and causing havoc behind the lines, destroying enemy communications, supply dumps, trains, vehicles, heavy guns and headquarters.

Both Mayne and Stirling had seen more face-to-face action in a few raids than some frontline soldiers would in their entire careers and had founded and nurtured the SAS from being a simple idea in Stirling’s brilliant military mind to one of the most formidable and feared Special Forces in the world. The fact that neither was honoured to the degree they deserved is an indictment of the petty jealousy shown by some of those in high command who mistrusted the fledgling SAS, believing wars should be fought and won by regular Army units, steeped in battle honours and tradition. Many openly despised the success of the various ‘private armies’ that the desert war had spawned so readily among the Allied ranks. But others admired and appreciated the skill and daring of the SAS and did all in their power to make the force grow and prosper. Clearly the legendary exploits of Mayne and Stirling are undiminished by any honours that were omitted, however much deserved. Their reputations, particularly Stirling’s, have grown in stature since the war, as the enormity of what they accomplished with sheer guts and such limited resources has come to be fully appreciated.

True Hero

Few soldiers throughout the ages, however, have been so outstandingly heroic as Paddy Mayne, while Stirling ranks among the greatest military brains of all time as a uniquely innovative, tactical genius. Maj Gen David Lloyd Owen, whose LRDG patrols often took Stirling and Mayne to and from their early raids on the desert airfields, ports and installations, had a tremendous respect for both men, as he related to John Strawson in his History of the SAS Regiment. Paddy Mayne, Lloyd Owen said, had: ‘All the colour, dash and attraction of a great buccaneer. He was the “perfect instrument in the hands of David Stirling’s genius”.’ Lloyd Owen was convinced that Mayne would have won far higher honours than his four DSOs if some of his more remarkable feats had not been achieved in single combat and had been more comprehensively witnessed. On Stirling, Lloyd Owen added: ‘I know full well that David knew what fear was. He could recognise the symptoms and did not like them. But he could control that fear, which was very real to him and that is the measure of true courage and supreme self-confidence. David had both. I know of no other man who did more to deserve the Victoria Cross and who was so inadequately decorated for his exploits.’

Even though Paddy Mayne later went on to distinguish himself in command of the SAS after Stirling’s capture in Tunisia in 1943, and was consistently at the centre of numerous hard-fought engagements all the way through to the final surrender in Germany in May 1945, his greatest tangible reward was to receive yet another bar to his original DSO. It seemed to many to be a grossly inadequate form of recognition and that a VC would have been appropriate. The occasion of the winning of his fourth and final DSO was considered by many to be one of his most memorable feats of courage, but Mayne never voiced any public criticism for the apparent oversight regarding the supreme award. At the time, however, many knowledgeable veterans and senior officers were shocked and dismayed at the snub and said so. Maj Gen Sir Robert Laycock wrote to Paddy shortly after the war saying that while his achievement in winning four DSOs was only equalled by one other ‘superman’ in the RAF in the whole of the British forces during the Second World War (Gp Capt J.B. ‘Willie’ Tait, who won four DSOs for bombing missions), the top brass should nevertheless have given him a VC.

Robbed by the Faceless Men

David Stirling was also furious that Mayne did not receive the highest honour, bitterly castigating the ‘faceless men who didn’t want Mayne and the SAS to be given the distinction’. The frustration bubbling beneath the surface was hinted at when Paddy told his family he would have preferred to receive a Military Cross rather than a third bar to his DSO. While it is widely believed that Mayne was clearly robbed of the supreme award, it can also be argued that the disillusionment he felt at the dearth of interest in the SAS at the end of the war – felt and shared by many of his comrades – may have contributed to his loss of drive, heavier drinking and eventually his untimely early death behind the wheel of his powerful car only ten years after the end of the war. He was aged just thirty-nine. Despite the controversy, however, Mayne’s amazing exploits are undiminished and stand out as some of the most couragous feats of human endeavour in the Second World War.

However, Paddy Mayne was demonstrably a flawed hero, a man who, like Stirling, scorned authority when it suited him and broke virtually every rule in the book. He did not, however, possess Stirling’s effortless, cultured diplomacy and contacts in high places and had to learn the hard way how to get the best for his unit from those in higher authority who had not always the best interests of the SAS at heart. Later in the war, however, few fought so hard, or successfully, as Mayne to defend the SAS and maintain its existence. The responsibility of command brought out his finest attributes.

Baptism of Fire at Litani River

While serving with the 11th Scottish Commandos shortly before joining the SAS, Mayne was mentioned in despatches for his courage at the Battle of the Litani River, a seaborne landing carried out against Vichy French forces in Lebanon. Due to a navigational error, some of the British landing craft were put ashore in the thick of the enemy defences. The commanding officer Col Pedder, half the other officers and 120 men were killed, but Mayne was in his element, at the forefront of the action.

Not long after this engagement, Geoffrey Keyes, son of the famous British admiral, who also distinguished himself in the Litani action, was appointed the new CO of the 11th Scottish Commandos, and Mayne, under the influence of drink, chased everyone, including Keyes, out of the officers’ mess with a rifle and fixed bayonet. This horrendous outburst, which was generously overlooked by Keyes, was followed by a much more serious incident when Mayne’s volcanic temper again erupted without apparent provocation and he knocked Keyes completely out as he approached a chess game in the mess. Paddy was instantly placed under close arrest and all his friends feared his military career was finished.

Bid to Kill Rommel

The official reason for Mayne’s violent attack has never been made public, but it was almost certainly connected with the fact that Keyes had not chosen Mayne to accompany him as one of his officers on the famous Rommel raid in 1941, an abortive attack on a headquarters that the brilliant German general sometimes used in Libya. The idea was to try and capture, or kill, the elusive ‘Desert Fox’. If successful, the raid would have been a sensational success. In the event, Rommel was not in his lair when the Commandos attacked and Keyes was killed in the valiant attempt to storm the building, winning a posthumous VC to add to the MC he gained for his part in the Litani River action and the Croix de Guerre awarded him for service in Norway at the start of the war.

Mayne, meanwhile, was awaiting court martial for his actions and an abrupt, ignominious end to his war was looming fast when David Stirling rescued him by using his top-level contacts and influence to get Paddy out of the brig so he could join his L Detachment SAS force, then forming in the Western Desert. Stirling fully appreciated that Mayne was too valuable an asset to let slip through his – and the British Army’s – fingers and promised Paddy he would be able to take on the enemy at every opportunity and see all the action his restless spirit craved. However, Stirling also made it perfectly clear to Mayne that he would not tolerate any repetition of the embarrassing physical attacks of the type that had floored Keyes. Paddy gave his solemn pledge for good conduct from now on – a promise he never broke as he had great respect for the SAS founder and never felt the need to challenge his authority, barring occasionally arguing his corner when the need arose.

The Raid that Ignited the SAS Legend

On 14 December 1941, during the first successful SAS raid on Tamet, one of Rommel’s forward air bases on the coast road between Tripoli and El Agheila, Paddy showed a reckless disregard that amounted to aggressive bravado. He stealthily approached a wooden hut on the edge of the airfield from which sounds of laughter and horseplay could be heard. The building housed the officers’ mess and contained about thirty off-duty German and Italian pilots who were relaxing, drinking and playing cards. They never expected to be attacked so far from the front line, or thought that within seconds so many of them would be dead, dying or seriously wounded. The airfield was 250 miles behind the lines and seemingly unassailable.

Suddenly, the door was booted open with a crash and the khaki-clad figure of Mayne was framed in the doorway, brandishing a deadly Thompson sub machine-gun with fifty rounds in the drum. It was the weapon American gangsters favoured for their bloody attacks of retribution on rival gangs. For a split second, nothing happened – and then all hell broke loose with Paddy spraying the room with burst after deadly burst of automatic fire. It was a bloodbath. A few of the enemy reacted to the shock of seeing Mayne and his Tommy gun blasting out its deadly message of death by diving for any available cover. As a parting gesture, Paddy shot the lights out and disappeared as suddenly as he had arrived into the desert night. Later, he dispassionately described the technique to employ in such circumstances was to shoot the first man to move and then let those closest have it. Few could escape his lightning reactions.

Sgt Reg Seekings, one of the five other men in the raiding party, waiting in trepidation nearby, said the result of Paddy’s lethal foray was that the ‘whole place went mad’. The panic-stricken enemy guards opened up with everything they had and the SAS men were lucky to get away with their lives as tracer bullets scythed across the darkened airfield, missing the fleeing raiders by inches. It was an uncharacteristic, impulsive incident which Mayne later admitted he regretted and never repeated, even though his prime objective had undoubtedly been to kill pilots, who were so valuable to the enemy forces, equally as valuable as their latest fighters and bombers in many cases. He realised that this spectacular one-man war with a Tommy gun had drawn far too much unwanted attention and detracted from the main object of the exercise, which was to blow up enemy aircraft.

On Paddy’s orders, the group returned to the airfield after an hour, reasoning that the enemy would not expect them to attack again so soon and would be off guard. Paddy’s shrewd assumption was proved correct and the group of raiders was unmolested as they left their bombs on planes, supply dumps and other random targets. Seekings witnessed Paddy’s memorable feat of ripping out one of the planes’ instrument panels with his bare hands because he had run out of bombs. The raiders tensely waited to see the start of their deadly handiwork. Suddenly the sky was lit by flaming explosions as bomb after bomb went up. What a baptism for the SAS! In the confusion, some of the German and Italian guards even fired at each other. Fourteen aircraft were destroyed, with ten more aircraft damaged by having instrument panels wrecked, petrol and bomb dumps obliterated and several telegraph poles blown up. For his part in this spectacular inaugural success, Mayne received his first well-deserved DSO.

No Quarter Given

The calm and collected Stirling also shocked one of his senior NCOs not long after the first SAS raid when an SAS patrol came across a dozen or so Italian soldiers sleeping by their tents in the desert. Asked by his men what they should do, Stirling abruptly told them to open fire. They obeyed and wiped out the helpless enemy soldiers. Regimental Sgt Maj Bob Bennett, later to become one of the legendary stalwarts of the SAS and a close friend of Paddy Mayne, was among the group and was deeply troubled by the one-sided massacre. Later, he could no longer keep his feelings to himself and told Stirling of his misgivings. Stirling simply replied that the odds were stacked so heavily against the British and Commonwealth forces at that crucial stage of the war that the ‘gloves were off’ and the enemy was fair game, sometimes even in circumstances such as these. In order to maximise their pioneering behind-the-lines role, the SAS had to shake the enemy’s confidence with random attacks such as this, which would help give the impression of greater SAS strength and invulnerability. Stirling added simply: ‘It’s against my nature to kill people, but it’s got to be done.’

The SAS, operating behind the lines in this brutal, total war, often hand-to-hand against the enemy, had not the time, resources or means to debate the finer points. They simply had to kill or be killed using whatever methods were at hand. Sometimes this involved employing what many regular soldiers would regard as ‘unsporting’ tactics. This realistic and uncompromising attitude undoubtedly added fuel to the growing resentment emanating from certain sections of the established forces regarding the SAS.

Fortunately, not all other units were so narrow-minded. Many officers and men fully appreciated that this war was a grim and unglamorous struggle for the sheer survival of the British nation, not the death or glory quest of previous wars. Maj Gen David Lloyd Owen vividly remembers meeting Paddy at the pre-arranged desert rendezvous after the Fuka aerodrome raid. He asked Paddy how things had gone and the Irishman calmly replied that it had been difficult because the enemy had put a sentry on nearly every plane. This meant that he had had to knife them before he could place his Lewes bombs on them – the chilling total was about seventeen. While not glorying in the killing, both Mayne and Stirling realised full well that this was a brutal battle to the finish and that sometimes there was no time for qualms. However, in other respects, both behaved as British officers of any other unit would have done. For instance, prisoners taken were treated under the terms of the Hague Convention.

The Second DSO

A myriad raids were undertaken throughout the Western Desert by Stirling’s unit, but Paddy did not win his next DSO until the invasion of Sicily. On this occasion the temporarily renamed Special Raiding Squadron (1st SAS), commanded by Mayne, went into action to knock out key gun batteries on the Cape Murro di Porco, a prominent headland just south of Syracuse. A lightning assault from the sea was scheduled to take place on the night of 10/11 July 1943. After the stunning victory in North Africa, British and American forces were full of confidence and were to land side by side on a 75-mile front around the south-eastern corner of the island. The plan was to strike swiftly northwards, cutting Sicily in half, a move designed to trap the enemy forces and prevent as much of the Axis army from escaping to the mainland as possible.

The task that the SRS had been secretly training hard for was to capture and destroy the headland’s coastal batteries to protect the main invasion force. Paddy’s men went into action aboard assault landing craft. Mayne, like the rest of the SRS, was armed with a Colt automatic pistol, while many of the raiders were heavily armed with sub machine-guns and a variety of other weapons. These included captured German Schmeissers, which some preferred owing to their quality and accuracy and the fact that ammunition for the German weapon was lighter and more could be carried than for some Allied counterparts.

The SRS met little early opposition. They scaled steep cliffs using ladders, cut through the protective wire and swiftly attacked the first gun emplacement. Enemy fire opened up from all around the site. The Italian soldiers were in dugouts beneath the guns, but many lacked the will to put up sustained resistance. Paddy, oblivious to the danger, strode purposefully through the area chivvying his men to hurry up and clear the site as Royal Engineers were waiting, ready to blow the guns. Alex Muirhead, an officer who was later to distinguish himself in France after D-Day, urged his men on to drop 3-in mortar shells on a nearby barracks and command post. The late Reg Seekings said in Roy Bradford and Martin Dillon’s biography on Mayne, Rogue Warrior of the SAS: ‘We went in with the bayonet. That was Paddy’s idea – we had trained in the Guards drill specially for the op. Left, right, fire a volley in step, reload, left, right, fire! It could be bloody terrifying if you were at the wrong end. At one point we shot up a statue – thought it was an Eyetie! We were cleaning out places. There were these big underground bunkers and we could hear voices. We were just going in. The blood was running high and we were in a real killing mood.’ A few civilians were mixed up with the action, together with some British troops from 4th Airborne who had been captured in the vicinity.

After the threat of grenades being thrown down their bunkers, the enemy defenders gave up and the battery had been taken by 5 a.m. and several 6-in guns, 20-mm anti-aircraft weapons and heavy machine-guns put out of action. Paddy gave the order to fire green rockets to signal to the waiting ships that the operation was successful. He then directed his men in clearing out pockets of enemy snipers and some nearby defended farmhouses and then the SRS set off hot foot for Syracuse, about 5 miles away, taking many prisoners along the way. To reinforce the view earlier expressed about Mayne’s attitude to prisoners, Paddy gave a clear order that the enemy was to be given the chance to give themselves up before his men opened fire.

However, on approaching a second battery, the fighting got harder. Again the 3-in mortars of the SRS caused havoc, hitting an ammunition dump and an anti-aircraft site. Two troops of raiders then attacked against strong opposition and took the position, capturing a further five heavy anti-aircraft guns. Just as they were about to attack the main guns, Mayne’s instinct took over. Ever on his guard and with an uncanny sixth sense for danger, Paddy had spotted an Italian shaping up to shoot Sgt Maj Rose, one of the SAS originals, in the back. In a flash, his pistol cracked twice, killing the Italian instantly. The raiders then destroyed the guns and continued on to join the advance party of the British 5th Division, reaching their intended destination of Syracuse the next day.

Amazingly, although almost 500 prisoners were taken and 200 to 300 of the enemy killed or wounded, only one SRS man died and two others were injured. They had brilliantly achieved their objective of knocking out two crucial batteries which could have wreaked slaughter on the main invading force. The daring success of the operation can be gauged by the number of medals showered on the SRS. Maj Harry Poat received the Military Cross, as did the pugnacious Lt Johnny Wiseman. Sgt Reg Seekings received a Military Medal to add to the DCM he had won earlier in the war. MMs were also won by L/Sgts A. Frame and John Sillito and Cpl C. Dalzell, L/Cpl T. Jones and Pts A. Skinner and J. Noble.

The second operation included in the award of the bar to Paddy’s DSO was the capture and holding of the town of Augusta by the SRS just two days later on 12 July. This landing, again seaborne, was carried out in daylight and the Italians were driven from well-prepared positions and large amounts of stores and equipment saved from destruction by demolition. The citation states: ‘He personally led his men from landing craft in the face of heavy machine-gun fire. By this action, he succeeded in forcing his way to ground where it was possible to form up and sum up the enemy’s defences.’ Mayne’s bar to his DSO was just reward not only for his personal bravery, but also for his outstanding and inspirational leadership of these inaugural seaborne actions for the SRS/SAS.

Third DSO

The complex and dangerous campaign in France led to a third bar to Paddy’s DSO for his continued impressive leadership. The official citation for this said:



Lieutenant Colonel R.B. Mayne DSO has commanded 1st SAS Regiment throughout the period of operations in France. On 8th August 1944, he was dropped to Houndsworth base, located west of Dijon, in order to co-ordinate and take charge of the available detachments of his Regiment and co-ordinate their activities with a major Airborne landing which was then envisaged near Paris.

He then proceeded in a jeep in daylight to motor to the Gain base making the complete journey in one day. On the approach of Allied forces, he passed through the lines in his jeep to contact the American forces and to lead back through the lines his detachment of twenty jeeps landed for Operation Wallace. During the next few weeks, he successfully penetrated the German and American lines on four occasions in order to lead parties of reinforcements. It was entirely due to Lt Colonel Mayne’s fine leadership and example, and his utter disregard of danger, that the unit was able to achieve such striking success.



With Paris safely liberated, Mayne was awarded the Croix de Guerre by the grateful French, whose countrymen as part of the Resistance had greatly assisted the SAS campaigns behind the lines.

The Heroic Fourth DSO

This award, won in Germany during the final weeks of the Second World War, was for an act of supreme individual bravery by Mayne, who was instrumental in driving out dangerous, aggressive German forces from a strongly held village which was holding up the advance in the whole of his sector. It was a deed of such outstanding individual heroism and cool leadership that many afterwards considered it well worthy of the VC. Indeed, combined with Mayne’s previous record, the supreme award for valour seemed to have been guaranteed at last.

On 9 April 1945 Mayne was ordered by the general commanding the Canadian 4th Armoured Division to lead his Regiment of armoured jeep squadrons through the German lines. The general direction of advance was north-east through the city of Oldenburg. Mayne’s main task was to clear a path for advancing Canadian armoured cars and tanks whose objective was the U-boat base at Wilhelmshaven. He was also ordered to cause disruption behind the enemy lines, something he and the battle-hardened SAS regarded as routine after four long years of war.

The SAS had received intelligence reports that any opposition was likely to be weak, consisting mainly of Volksturm, the German equivalent of the Home Guard, and Hitler Youth. However, the SAS was warned that there were likely to be several fortified strong points on the route to Oldenburg and the ever-watchful Mayne cautioned his men to be careful. In the event, lying in wait undetected were elements of the crack German 1st Parachute Division, victors of Crete in 1941.

Crucially, Mayne’s squadrons, which contained many seasoned veterans, also comprised a number of new inexperienced recruits. Consequently, some of the jeeps in the patrol became bunched up too close together, making it far easier for the enemy to launch a successful ambush. Tragedy struck when the leading squadron was hit by heavy enemy fire after only an hour’s travel and the squadron commander, Maj Dick Bond, a close friend of Mayne’s, was among those killed. The leading elements of the SAS were under fire from machine-guns and hand-held Panzerfaust anti-tank weapons and had to leave their jeeps with only pistols, Bren guns and Tommy guns with which to defend themselves against the fierce onslaught. 

After receiving an urgent wireless message, Paddy, in one of his infamous silent rages, immediately sped off in his jeep to the scene. The official account said that from the time he arrived until the end of the action, Lt Col Mayne was in full view of the enemy and exposed to fire from small arms, machine-guns and sniper’s rifles. Screeching to a halt, Paddy took the Bren from his jeep together with several magazines and entered the nearest of two houses flanking the ambush site, ensuring that the enemy there had withdrawn or been killed. His driver Billy Hull went inside the same house to give further covering fire, hammering several bursts towards the adjacent nearby house and receiving a welter of bullets in reply.

Mayne, meanwhile, left the house and carefully began to stalk the enemy, remaining in cover in the lee of the first house and then boldly stepping from the corner of the building to fire multiple, deadly accurate short bursts into the second house, killing and wounding the enemy there. He also raked the nearby woods, which were occupied by other well-armed troops, with deadly bursts. He then returned to the main column of SAS vehicles and asked for a volunteer to accompany him on a jeep attack on the strongest enemy positions. It was an intrepid plan, but also exceedingly dangerous. In the circumstances it was a calculated but risky gamble. John Scott bravely volunteered to act as rear gunner on the twin Vickers machine-guns. Without hesitation, Paddy blasted up the road past the point where Maj Bond had been killed shortly before to where the furthest section of jeeps was halted, cut off by the intense and withering enemy fire. SAS casualties lay trapped, helpless alongside their pinned-down comrades. By this time, the SAS had lost more men, killed and wounded, including Bond’s driver Tpr Lewis, who had courageously volunteered to try and bypass the drainpipe obstruction in the ditch where Bond had been scythed down earlier. Lewis was a smaller man and thought he could wriggle past undetected and reach the trapped men, but as he crawled down the ditch he too fell victim to a sniper’s deadly bullet.

Meanwhile, Paddy Mayne was in full furious flow, speeding along the road urging Scott on, yelling orders as to where best to engage the enemy with blistering fire poured from the jeep. He turned the nimble vehicle around and Scott leapt into the front seat getting in further deadly bursts from the heavy Browning machine-gun all the way along the road, concentrating on the woods. When they reached the abandoned jeeps, Scott opened up again with the Vickers, hosing bullets into the enemy troops. The main threat, as Paddy quickly surmised, came from the trees to the side of the furthest house and the enemy were quickly silenced, or forced to flee, under the persistent hail of accurate, close-range fire. The daring jeep attack had almost completely subdued the enemy by this stage, allowing Paddy to get out of the vehicle and lift the wounded out of the ditch. In fact, the enemy had suffered heavy casualties and had begun to withdraw. Later, Scott, who had also performed courageously in the action, asked Paddy to gauge what their chances were of surviving the escapade. Mayne thought for a moment and calmly replied, ‘About fifty-fifty.’

The Canadian armour, which was supposed to be following hard on the heels of the SAS, had not caught up with the jeep squadrons and so, with casualties needing urgent medical attention, Mayne decided to withdraw back to the British lines and make his report. Both Maj Blackman and Capt Harrison, who wrote up the citation outlining the incident within hours of its conclusion, and SAS Brig Mike Calvert, commanding officer of the SAS, were all convinced that Paddy had won a long overdue VC at last. It was beyond doubt that Mayne’s individual heroism throughout the action, combined with his inspired leadership of Scott and others, had won the day.

Speculation remains rife to this day that the main reason why Mayne did not receive the VC was not that his superlative deeds of bravery were insufficient for the supreme honour, but simply that his buccaneer conduct had offended those in high places outside the SAS once too often. Memories of his earlier behaviour were slow to fade. There seems to be no other rational explanation. Whatever the truth of the matter, Calvert passed the report of the action on to the Canadians and it was then sent to higher authorities in London, who decided on a record-breaking fourth DSO instead. Paddy was now, VC or not, the most decorated soldier in the entire British Army.

Other Breathtaking Exploits

Various accounts, from official records and eyewitness testimonies, underline the amazing reactions and bravery of Lt Col Mayne. A few of the highlights from the latter half of the war are detailed here.



At Termoli, Italy, where the SRS supported various other Commando units in a desperate defence of the town against crack German forces, a single shell unluckily killed twenty-nine of Paddy’s men in a truck. However, whenever the Lieutenant Colonel was in action, the record was usually set straight one way or another. Just before this tragic episode, on entering the town, veterans state that Paddy, who was in charge of Squadron headquarters, directed his men to engage a party of over forty Germans with mortars at a bend in a road, which led up a ravine. Suddenly, unnoticed by the others in the heat of the action, he disappeared. With his speed and cunning in making use of all available cover, he amazed his men by appearing suddenly above the enemy’s flank. Tossing a grenade with unerring accuracy, as if he were merely lobbing a cricket ball, he wiped out a mortar crew. Then, using his favourite trick of using a Bren gun like a rifle, he killed or scattered the rest with repeated, deadly bursts of light machine-gun fire. Members of 40 Commando, who were operating with the SRS at Termoli, then helped round up and capture the survivors of the totally demoralised force. The engagement was a total success thanks to Mayne’s instinctive quick thinking and uncanny tactical awareness. After the action, the bodies of no less than twelve Germans scythed down by Mayne were found at the scene.



In France at Houndsworth base, west of Dijon, after being parachuted in to coordinate the various detachments of the 1st SAS Regiment, Lt Col Mayne decided that on 1 September a jeep crew should go and collect a trailer from the Kipling base. Lt Monty Goddard volunteered to drive, with Paddy manning the twin Vickers in the front. It was almost as if he sensed that action was in the wind. There was little traffic on the road, but suddenly Mayne heard the rumbling of heavy vehicles in the distance and the pair quietly pulled into cover at the side of the road where to their surprise they discovered brave but lightly armed members of the Maquis French Resistance preparing an ambush for the approaching German patrol.

According to Bradford and Dillon’s Rogue Warrior, Paddy told Goddard to drive the jeep out of sight and to quickly bring back the Bren gun and single Vickers and ammunition for both from the vehicle. The SAS men were determined to take on the convoy whether the Maquis decided to attack or not. Paddy strode up to one of the Frenchmen, depriving him of several grenades before returning to his chosen position, which had a clear view of the approaching Germans. The convoy rolled into sight, protected by a quick-firing vehicle with several trucks packed with soldiers following and a staff car at the rear. When the vehicles came within 50 yd Mayne signalled to Goddard to open fire, which he did, boldly advancing and firing the single Vickers from his hip. Soldiers leapt from the trucks and the 36-mm mobile quick firer at the head of the convoy burst into action. The enemy soldiers scattered into ditches on either side of the road and Mayne crept swiftly with his Bren to a patch of raised ground about 50 yd away, which gave him a clear view of the ditches and trucks.

Goddard shot the quick-firer crew, but having bravely advanced into a very exposed position was killed by cannon-fire that opened up from one of the trucks. Mayne immediately blasted a full magazine into the trucks killing all those inside. Mayne’s own position was now coming under heavy fire from a machine-gun near one of the trucks, so he tossed several grenades into the ditch where the Germans were sheltering while reloading his Bren. Mayne fired one final burst from his Bren and took off into the woods. The Germans, floundering around in disarray, did not follow. Mayne’s jeep had vanished, but he made his way on foot with one of the Maquisards who had stopped to help guide him. After commandeering a civilian car they arrived back at camp where the Maquisard recounted the bravery of Mayne and Goddard to everyone. Typically, Paddy dismissed the fierce encounter as a ‘minor scrap’.



A dramatic radio message tip-off that a motorised German troop convoy was approaching near Oldenburg, Germany, led to Mayne, his faithful driver Billy Hull and another trooper carrying out an ambush at a site cunningly chosen by Mayne, It left no less than seventy enemy dead. The rest of Paddy’s men were all out on offensive patrols, but this was too good an opportunity to miss for the seasoned SAS commander. With a glint in his eyes and an urgency in his manner he told the remaining two troopers to stop brewing tea and get into a jeep.

Paddy then raced off at break-neck speed to set up an ambush. The SAS men got to their destination at a wooded area with just enough time to site their weapons for optimum effect. A handy S bend in particular would, it was calculated, slow down the enemy vehicles temporarily and cause them to bunch. Paddy manned the Browning heavy machine-gun on the jeep, which was hidden in cover nearby, and Hull sited a Bren gun on an adjacent rise, which gave a superb field of fire. Williams carried a sub machine-gun, a deadly weapon at short range, especially in skilled hands. Within minutes, the rumble of German half-tracks was clearly heard as the convoy approached, each vehicle packed full with about thirty German soldiers.

As Patrick Marrinan in Colonel Paddy recorded: ‘Paddy let the leading one go past, then opened up and his two companions followed suit. A tornado of screams and shouts rose from the Germans. Their trucks began to blaze, bodies were scattered everywhere. The ambush had thrown them into an utter panic.’ Mayne had timed the ambush to perfection, picking his site and directing his men’s fire so as to cause the enemy vehicles to wedge up on the bend, where they were abandoned by their drivers as the welter of bullets poured down. However, the three SAS, being vastly outnumbered, realised they had already outstayed their welcome. Again, Paddy judged the perfect moment to depart before the superior German force recovered from the initial shock and reformed to attack and overwhelm them. Paddy’s two comrades leapt aboard the wildly revving jeep and roared away from this scene of chaos. However, in order to withdraw, Paddy had to reverse at full speed down the narrow lane for more than 50 yd before he could turn around. By this time the Germans were returning fire wildly, but all three SAS men returned to base safely.

The next day, the SAS went back to the site to witness a scene of unbelievable devastation. Several half-tracks were burnt out and German corpses littered the area all around. In this one brief action, Paddy had added considerably to his enormous personal tally of enemy soldiers killed with his own hands.



A similar ambush was carried out by Mayne and Hull one late April afternoon towards the end of the war, with Paddy employing similarly effective tactics. Ever on the look-out for action, Mayne spotted the approach of a German convoy consisting mainly of horse-drawn carts packed with supplies and explosives and radioed for a jeep in the rear to come forward. But, racing off without waiting for it to arrive, he drove his jeep into cover at the side of the road and waited, safely camouflaged by the lush foliage.

Paddy again manned the Browning heavy machine-gun with Hull, his loyal sidekick, ready to add to the deluge of firepower on the quick-firing twin Vickers. The pair did not have long to wait and, as the ragged procession of carts and lorries drove past, they let rip. Hull described the bloody inferno in Bradford and Dillon’s Rogue Warrior of the SAS in his typical staccato fashion: ‘Carts and lorries were exploding. We ran out of ammunition. They didn’t even have time to fire back. They were in disarray. They didn’t know what had hit them. Big Mayne reversed the jeep out of the action and loaded up [with ammo], then went back for more. The roadway was a shambles. Bodies all over the place. Other jeeps arrived and took over from us.’

Such deadly massacres were beginning to become a habit. On another occasion, Paddy, Hull and an SAS trooper were travelling along a seemingly quiet road when suddenly Paddy, who was driving, slammed the accelerator to the floor. In a ditch at the side of the road ahead was a German machine-gun with three soldiers gathered around it. Luckily, the Germans were taken by surprise by the vehicle roaring straight at them. Without hesitation, Mayne drove the jeep into the ditch right over the enemy soldiers. ‘I felt the vibrations as the vehicle ploughed over the three Germans,’ Hull said, as recorded in Bradford and Dillon’s Rogue Warrior, ‘Paddy reversed it, the Germans were writhing on the ground. He stopped the jeep, reached across, took hold of a Schmeisser [German machine-pistol] and fired several bursts into the wounded men. There wasn’t much left.’ Paddy then turned to his comrades and said, simply and reproachfully in his soft Irish brogue, ‘In future, keep yer eyes open.’ His actions may seem brutal nowadays, but he was the one man quick enough to react. If he had not, the SAS men would have been the ones to be wiped out.

Tragedy Strikes

The Germans surrendered unconditionally on 8 May 1945 and the fighting war in Europe was finally at an end. It was hard at first for men of the SAS to adjust to relative inaction. Some had been involved in some of the toughest Special Forces operations for up to four long years and now knew little else. There followed a pleasant diversion in Norway for members of 1st SAS as Paddy and his troops were ordered to oversee the capitulation of large numbers of the German occupying forces who had been stationed there since 1940. In the event, there was little trouble from the demoralised German forces and the SAS troops were treated to overwhelming hospitality by the grateful and jubilant Norwegian populace. After the dropping of the atom bombs on Japan which brought about the end of the Second World War on 15 August, the SAS returned home to Britain. Neither they nor David Stirling, having been released from captivity in Colditz, would now be needed for the proposed behind-the-lines missions against the Japanese. All members were devastated to hear that the SAS was to be disbanded on 1 October.

Paddy was like a proverbial fish out of water, suffering from a badly damaged vertebra in his back. The injury, received in the early days of the desert campaign, had been made much worse by the many parachute drops he made into France just prior to and after D-Day. Though in considerable pain at times, he typically hid this fact from his men on missions from France onwards, even though he needed proper medical treatment. It is amazing that he accomplished so much with such a serious disability, but he was to pay the price. In effect, the injury prevented him from following a more active career, and perhaps remaining in the military. He took up an interesting job in the Falklands Dependency Survey, which was offered by the Crown agents, working with a survey team in the South Atlantic, but finally his tortured back gave out completely. Within weeks, he was in hospital in Buenos Aires for a much postponed major operation which entailed the removal of an entire vertebra. He was then shipped home, but despite this drastic surgery, his back never fully recovered.

Shortly after his return home to Newtonwards, Paddy was offered the role of secretary of the Incorporated Law Society of Northern Ireland, a professional body that serves solicitors. He was at last able to use his legal training, gained before the outbreak of war, but though suitable, the post failed to excite or stretch his capabilities in any way. Late-night drinking sessions with friends and former comrades who came to visit him from mainland Britain and elsewhere took up too much of his time over the next ten years. He never married. On one memorable occasion, SAS comrade Bob Bennett, one of the original SAS veterans, arrived at his office in the law courts. Paddy was delighted and promptly told his secretary he would not be back for two weeks! The pair embarked on a gargantuan bender.

For most of the time, Paddy floundered around without a real purpose in life apart from his family, his job, his friends and his drinking. On 14 December 1955, Paddy was due to go to a teetotal Masonic dinner in his home town, an event he attended as a matter of tradition. His beloved mother Margaret, a major influence throughout his life, watched him roar away from his Mount Pleasant home that evening in his powerful red Riley as he had on countless occasions before. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

Paddy went to a poker game and had some drinks in the nearby town of Bangor, calling in the early hours at a friend’s house. He had more drinks and left shortly before 4 a.m. Just 5 minutes later, he was only a few hundred yards from home when an unlit, parked lorry suddenly loomed out of the darkness ahead. Paddy’s car struck the vehicle a massive, glancing blow and then, shooting across the road out of control, slammed into an electricity line pole with a tremendous crash. Ireland’s favourite SAS son, the survivor of scores of desperate hand-to-hand fights with the enemy and victor of all of them, was killed instantly. His body was not found until 7 a.m. the next morning. A post-mortem showed his death was caused by a fracture at the base of the skull.

Paddy Mayne’s funeral took place on 16 December 1955. The procession behind the coffin stretched back more than a mile and contained many former SAS comrades, colleagues from the legal profession and the rugby world. He was buried in the family grave at Movilla churchyard, Newtonwards. Maj Roy Farran, one of the most decorated surviving SAS officers from the Second World War, describes Paddy in his appreciation of this book as being like a mighty ‘Viking warrior of ancient times’ who could mow down his opponents with a sword that no one else would be capable of lifting.

ANDERS LASSEN VC – LIFE ON A KNIFE’S EDGE

Anders Lassen VC, MC and two bars was to the Special Boat Service what Paddy Mayne was to the SAS – the rugged epitome of heroic leadership and ferocious courage in action. There were few finer soldiers in the whole of the British Army, as scores of enemy soldiers found to their cost in hand-to-hand combat. The first encounter with either of these two lethal Special Forces men was usually the last. Both Mayne and Lassen were born killers, ruthless, cold and calculating in action, but with complex characters which were deceptively easy going at times, yet concealing a dark, brooding side that could explode into unpredictable violence once the pressure-cooker atmosphere of action was released. These two famous SAS majors were unquestionably superb commanders, possessing instinctive tactical sense and qualities of leadership that inspired tremendous loyalty and respect among their men.

Anders Frederik Emil Victor Schau Lassen, known as Andy to all his SBS comrades, was born in Denmark and spent all of his younger life there. He was serving on an oil tanker as a merchant seaman when he came to Britain in 1940, desperate to fight the Nazis who had invaded and pillaged his homeland and enslaved the Danish people.

Two of a Kind

Mayne and Lassen shared certain similiarities. Both punched and knocked out their commanding officers when thwarted in minor ways in rest times between missions. Lassen struck his CO, Lord Jellicoe, in a bar in Tel Aviv in a petty difference of opinion. However, Jellicoe, the wise and able commander of the SBS, decided to turn a blind eye to the incident. He knew Lassen was too valuable an officer to be lost on account of such a petulant outburst. Jellicoe’s foresight was to be repaid a thousandfold.

Like Mayne, Lassen moved across the raiding battlefields quickly, decisively and with great agility at the first hint of enemy action. Both were deadly marksmen with pistol, rifle, Tommy gun or Bren gun, as well as making liberal use of grenades, and they both used their stiletto-like commando daggers in one-to-one combat whenever it was necessary. It was possible to silence and kill a man in 3 or 4 seconds by severing a main artery in the shoulder or neck, and even more quickly by slitting his throat. 

It was with the knife that Lassen, especially, came into his own, relishing killing the enemy in the clinical close-quarter fashion that many soldiers of regular units found repugnant. When Lassen returned from killing his first enemy soldier in this way on one of his early raids he thrust the still bloody knife under the nose of one of his comrades, carried away by the high emotions of the moment, triumphant at his first ‘real’ kill. In his youth, he was so adept at using a bow and knives of various kinds that he could stalk and kill a stag with a knife – no mean feat.

The Famous Commando Knife

The knife, which Lassen was later to use with such deadly effect in the SBS, was the Fairbairn Sykes Commando knife. Early in November 1940, Fairbairn and Sykes arrived from the Far East at the headquarters of the Wilkinson Sword company in London on a mission that would immortalise their names. They told company executives they wanted to create a mass-production knife that could kill swiftly and silently. The grip had to be heavy so the knife would fit well in the palm, but at the same time the knife had to be manageable and versatile. In fact, Commandos and SAS and SBS men became so accomplished at throwing the knives that they were able to use them as darts, often to the alarm of other units they served with, including the Royal Navy taking them to their targets.

William Fairbairn and his partner Eric Sykes had had a tough baptism in the hardest street fighting of the Far East, where Fairbairn had been assistant commissioner of Shanghai’s municipal police and Sykes had commanded a firearms unit. Both were called back to Britain where they were commissioned as Army captains and given a free hand to teach Special Forces recruits the specialities of silent killing, unarmed combat and pistol shooting. It was claimed that the duo had been involved in more than 200 incidents of violent close combat, although their ‘harmless’, middle-aged appearance belied their experience.

Within a few days of their visit Wilkinson Sword had come up with a prototype knife. A knife from the first batch, including the sheath, cost 13s 6d, and by the end of the Second World War the company had made nearly 250,000 of these. The dagger had a blade almost 7 in long and was popularly known as the Commando knife, but many war veterans called it by the name etched on the squared head of the blade – the Fairbairn Sykes fighting knife. Raiders were trained to creep up on sentries, hook a hand around their victim’s chin, yanking the head sideways to expose the shoulder to a powerful, downward thrust. Inflicting damage on the subclavian artery was considered to be the quickest, quietest way to kill a man – 2 seconds later the man would be unconscious, and in 31/2 seconds he would be dead, drowned in his own blood. A quick cut to the man’s throat would have a similar effect. Many Commando unit badges depict such fighting knives and the SAS badge features a winged dagger, or sword, pointing downwards.

Lassen the Hunter

Many of Lassen’s comrades in the SBS later said that he often preferred using the knife to all other weapons, when circumstances allowed. With his homeland ground into submission by the Nazis, Lassen was only too willing to volunteer his services to join the British forces at the first opportunity and put his fighting skills to good use. Lassen landed at Oban in Argyllshire in 1940. He was about 6 ft 1 in tall, slim but powerful and very strong and people who knew him say he was capable of moving across the ground as though he was floating on air. Lassen was the son of the adventurous Capt Emil Lassen of the Danish Life Guards and his great grandfather, Emil Victor Schau, was heroically killed in 1864 in the war against Prussia. His relatives said the Schau strain seemed to pass on a passion for fighting in the Lassen family, a quality that Anders inherited to the full.

After several early adventures in West Africa and elsewhere, Lassen was commissioned second lieutenant in 1942 and joined the Small Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), a special Commando unit, commanded by the gallant officer Gus March-Phillips, who was later killed in a raid on the Normandy coast. The force’s cover name was No. 62 Commando, but its true and undisclosed name was the SSRF.

Lassen was a crack shot with any weapon. He could hit a rabbit on the run with his longbow and on one occasion a SSRF colleague saw him hit and ignite a twelve-bore cartridge lodged in the fork of a tree from 25 yd with his bow. The SSRF special raiders were taught how to strip and load sub machine-guns, Allied or enemy, blindfold just like the SAS. They were also taught pistol shooting in the Fairbairn Sykes style. This was a simple but effective way of ensuring accuracy by which even a novice, through pressing the butt hand of his pistol against his navel, could fire like a marksman. They also learned the ‘double tap’ trick of firing successive shots so that at least one would hit the target. This method is still employed today by the SAS and SBS. The SSRF were taught to aim for the centre of their opponents, as very few people shot in the stomach area recover from their wounds. The SSRF raider’s equipment included, typically, items such as a Tommy gun, seven magazines each with twenty rounds, pistol, wire-cutters, grenades, a fighting knife and two half-pound explosive charges.

The Commando raiders hit Sark in the Channel Islands in 1943, with Maj Geoffrey Appleyard DSO, MC and bar and Lassen in the party. Appleyard intended to capture some enemy soldiers, silently without shooting. The prisoners were bound ready for taking back to Britain for interrogation when one suddenly attacked his guard and ran away shouting loudly to raise the alarm. He was caught and, after a scuffle, shot. Two more prisoners broke away and both of them had to be killed too, otherwise the safety of the whole party would have been compromised. It was one of the many unpleasant, but sometimes necessary, things that happen in wartime.

Hitler was informed that the men who had been killed on Sark had been deliberately bound and shot when helpless, and he was beside himself with fury. Subsequently, the raid was used to justify the murder of selected prisoners under the infamous Commando execution order issued by the Führer himself. Only a fortnight after the raid, Hitler authorised the extermination of captured raiders and Commandos, accusing the British of brutal behaviour, of tying up prisoners and killing unarmed captives. Hitler’s secret order, which was marked ‘in no circumstances to fall into enemy hands’, was to have grave repercussions later in the war for many captured SAS, SBS and Commandos. But, reflecting on the Sark mission, Lassen indicated he was no sadist but merely a soldier doing his duty when he wrote in his diary: ‘The hardest and most difficult job I have ever done – used my knife for the first time.’

The First and Second Military Crosses

Lassen was awarded a Military Cross in recognition of his early raids, including the controversial attack on Sark. The citation called him ‘an inspiring leader and brilliant seaman possessed of sound judgement and quick decision’. The Dane won his second Military Cross after spending nearly three weeks behind enemy lines on the island of Crete in the first independent operation by the Special Boat Squadron, where he led one prong of a devastatingly successful triple raid. Anders Lassen had found his true home – the SBS.

The ‘legitimised pirates’ of the SBS had been formed under Lord Jellicoe a few months earlier in the spring of 1943 when the 1st SAS was divided into two. Half the unit became the Special Raiding Squadron under Col Mayne and the remainder became the SBS. Jellicoe’s share of the manpower included 250 officers and men from the 1st SAS, 55 members of the old Special Boat Section and the remnants of the Small Scale Raiding Force, which included Lassen.

It was in June 1943 that Lassen and six others landed with David Sutherland and his main party on the south coast of Crete. Their destination was the airfield at Maleme, which was on a steep hill and well defended. Lassen killed two Italian sentries with his dagger and by firing his pistol, incredibly without even taking it from his pocket. Unconventional as ever, Lassen thought nothing of cutting corners if it provided a quicker and more effective result. His glowing citation for the second MC reads:



Great difficulty was experienced in penetrating towards the target, in the process of which a second enemy sentry had to be shot. The enemy then rushed reinforcements from the eastern side of the aerodrome and forming a semi-circle, drove the two attackers into the middle of an anti-aircraft battery where they were fired upon heavily from three sides. Danger was ignored and bombs placed on a caterpillar tractor, which was destroyed.

The increasing numbers of enemy in that area finally forced the party to withdraw. It was entirely due to this officer’s [Lassen’s] diversion that planes and petrol were successfully destroyed on the eastern side of the airfield, since he drew off all the guards from that area. Throughout this attack and during the very arduous approach march, the keenness, determination and personal disregard of danger of this officer was of the highest order.

A Crack Pistol Shot

Later in 1943, when withdrawn for further training, the SBS had their pistol-shooting skills honed by Maj L.H. Grant Taylor – veterans recall he could flick a coin into the air, draw from his shoulder holster and hit it squarely before it fell, just like in the cowboy films. Lassen was not slow with a pistol either – he could hit a playing card at 25 yd five times out of six with his right hand and at least three times out of six with his left.

The Third Military Cross

Lassen won his third Military Cross in brilliant style on the island of Simi. His citation reads: ‘The heavy repulse of the Germans on 7th October, 1943 was due in no small measure to his inspiration and leadership … At that time, the Italians were wavering and their recovery is attributed to the personal example and initiative of this officer … In the afternoon, he led the Italian counter-attack which finally drove the Germans back to their caiques with the loss of 16 killed, 35 wounded and seven prisoners, as against our loss of one killed and one wounded.’ During this action, Lassen personally stalked and killed three Germans at close quarters, some with the knife. 

It seemed as though he would end the war as one of the SBS’s most decorated soldiers, returning in triumph to his beloved Denmark. However, with the end of the war within sight, Lassen was asked to lead one final mission at Lake Comacchio, near the Po delta in northern Italy. It was to be the scene of his greatest triumph and bitterest tragedy.

An Historic Victoria Cross

Comacchio town and the adjoining harbour of Porto Garibaldi were held by about 1,200 of the enemy, a combination of German troops and their allies, who were stubbornly holding up the Allied advance. Despite courageous attacks by Commandos, the enemy line was only yielding slowly and the general staff were getting impatient. Germany was almost beaten and it seemed only a matter of days before their entire empire collapsed like a pack of cards.

Lassen’s job was to stage a diversionary attack to draw the Germans towards the Adriatic side of Comacchio so the Allies could mount a left hook to force a bridgehead on the west side of the lake, where No. 2 Commando Brigade had fought for days to find a gap in atrocious muddy conditions. Lassen split his force into three, with the rear patrol carrying fused bombs and explosives to create a spectacular display intended to create the impression of a much larger attack. Lassen had seventeen men with him, all seasoned veterans who had already survived long years of war. Soon half of them were to be dead or wounded in this near-suicidal mission.

Crucially, there had been no opportunity to reconnoitre the southern defences. Lassen, as commanding officer, could easily have stayed safely behind and ordered another officer in charge of the mission, but typically decided to lead from the front. The men silently paddled their inflatable dinghies across the still waters of the lake with Lassen in the lead, his patrol landing nearly 2 miles from the town. The raiders swiftly disembarked. One soldier, Freddie Crouch, slipped into the mud at the side of the long spit of land which stretched south from the town for 3 miles or more and carried the causeway on which the SBS had to pass. He drowned before the eyes of his comrades as he floundered in the morass, bravely not calling out for help because he knew that would have given away their position and led to the whole patrol’s annihilation.

Suddenly, Lassen and his men were challenged in Italian from an enemy machine-gun post directly ahead. Lassen quickly urged one of his men to answer in Italian saying that they were fishermen. But after a tense pause, firing broke out. The game was well and truly up. The patrol dived for cover under the edge of an embankment half a metre above the floodwaters. The area was covered by a series of pillboxes in ascending order of height so they could direct the maximum volume of machine-gun fire. Without hesitation, Lassen worked his way into the lee of the dyke to the roadside opposite the first strong point, threw in a couple of grenades and then killed the four machine-gunners there.

There were at least two more heavily armed defence posts situated higher up the road and machine-gunners were also firing at the raiders from a position on the left. The group sustained some further casualties and Lassen, by now in a cold fury, ran on alone to successfully silence the rest of the pillboxes with grenades and pistol fire. Single-handedly, he wiped out the crew of the second strong point and ran onwards. As he neared the third one, however, there was a shout of ‘Kamerad!’ as he approached, the occupants indicating that they wanted to give themselves up. He uncharacteristically stood up from behind cover and approached alone to accept the surrender only to receive a treacherous blast of close-range machine-gun fire at near point-blank range.

Lassen fell mortally wounded, but somehow found the strength to shout out to his comrades who could hear, but could not see, the drama happening yards in front of them in the pitch darkness. His men rushed forward to help but Lassen ordered them to get the rest of his surviving men out. Angrily, they made short work of the treacherous defenders in the pillbox, before desperately trying to stem their commander’s wounds and carry him back to safety. Sadly, Lassen died within minutes and they had to leave his body as they were being showered with fire from other strong points.

Two more SBS raiders were killed before the group reached their inflatable boats and paddled disconsolately back to the Allied lines. Everyone was stunned – it did not seem possible that the invincible Dane was dead after all he had gone through. Exactly why Lassen took the risk to expose himself and approach that last pillbox is something of a mystery. Perhaps he took the defenders at their word and believed they were going to surrender honourably, or perhaps he had run out of ammunition and was trying to bluff them into submission. It could even have been just a tragic misunderstanding and the surrendering men, suddenly seeing Lassen looming at them out of the darkness, instinctively shot him, suspecting a trick. No one will ever know for sure exactly what occurred.

The only certainty is that Lassen, uniquely within the SAS or SBS during the Second World War, won the ultimate honour for bravery, a posthumous VC. In the face of overwhelming odds he had single-handedly wiped out two strong points, destroyed six machine-guns, killed eight enemy soldiers and wounded others. His body was later found by a partisan patrol on the road where he had breathed his last. He was aged just twenty-four and was buried with full military honours in the Allied war cemetery at Argenta Gap, in Italy.

Lord Jellicoe has paid the Danish hero the greatest tribute, solemnly emphasising in Mike Langley’s Anders Lassen VC, MC of the SAS that ‘Nothing is more important to me than my memory of Andy Lassen.’

ROY FARRAN – BRAVEST OF THE BRAVE

Maj Roy Farran DSO, MC and two bars was showered with a host of medals from grateful foreign nations and became one of the most decorated SAS soldiers of the Second World War. He saw a great deal of hard-fought action in very diverse fields of operations from the bitter bloodbath of Crete, to the slogging battles of the Western Desert and behind-the-lines operations in France and Italy, commanding some of the most legendary missions in SAS history. A colourful character of Irish descent, Farran had an instinctive ability that enabled him to assess dangerous situations rapidly and to deliver an immediate and optimum response, so essential in SAS operations deep behind enemy lines. His steady leadership also inspired deep loyalty and commitment in his men, and in the mixed partisan bands with whom they often fought alongside.

Farran was in many ways the model professional Sandhurst-trained officer – versatile, highly disciplined and ultra reliable. However, like David Stirling and the legendary but volatile Paddy Mayne, he also sometimes rebelled impetuously against the rigid red-tape bureaucracy that at times threatened to destroy everything the SAS was trying so hard to achieve. The most famous example of this wayward obstinacy undoubtedly came when Farran was ordered not to parachute into Italy on a particularly vital mission with his troops towards the end of the war. Furious at this seemingly senseless restriction from those in high command (for which there was undoubtedly a very sound reason) and being convinced he could make the operation work far more effectively in command on the ground, he went along for the ride on the parachute drop over the target and contrived to ‘accidentally’ fall out of the aeroplane and parachute down to complete the key mission with the rest of his men. Roy knew full well that he risked a court martial for deliberately disobeying orders, but decided that he just had to go with his gut instincts and loyalties. In the event, the mission was a great success and the matter was conveniently forgotten afterwards. But it could easily have had disastrous consequences and signalled the end of Farran’s illustrious career.

The very qualities that made the men of the SAS such exceptionally fine soldiers – self-reliance, initiative and resourcefulness – meant that they were far more likely to buck authority on occasion than the ordinary soldiers of the line. In practice, many often followed their instincts and survived to fight another day. But not all were as fortunate, or as irreplaceable, as Roy Farran.

The Bloodbath that was Crete

Farran saw some furious action earlier in the war when serving in the tanks of 3rd King’s Own Hussars in Crete in 1941. The defenders of this strategic island were pitted against forces that included massed battalions of crack German paratroopers. Ironically, British and New Zealand resistance was so fierce that the Germans came within an ace of abandoning their whole invasion during the period when it seemed the Allies’ counter-attack on the vital Maleme airfield would succeed. But, heartened by the last-gasp withdrawal of British forces, the Germans pressed home their attacks and won possession of the key island. ‘Such is often the hair’s breadth between victory and defeat’ said Farran, who was captured in the Crete debacle but later made a daring escape from a Greek POW camp to rejoin British troops in the desert in 1942, before the disastrous retreat to El Alamein and his decision to join the newly formed 2nd SAS, under Lt Col Bill Stirling.

Shock Death of a VC Hero

Just before this momentous move, however, fate dealt Farran one of the cruellest of blows imaginable. He found himself playing an innocent but instrumental part in the death of one of the British Army’s greatest heroes – the one man at the time who could have halted Rommel’s seemingly unstoppable advance towards Egypt, gaining victory at last in the wildly fluctuating desert war – the charismatic Gen Jock Campbell VC.

After his escape from the POW camp, Farran received treatment for wounds in his thigh and heel. He was then appointed to the 7th Armoured Division as an intelligence officer and shortly afterwards as ADC to Gen Jock Campbell, who had recently taken over command of the division. The force was refitting in the Delta with new General Grant tanks, having secured Cyrenaica at the Battle of Sidi Rezegh for the second time in a year. However, the ground they had won was lost by fresh troops from Britain in similar fashion to the previous spring. ‘Jock Campbell was not the sort of man to rest idle for long in the Delta and within ten days of receiving command, he resolved upon a tour of the desert to inspect the new defences at Gazala,’ Farran said. ‘I picked him up in his famous cut-away Humber staff car from the aerodrome at Sidi Barrani, where he had narrowly avoided being shot down by long-range ME 109s.’

Farran recalls that it was a pleasant trip up through the old battlefields to Tobruk. Gen Jock was, in any event, the hero of every officer and man in the Middle East and loved the Western Desert as no other man could love it.



All the way up from Alexandria, he recounted stories of the fighting in the past two years … The General loved to drive his car at fantastic speeds, but was kind enough to hand over the wheel to me when he felt that he was tiring. We visited all the various headquarters and spent the night with General Gott. The most remarkable thing was the new technique of digging trenches for vehicles with bulldozers. Another feature which was quite new to desert warfare was the enormous minefield stretching from Gazala to Bir Hacheim. I felt that the General disapproved of the idea of locking brigades up in defensive positions called ‘boxes’, which were nothing more than the same type of perimeter camps the Italians had been so ridiculed for using. Mobility is the essence of desert war and, for that matter, all war. It seemed to us that the newly constituted Eighth Army had gone a long way towards losing it.

After we had traversed the length and breadth of the minefield, we drove back towards Cairo. At first the General had contemplated flying from Gambut, but I persuaded him that the presence of long-range enemy intruders made it unnecessarily risky. I think he was more influenced by a cable he had received from his wife, congratulating him on his VC, but asking him to take great care of himself.

We set out to make the long distance to Alexandria before dark, which was an impossible task from Tobruk in any case.



Near Bardia they ran into a thick dustbowl. This slowed them down to about 10mph and gave them the chance to survey the huge stretch of desert between the wire and Tobruk, which had been converted into a gigantic rubbish heap of war by the passage of three armies and countless battles.

Near Halfaya Pass, the storm lifted and after stopping for lunch, Gen Jock asked Farran to take the wheel and to drive fast, still hoping to make Alexandria before dark.



Although I am not excusing myself, it must be recorded that the steering of the car had been loosened by the hard wear it received over bad desert going. Near Bug-Bug the metalled surface of the road had never been completed and instead was paved with soft, blue clay from the salt marsh. Until this clay has been rolled and dried in the sun, its surface can be very slippery.

The car must have been going at about 45mph when I hit a fresh patch of clay, recently laid. Somehow, I lost control of the wheel and the car skidded from side to side of the road over about 200 yards. I just had time to hear the General say ‘Keep the bloody thing straight,’ when I felt myself falling through the air. I never lost consciousness in spite of the force of my landing on my back.

I picked myself up to notice with horror that the car had overturned, the four wheels still spinning helplessly in the air. I ran round to the other side to find the General lying on his back with blood coming from his mouth. He had been killed instantly. His servant and his driver were both lying unconscious beside him. I did not know what to do.

The country all round was deserted and I contemplated suicide. How could I face the world with the news I had killed the greatest man in the desert in his hour of triumph? I began to run down the lonely road towards 30 Corps headquarters. After I had run about 3 miles, I came across a South African padre, who took me back to the scene of the accident in his truck. The two other men had both recovered consciousness, little the worse for their fall, but there was nothing to be done about General Jock. I sat there with my head in my hands unable to bear the accusing glances of his servant. From then onwards, I lapsed into a sort of coma from which I barely roused myself for a fortnight. I went through the courts of inquiry as if in a trance, dreaming that it had all happened. For it was a grievous loss to Britain. If Jock had been alive, we might not have suffered the terrible defeats we did in the withdrawal to Alamein.

He had been the driving force of the division, whoever was commanding, and without him we were like a man without a soul.

Backs to the Wall at Alamein

My late father, Cpl Jack Morgan, then a driver in the Royal Army Service Corps, was also caught up in the momentous retreat, refusing to surrender at the debacle at Tobruk to bring his truck back hundreds of miles through the desert to the new British front lines at El Alamein without compass, map or navigational aid. Due to this brave initiative, he was selected to join 2nd SAS Intelligence under Maj Eric Barkworth, arguably the best-known SAS intelligence officer of the war, later coincidentally working on the intelligence of Roy Farran’s famous missions in Italy.

Because of this connection, I have maintained a regular correspondence with Roy Farran over a number of years and he has kindly given me authorisation to quote extensively from his own classic book on his wartime service, Winged Dagger, which illustrates the unique experiences and dangerous risks taken by a Second World War SAS officer in the field.

Farran’s Glorious SAS Career Begins

After being wounded again, this time during a German bombing raid and sent away for convalescence to South Africa and Britain, Farran volunteered for the SAS after meeting an old Eighth Army friend Sandy Scratchley, who had been with David Stirling for some time and had now transferred to the 2nd SAS in Algiers. Farran was most impressed with the aggressive, workmanlike set up of the SAS and the Stirling brothers in particular. ‘We had already been transported to a world which knew no obstacles – a world in which we felt that we were doing something concrete towards winning the war,’ he said. ‘The Stirlings did not leap over red tape; they broke right through it. I have never met anyone who equalled their drive and although they made many enemies by slipping round smaller fry, they always got there in the end.’

But first Farran had to understand the SAS way of working at the 2nd SAS training camp at Philippeville:



It was a pleasant tented camp pitched alongside a wonderful beach. Behind were the towering hills of the Jebel, covered with thick green cork forest. All day, one could hear the rattle of small arms or the thud of explosives from training cadres on the beach. There seemed to be a complete disregard for the normal army safety precautions, but nobody appeared to get hurt.

The physical training was very rigorous. Before a recruit was accepted, he had to run to the top of a 600 ft mountain and back again in 60 minutes. Failures in this final test were returned to the infantry depot on the other side of the hill.

There were long route marches with 60 pound packs, practice in night infiltration and various schemes to encourage self-reliance in the men. It was emphasised that the method of approach to the operational area was of secondary importance. That which really mattered was what you did when you got there. We were trained to land by sea in a fast surf using West African dories, to infiltrate overland by foot or in jeeps and in the normal parachute drill in an old fuselage. We experimented with all kinds of sabotage devices and close-quarter shooting was taught in a style which would have shocked instructors in the Small Arms School at Hythe.

Jumping Fearlessly into the Void

On his introduction to parachuting, Farran recalled the clammy anticipation of the first leap into the void.



The nervous fingers which fumble as they fasten the harness … the constant glances at the static line to make sure that it is not entangled … the safety pin which will never go first time into its socket … that terrible feeling in the pit of the stomach as one stands to the door and of the leap of your heart as the plane bounces in an air pocket.

It is enough to say that the first parachute descent is always the best, because there is usually no difficulty in keying yourself up to get out of the plane. Only when you have experienced those few awful seconds before the parachute opens do you really know what parachuting means. When at last you have completed the gentle thrill of your feathery descent and felt the final bounce as you hit the ground, you are filled with supreme confidence. If you could then go straight up again, you would jump without a single qualm. But given time to think, your thoughts gradually go back to those few terrible seconds in the slipstream. For the only difficult part of a parachute jump is getting out of the hole. All sensible instincts revolt against it. It is stupid. It is against human nature. But you go on doing it just to prove to yourself that you can … .



Nevertheless, there was tremendous pride the morning after the recruits’ last night jump when they received their new wings. Farran said: ‘Parachutists! We were daredevils – men playing a man’s game. Now we would have something to show the pretty girls at home!’

Deadly Jeep Raids in Italy

During jeep operations in Italy in 1943, Farran was to see the results of devastating machine-gun attacks on trucks full of unsuspecting enemy soldiers.



I led the column in line ahead for about eight miles beyond Pogiano until we came to an Italian policeman on a crossroads. He told me that German vehicles were passing all the time and usually turned left towards a village called Ginosa.

I waved the jeeps into ambush positions and the last vehicle was still backing into the trees when I saw the head of a large column approaching from the west. I threw myself into the ditch, pointing my Tommy gun up the road.

I half suspected that they were Italians and the first vehicle was nearly on top of us before I noticed the German cockade on the front of the driver’s cap. The squeezing of my Tommy gun trigger was the signal for the whole weight of our firepower to cut into the trucks at practically ‘nil’ range. Having once started such a colossal barrage of fire, it was very difficult to stop it in spite of the fact that Germans were waving pathetic white flags from their bonnets.

I remember screaming at a Frenchman called Durban to cease fire and making no impression on his tense, excited face until the whole of his Browning belt was finished. At last the racket stopped and I walked down the road towards a tiny knot of Germans waving white flags from behind the last vehicle. All those in the front trucks were dead.

Still panting from the excitement of the ambush, we screamed at them to come forward with their hands up. A totally demoralised group of Germans was led up the column by an officer, bleeding profusely from a wound in his arm and still shouting for mercy.

It was plain that there would be no question of further resistance from any of them. In all, we took about 40 prisoners and four trucks. Eight other vehicles were destroyed and about ten Germans were killed.

My greatest fear was that the Germans would retaliate from Ginosa or at least investigate the cause of the shooting. We had not sufficient strength for a pitched battle so that, after sending back the prizes with the prisoners, we sabotaged the remaining vehicles and withdrew a short way down the road.

The Germans sent down a number of infantry and armoured troop carriers within an hour of our attack. They halted at the crossroads and began to salvage the remnants of the vehicles and to bury their dead. I sent two men hidden in the back of an Italian hay cart to get a better view of their activities and they returned later to say that the enemy had withdrawn to Ginosa.



Later on the advance to Castellerano, an even more furious battle ensued as the SAS jeeps pressed deeply into enemy territory.



The Germans would certainly be in a state of readiness on the roads, so I decided to take the squadron across untracked country for the first time in Italy. If we were lucky enough to find a good track later on, there was a chance that we might be able to approach Castellerano unobserved from the north.

We moved in desert formation with large intervals between the jeeps … the ground was hard enough to reduce the dust, but I feel certain now that we were watched the whole way across …

We had motored for miles across the fields, breaking through the fences with our wire cutters, when we came to more hilly ground, thickly covered with young hazel trees. The jeeps laboured up a stony track through a flock of sheep until we came to a steep precipice. Below I could see enemy trucks moving like Dinky toys on the road.

Peter Jackson, who was leading, beckoned me forward to a crest on the left. We were perhaps 300 yards from a village perched on the top of a round knoll. Through my glasses I could see Germans running out of what appeared to be the school and we heard one or two rifle shots. It was clear the alarm had been given.

I had just given the order for the jeeps to turn round when Roach, Peter’s Irish driver, spotted a German steel helmet in the bushes about 50 yards away. Almost immediately a tremendous hail of machine gun fire was directed towards us. At least four Spandaus were firing simultaneously. My own jeep had not yet turned round. Leaping into the driver’s seat, I set her nose at the wood of young saplings, charging them at top speed.

We crashed down one tree after another in a desperate attempt to get under cover. One other jeep followed me but there was no sign of the others. All around us the bullets splattered into the trees.

My last view of Peter was of his crew still fighting the guns from a blazing jeep. It was a gallant attempt to cover our withdrawal and typical of the grandson of a double VC winner.

Our two jeeps crashed down the slender tree trunks until we were halted by a ditch. Behind us we thought we could hear the sounds of pursuit. The men worked with the desperation of terror to fill in the trench with brushwood and sods. We were across and the trees began to thin when we heard the sound of engines to the left.

Fearing a chase by tanks, we switched off our motors until we laughed at each other with relief when two other jeeps came into the glade. We all returned to brigade together, our hearts heavy at the almost certain death of Peter, Roach and Durban.

After I had reported to the Brigadier, we leaguered for the night in one of those red carabinieri stations which one comes across at intervals all over Italy.

I was just folding my maps for the next day’s run when Peter walked in through the door! For some moments I could not speak. Then all I could say was ‘I thought you were dead.’ He explained how they had avoided being hit by a miracle. Durban had fought his guns until the flames reached the petrol tank. Then they had run under the cover of the black smoke into the woods, pursued by several Germans.

They ran non-stop for over three miles until they came to a farm where they borrowed a pony trap to complete their journey. I poured out two glasses of brandy and we sat back, German cigars in our mouths, exchanging versions of the battle.

The Hell that was Termoli

Like many of the SAS and Commandos who fought so gallantly at Termoli against overwhelming odds, Farran found the battle against elite German troops and tanks one of the hardest of his career. A powerful German advance seized the key cemetery area of the town, forcing the SAS back on the last ridge before the railway goods yard. Farran takes up the story: 



Although we only had a strength of 20 men, our firepower was abnormally strong. In all there were six Brens and a two-inch mortar. I covered our 1,000 yard front between the 1st SAS and the sea by putting ten men with three Brens on each side of the railway line. Our main trouble was that we had no tools with which to dig weapon pits.

In spite of the fact that heavy fire was directed on us from the cemetery and that constant attempts were made to advance down the line of the railway, we held our positions for three days.

Mortar bombs swished down at all times but most of them crashed harmlessly in the engine sheds behind. Only one man was wounded, although I am sure we inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. The range was so short that we could not fail to hit a man advancing in an upright position.

Crossing the railway from one side of the position to the other was a most perilous venture. A sniper cracked bullets dangerously close to our heads as we raced across the open track.

We had been in our position for nearly a day before we discovered that the railway engine and truck in the middle of our front was loaded with high explosive, ready to be detonated. I was terrified during the entire battle that it would be hit by a mortar bomb.

We were short of rations and the nights were bitterly cold. It was the only pure infantry battle I fought in the war and I never want to fight another.

Our spirits were low until we were encouraged by a County of London Yeomanry Sherman tank which came up on our left. It scored a beautiful direct hit on the dome in the cemetery and the green marble disintegrated like the atom at Bikini. Everyone cheered loudly for it had contained an annoying sniper.

On the third day, the Irish Brigade landed in the harbour. The London Irish moved up to our position for a counter-attack and I pointed out the enemy guns to the company commander who was to pass through my sector. He asked me to fire everything we had down the railway line while he advanced from the left.

It was a perfect shoot. Only when the fools stood up and began to run back down the beach did I realise their great strength.

Several hundred figures in blue overcoats began to double back, tacking this way and that to avoid our bullets. The 1st SAS on the left were having the same kind of harvest. I think the enemy must have been surprised at our firepower for we had conserved ammunition carefully until this last moment.

It was a reward which made our miserable three days in the cold worthwhile. The London Irish company commander came back on a stretcher, but he was cheerful enough for he had been wounded in the hour of victory.

Heroes of the Forests of France

During Operation Wallace in France (19 August– 19 September), Farran had one of the closest shaves of his wartime career in a furious fight with the Germans near the Fôret St Jean, losing more than half his squadron of jeeps.



Within 10 miles of the forest, Ramon again ran into trouble. An unreliable civilian told him that a village called Villaines was clear of the enemy. He ran into a number of [former] Afrika Korps troops in the streets and both his jeeps were destroyed.

Ramon, as always, fought bravely and succeeded in escaping on foot to the hills, but three of our best men were left behind. Worse still, there was no way of warning me.

I was breaking all the rules by motoring along quite happily at about 30mph at the head of my column, confident that Ramon would give me notice of any opposition ahead. Only the very slowest speed is wise in enemy country since it is essential that you see the enemy before he sees you.

As it was, we turned a corner to come face-to-face with a 75mm gun blocking the entire road. Even as I told Corporal Clarke my driver to swing into the ditch, two Germans in Afrika Korps hats fired a shell at less than 10 yards range. Perhaps it was because we were so close to the muzzle of the gun that the shell whistled over our heads to burst in the road behind.

And then we were crawling out of the wrecked jeep into the ditch with bullets spattering all round. The little Maquis guide we had picked up at Les Bordes was shot in the knee.

As I huddled under the bank, I could see the spare wheel from the front of the jeep rolling down the middle of the road. There were lots of Germans practically on top of us, shouting loudly and spraying the jeep with machine gun fire. We had crawled about five yards from the vehicle when I remembered the codes and my marked map. Carpendale, the Signals officer, crawled back to get them. We still had the Bren, so that when we came to a convenient gully I sent the others up to the top of the bank to hold them off. I began to run the gauntlet back to organise the rest of the column.

The Germans were now running forward in line, shooting as they came. A big blond brute with a Schmeisser called upon me to surrender, so I wildly fired at him with my carbine. He disappeared, but I cannot say whether he was shot or just taking cover.

I found Jim Mackie with the good old bewildered look on his face standing by the leading jeep. Thank God he had had the sense not to drive round the corner. He had first thought that I had been blown up on a mine. I led him up a convenient lane to the right, from which his two jeeps poured enfilading fire at short range into the German flank. Corporal Clarke was still holding his own out in front with the Bren. Sergeant Major Mitchell moved off to the left with ten men and four Brens to hold the line of the hedge, while I myself commanded the two jeeps in the centre of the road.

By now the enemy fire had become very heavy, including shells and mortar bombs. The Germans made a foolish charge along both sides of the road, giving us a magnificent shoot at less than 50 yards range. Their casualties were very heavy and Jim Mackie’s troop alone accounted for a whole platoon in a field. Instead of abandoning the attack, the idiots came on until they were so far into our rough semi-circle that we were cutting them down from three sides.

I even shot a German with my own carbine – my only definite personal bag of the war.

Corporal Clarke’s Bren was silent by now and I feared he had been captured or worse. (In fact he joined up with Ramon Lee some days later.) After we had been fighting for almost an hour, a mortar and a machine gun opened up behind us. I had been holding on in the hope that David Leigh would come along with the other jeeps, but it was now quite clearly time to break off the action. In any case, his arrival had been so long delayed that I assumed that the sound of the firing had made him veer off on another tack.

The trailer containing our wireless set was on fire in the middle of the road and I nearly got myself killed in a vain attempt to rescue it.

Under the cover of Jim Mackie’s guns, we withdrew down a small lane which unfortunately proved to be a dead end, leading into a mill. We succeeded, however, in making our way over a stream and across country through many hedges to strike a country lane near Jeux.



A farm labourer then warned the SAS that a whole Panzer division was strung out in the villages between Semur and Montbard, necessitating a wide detour. Tragically, it later transpired that the popular and dashing officer David Leigh had run into the same tough opposition at Villaines after Farran’s withdrawal, only this time the Germans were doubly primed and ready. The gallant Leigh was killed and his party only escaped after suffering heavy casualties.

A depressed Farran found himself with only seven of the original twenty jeeps with which he had set out. Later, during a combined squadron attack on Chatillon to seize the important junction of the Montbard and Dijon roads, there was very fierce fighting with the SAS again giving out worse than they got. During a lull, Farran nonchalantly described what happened next as he led a foot patrol around the east of the area, supported by one jeep. As he cautiously looked around a corner, he was astonished to see a German machine-gun post on each side of the lane, facing outwards.



They were all in great coats and had their back to us. I could not think what to do, so we sat in a garden and waited. Lieutenant Pinci begged a bottle of wine, bread and cheese from a French cottage, so we had lunch.

I tossed up which German we should shoot in the back and it turned out to be the left hand one. Sergeant Young took careful aim through his carbine and when I gave the word, he pulled the trigger.

At the same moment Pinci, as excitable as ever, shot a German on a bicycle to the right. All hell was then let loose. I do not know from where they were coming, but our little lane was soon singing with Schmeisser bullets. It was so high banked and so open on each side as to make it a death trap. With angry bullets buzzing around our heads, we burst into the front door of a French house. Running straight through, we scrambled down a bank to a canal.

After we had run along the tow path to a lock, I led the party across country to the east. We had just reached the cover of a thin hedge on the skyline when two machine guns picked us out.

I had not realised that we could be seen. We wriggled on our bellies along the furrows in a ploughed field with the bullets kicking up great clots of earth all round. I have never felt so tired. I knew that if we remained on that crest we would be killed and yet I could not force myself to move any faster.

Sergeant Robinson behind me was hit in the leg and still he moved faster than I. When we had reached a little dead ground I tried to help him, but I was too exhausted. Never have I been so frightened and so incapable of helping myself.



Fortunately, Jim Mackie appeared in the jeep and they managed to get Robinson aboard and dressed his wounds at a friendly farmhouse and then motored back slowly through the forest glades to their base. Farran added: ‘The battle of Chatillon was over. They say we killed 100 Germans, wounded many more and destroyed nine trucks, four cars and a motorcycle.’ 

Near Granrupt, a force of 600 SS with 4 armoured cars and 6 troop carriers prepared to surround Farran’s SAS and wipe them out. Luckily, a nineteen-year-old French youth gave the British troops a last-minute warning and they prepared to slip free from the tightening trap. Farran reported:



The field was completely enclosed by woods and the only exit was a lane which led towards the Germans in Granrupt. I knew it would be useless to try to form a defensive position with the Maquis, who would be much better advised to withdraw into the woods. In any case, I had to think of my jeeps and the rest of my command in the Forest of Darney.

By this time, small arms fire had broken out in the woods on the eastern perimeter of the dropping zone, so well marked by white parachutes still sitting in the upper branches of the trees. The Maquis were running back in disorder into the forest. Escape to the east and the north was impossible and although I drove the jeeps around like a string of ponies, I could not find a route to the south or west.

A deep stream ran through the woods on the north which our jeeps could not hope to negotiate. In something like despair, I placed the jeeps in the hull down position behind a small crest in the middle of the field. Suddenly, when we were about to do the Old Guard act, I noticed a gap in the south-west corner. We cut the wire and crashed through a spinney of young saplings, bursting through them like fear-crazed elephants in a jungle. On the other side of a small field, we found a good track which led us down to the main road. In all, we had covered about four miles across country in a straight line.

Now that we had reached safety, my thoughts were for the boy scout Maquis and their first battle. I sent Lieutenant Gurney with two jeeps to attack the enemy’s immediate rear along the Granrupt Road. He machine-gunned some German infantry, especially a group of officers standing on a mound and knocked out what appeared to be their headquarters truck. I placed Sergeant Vickers in ambush on the road near Hennezel, hoping to catch the Boches on their way out. He was fortunate enough to catch two staff cars moving towards the battle and it was later reliably reported that amongst the dead were the Colonel and second-in-command of the attacking force.

From the subsequent German reaction, I do not think they were pleased with our day’s work. I decided it was better to lie low for a while, so we remained under the dark shadow of the trees all day.



Farran used the lull to summon two French mechanics to come from the German workshops in Bains-les-Bains to repair a burnt-out clutch on one of the jeeps. The men arrived on a motorcycle roaring with laughter at the thought that they were going to fix a British SAS fighting vehicle with German spare parts. ‘Only this sort of comedy made life in Occupied Europe worthwhile,’ quipped Farran.



At the end of operations in France, Farran’s men were suffering from the intense nervous tension brought about by having spent a month behind enemy lines in the most testing of circumstances. However, they had killed and wounded a large number of enemy troops, disrupted communications, tied up a huge number of enemy forces who were engaged in looking for them and destroyed ninety-five trucks, the burnt out carcasses of which littered the roads of France. They returned to Britain well satisfied with their efforts.

Operation Tombola – the Last Dramatic Throw 
of the Dice

In the spring of 1945, the next major mission was in the Tombola valley, Italy, which Farran was determined to lead, against the wishes of his superiors. He judged his men would need him in command and, in the event, Farran’s decision was vindicated, although he fully appreciated the risk he was taking in deliberately disobeying orders.



I put the scheme up to Colonel Riepe, who agreed in principle provided that we did not begin to operate until ordered by Fifteenth Army Group. He categorically refused my application to be allowed to command the party. I pretended to accept with good grace, knowing well that it would not be long before a slender thread would hang between me and a court martial …

Officially, an advance party of Captain Jock Eyston and four men would jump on March 4th, having been dispatched from the plane by me. In fact, I intended to lead the stick in front of Eyston and my kit would be pushed out on a separate parachute by an RASC packer. The aircrew was briefed to tell a sad tale of mishap on their return. They did this so successfully that I was reported as a casualty until my first wireless message came through.

I had been shivering in the door for about ten minutes when the aircraft began to lose height. My heart thumped like a bilge pump when I glimpsed a circle of red and yellow parachutes laid out on the snow beneath. There were little black dots moving round it like water spiders on a pond. We circled round slowly for the run-in to the drop.

It was a long, narrow valley and the dropping zone seemed to be in a basin at the southern end. I recognised the largest and whitest mountain as Cusna … The red light went on, which meant that we had ten seconds to go. The dispatcher put his hand over the box, but I told him to take it away, preferring to watch for the light myself. I turned round to look at the rest of the stick. They were pale and nervous, but had enough confidence to raise a smile. Kershaw cocked his thumb up with a grin and shouted something, which was blown away in the slipstream. It was his first parachute jump. Orthodoxy had never been our strong point.

The ground seemed very low and we could see white, upturned faces [the partisan reception committee] against the snow. I was just contemplating the advisability of another run-in, when the green light came on. This was no time to argue, having keyed myself up to the pitch of getting out. Then I was in mid-air. My chute opened with a crack, tugging at my shoulders. I heard somebody shout ‘Woa Mahomed’ [the Para’s famous battle cry] as I recovered my breath. Kershaw I suppose.

Fortunately the dropping zone, which was only as big as a suburban back garden, was on a steep slope and the wind was strong enough to make us drift down the valley. I had barely paid out my leg bag, when I hit the snow with tremendous force.

Operation Tombola had begun!

In Praise of Women Partisans

Various squads were raised among the partisans including fighters, runners and, perhaps the most colourful section of all, the intelligence squad organised by an Italian called Keess. This consisted of fifteen strong-legged partisan girls. ‘Their functions were numerous’, according to Farran. ‘Apart from cooking and sewing and mending, they were excellent for reconnoitring German held villages.’ He continues:



It was a trick I had learned in France. Where a man could never venture without false identity papers, an attractive girl could pedal a bicycle through a German-held village with impunity. They could also carry messages with greater safety than a man. Keess sent them on numerous long expeditions to the plains for information and they never failed.

Oh, how a woman can loosen a soldier’s tongue! These girls could march better than any man in the company and their morale was always high, in spite of the fact that they lived in the same filthy conditions as the men. Later on they cared for the wounded, loaded machine guns, carried dispatches and were always a good influence on morale. When the Germans attacked at Gatta, one of our blondes was the only Italian to stay behind with the British.

One girl in particular will always remain in my memory. Her name was Noris and she was a tall, raven-haired girl with Irish blue eyes. She was as brave and dangerous as a tigress and was completely devoted to the British company.

When she was not dressed in her finery for a reconnaissance she wore a red beret, a battledress blouse and a thick grey skirt made from an Army blanket. The pistol in her waistband was a sign that she was more than capable of taking care of herself. John Stott, the liaison officer from Modena valley, used to say that she had all the devils of the world in those eyes.

Noris was worth ten male partisans!



Many daring actions were fought, but one of the most memorable was at the German Corps headquarters at the Villa Calvi and the Villa Rossi near Casa del Lupo in spring 1945. According to Farran, the partisan band and the SAS contingent made a ‘motley crowd of ruffians’, comprising thirty Russians, forty Italians and just twenty-four British.



There was plenty of colour in the crowd, however. Here and there, amongst the dirty khaki were red berets, bits of parachute silk, green and yellow plumes, a few red stars and the summer frocks of the girls. Everyone seemed to be armed to the teeth with knives, pistols, sub machine guns and bullets.

I explained the plan for the attack over the air photographs we had received from Florence. Each sentence was translated first into Italian and then into Russian. We would infiltrate through the enemy positions as soon as it became dark, charging quietly in three tightly-packed columns led by me with two local guides and two British scouts.

On the left Lieutenant Harvey, the Rhodesian, would lead a column of ten British and twenty Garibaldini. In the centre, Lieutenant Riccomini would lead ten British, the Goufa Nera [partisans] with Lees bringing up the rear with the girls. Modena and the Russians would form the right-hand column. We would march all night until we reached our lying up position in the farm called Casa del Lupo, ten miles from the objective … We would remain under cover during the day until it again became dark, when we would advance in the same three columns towards the German headquarters …

The headquarters consisted of two main buildings, separated from the foothills by a large number of small houses in which the troops were billeted. Of the two main buildings, one was the chief of staff’s villa and the operations room and other was the residence of the corps commander. Between these villas ran the main road and each was guarded by four sentries. In addition, there were six machine gun positions sited tactically round the camp.

I had decided to concentrate on the two important villas and to place the Russians in a semi-circle to the south to isolate these targets from assistance from the remainder of the headquarters. Ten British would force an entry into each villa, after killing the sentries. They would be immediately reinforced by twenty Italians at each building.



The plan seemed straightforward enough and, in any case, it was too late to worry about any last-minute hitches now. Farran describes in vivid detail the stark heroism of the daring attack:



The firing started first at the Villa Calvi. A tremendous burst, which must have been a whole Bren magazine, was fired by someone. Tracer bullets began to fly in all directions. Although we had reason to congratulate ourselves on getting a hundred men to the target unobserved, the Germans were by no means asleep.

Spandaus were soon spraying the whole area from the south. I thought at first that the Russians were firing in the wrong direction, but it was not long before I realised that at least seven German machine guns were awake. I told Kirkpatrick to strike up Highland Laddie (on his bagpipes) just to let the Germans know that they had the British to contend with.

He had only played a few bars, when the phut-phut of a Spandau picked us out. I pushed him into a slit trench and he continued to play from his cramped position.

At Villa Calvi, Ken Harvey killed two sentries on the lawn before they realised that they were being attacked. The front door was locked, but was soon burst with a bazooka bomb. Four Germans were killed on the ground floor, but others fought back valiantly down the spiral staircase. In one room, Harvey was confronted by a German with a Schmeisser. He ducked, but neglected to extinguish his torch. Fortunately, Sergeant Godwin was quick with his Tommy gun and shot over Harvey’s shoulder.

Several attempts were made to get up the stairs, but the Germans kept up a concentrated fire from the first floor, which made it impossible. Corporal Laybourn was wounded by a grenade rolled down from above. Another British parachutist called Mulvey was hit in the knee by a bullet.

From the lawn outside, an equally furious battle raged against the top windows. Several Germans were killed by bazooka and Tommy gun fire. Harvey realised that it was impossible to take the house in the twenty minutes allowed. He therefore decided to start a fire on the ground floor. Working frantically against time, the British heaped up maps, chairs, files and curtains in a great pyre in the middle of the operations room. With the aid of a few pounds of explosive and a bottle of petrol, a trail was laid and ignited. The wounded were carried out to safety, while the Germans were kept inside by Tommy gun fire until the whole house was ablaze.

At Villa Rossi, things had not gone so well. I had not allowed Riccomini sufficient time to cross the road and Ken Harvey had opened fire on Calvi too soon. A siren gave the alarm from the roof of Villa Rossi and all the lights were turned on. Ricky killed four sentries through the iron railing with his Tommy gun and then rushed the door. It was open, but a hail of fire greeted him at the foot of the stairs. Somebody, I think Taylor, shot out the lights. Four Germans were killed and two surrendered on the ground floor … Two attempts were made to carry the stairs by assault, but were repulsed with heavy losses. Sergeant Guscott was shot in the head and Mike Lees was seriously wounded as he tried to rally the attackers on the first landing. Ricky was killed in one of the rooms on the ground floor. The Germans made an attempt to come down, but withdrew when three were killed on the landing. It is believed that one of these was a General … Kershaw, Green and some others then started a fire in the kitchen, while Ramos and Sergeant Hughes carried the wounded outside.

Bullets were flying everywhere and, over it all, the defiant skirl of the pipes. The Russians were brusquely returning the German fire, but I knew that our ammunition must be nearly finished. Star shells were being fired from Bologna, Modena and Reggio and the Germans had even opened fire on Villa Calvi with the anti-aircraft guns from Pianello. Rossi was beginning to burn and Villa Calvi was like an inferno. I pointed my pistol at the sky and fired a red Verey light – the signal to withdraw.



The group’s losses were, in the circumstances, incredibly light – three British killed and six Russians captured. Included amongst the dead was Ricky, ‘One of the bravest chaps to ever have lived,’ Farran recorded. The exploits of his brave, motley band in this and other outstanding episodes during the final weeks of the war were to go down in regimental history.

Farran’s Battaglione Alleato (SAS), otherwise known as the Battaglione McGinty (the SAS major’s codename on this operation was the typically tongue-in-cheek Paddy McGinty), had forged a special comradeship only found among those who have risked their lives together in a vital, common cause. The group was fiercely proud to have as its motto ‘Chi osera ci vincera’, which translates not surprisingly as ‘Who Dares Wins’.

With victory won at last after so much effort and sacrifice Farran, like so many other comrades in the SAS, felt a deep sense of anti-climax and underwent a period of intense soul searching. He simply could not comprehend why he had survived when so many close friends had not. He had fully expected to be killed on active service and, given the amount of action he had seen over so many years, it was indeed a miracle he had survived unscathed. He turned to his religious roots to find the answer to his deeply troubled feelings of loss and confusion, and prayed to God for reassurance. 

Farran’s final words in Winged Dagger reinforce the double-edged hope with which he resolutely faced an uncertain future: ‘Show me the way to use well my freedom and tell me that it has not all been in vain …’.
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