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INTRODUCTION

The British Commandos were created in response to a disaster. On 10 May 1940 the Germans launched their invasion of France, Belgium and the Netherlands. Just as they did in 1914, British troops fought alongside their Belgian and French counterparts, but this time there would be no stemming the German juggernaut. On 22 May the Panzers reached the English Channel. The British and isolated French units retreated towards Dunkirk, and on 27 May the evacuation of Allied troops began. Over the next eight days more than 300,000 Allied troops were rescued and spirited to safety in Britain. Prime Minister Winston Churchill might have called the evacuation the miracle of Dunkirk, but there was no disguising the scale of the military disaster.

France had been defeated and was now occupied by German troops. Britain had been driven from the European mainland, and while its army was largely intact it had lost much of its equipment. However, even as the last troops were being brought off the beach, Churchill wrote to the Chiefs of the General Staff arguing that Britain needed to regain the initiative and avoid adopting a defensive mentality. His solution was this: ‘We should immediately set to work to organize raiding forces on these coasts, where the populations are friendly. Such forces might be composed of self-contained, thoroughly equipped units.’ The Chiefs of Staff considered the idea on 6 June, and duly approved plans for the formation of this special fighting force which would carry out raids on German-occupied Europe.
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Burning oil tanks at Stamsund in the Lofoten Islands. On 4 March 1941, the Norwegian archipelago was raided by Commandos of Nos. 3 and 4 Special Service Battalions. Before leaving they blew up fish factories, fuel tanks and military installations.



This force became the Commandos, named after the irregular Afrikaner formations which had harried the British so effectively during the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). Lieutenant-Colonel Dudley Clarke, who first came up with the title, later wrote: ‘I suggested the name Commando from the very start… although it was a long time before War Office circles would unbend sufficiently to use the word in official papers without visible pain.’ A plea for volunteers to undertake special service of a hazardous nature was answered by thousands of servicemen, and the men selected to lead the newly created battalion-sized Commandos and their subordinates set about selecting the very best men the British Army had to offer. The heads of this force were under intense pressure to launch these men on raids as quickly as possible, but after two unsuccessful operations common sense prevailed and the Commandos were allowed the time they needed to train and prepare.
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A well-armed soldier of No. 3 Commando is pictured crawling through the shrubbery of Achnacarry House during an exercise there in early 1942. He is armed with a Thompson machine carbine and a fearsome-looking machete. Balaclavas were often worn in winter.



All Commando volunteers went through a rigorous training process, designed to produce men who excelled at the demanding tasks they would be set. Initially, training was haphazard and ad hoc, but eventually a rigorous but highly effective training programme came into being. Some units specialized in certain areas, such as parachute landing, the use of canoes, warfare in the Arctic or demolition. After the war, these formations evolved into elite outfits such as the SAS and the SBS, which still exist today. Whatever formation they served in, Commandos were known for their superb training, their professionalism and their toughness. Essentially they became the elite of the British armed forces.

The first properly planned raids were carried out in 1941, and the following year the force was expanded to include the Royal Marines, whose Commandos were brigaded with their army counterparts. Despite initial teething problems, and a good deal of inter-unit rivalry, they soon became their equal in terms of professionalism. Together they landed on the beaches of Normandy, conducted raids in the Mediterranean and took part in the gruelling final campaigns of the War in the Pacific. Regardless of their origins, these Commandos – British Army and Royal Marine – came to be highly regarded for their professionalism, their dedication and immense fighting spirit.

When the war ended, the Commandos had a fighting reputation second to none. However, they were then disbanded, save for a solitary brigade of Royal Marine Commandos, as it was felt there would be little use for this kind of warfare in the post-war world. Ironically, the Royal Marines, who have maintained the standards of these elite fighting formations to the present day, subsequently fought in virtually all of Britain’s post-war conflicts. While these Marines maintain the legacy of the wartime British Commandos, their forebears, the men Churchill described in October 1942 as ‘a hand of steel’ formed during the darkest days of World War II, are now regarded as some of the finest and best trained combat troops of the war.


CHRONOLOGY

1939

3 September Britain and France declare war on Germany.

1940

9 April The German invasion of Norway and Denmark begins.

20 April The first Independent Companies formed.

May Lochailort Special Training Centre opens, for the training of Special Forces.

8 May to 8 June Five Independent Companies participate in the Norwegian Campaign.

10 May Germany invades France and the Low Countries. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain resigns, and is succeeded by Sir Winston Churchill.

27 May The first Allied troops are evacuated from Dunkirk.

4 June Completion of Operation Dynamo, the evacuation of Dunkirk.

3–6 June Churchill calls for a force able to strike back against German-occupied Europe.

6 June Chiefs of Staff approve Churchill’s plans for striking companies.

12 June Lt. Gen. Sir Alan Bourne appointed as Commander, Offensive Operations.

20 June The call for volunteers, first issued in just two commands, becomes a general one.

22 June France signs Armistice with Germany.

24 June Operation Blue Collar, an Independent Company raid near Boulogne.

July Middle East Commandos formed in Egypt.

3 July Offensive Operations rebranded as the Combined Operations Directorate (COD).

14 July Operation Ambassador, a joint Commando and Independent Company raid on Guernsey.

17 July Admiral Roger Keyes appointed head of COD.

11 November Special Service Brigade formed under Brigadier Joseph C. Haydon.

1941

February A Commando force (Layforce) is sent from Britain to the Middle East.

February–March A new organization for Commandos is adopted.

3 March Operation Claymore, Commando raid on Norway’s Lofoten Islands.

17 May No. 51 (ME) Commando captures Commando Hill during the Ethiopian campaign.

September Admiral Keyes replaced by Lord Louis Mountbatten.

26–28 December Operation Anklet, the second raid on the Lofoten Islands, carried out as a diversion in support of Operation Archery.

27 December Operation Archery, Commando raid on Vaagsø, Norway, proves a major success.

1942

February Commando Basic Training Centre opens at Achnacarrry.

February The First Royal Marine Commando unit (A Commando) is formed in Deal Barracks, Kent.

28 March Mountbatten, now a vice-admiral, made Chief, Combined Operations.

26–29 March Operation Chariot, Combined Forces attack on St Nazaire in Nazi-occupied France.

5 May Operation Ironclad, Commandos participate in invasion of Madagascar.

June No. 10 (Inter-Allied) Commando formed from Allied volunteers.

19 August Operation Jubilee, the Dieppe Raid, Nos. 3 and 4 Commandos carry out diversionary raids.

7 October A Second Royal Marine Commando (B Commando) is formed in Pembroke Docks. Both RM units are later combined to become 40 (RM) Commando.

18 October Hitler issues his Kommandobefehl (Commando Order), stating that captured Commandos will be executed.

November Operation Torch begins, the Allied invasion of North Africa.

1 December A Commando Mountain and Snow Warfare Camp is opened near Braemar.

7–10 December Operation Frankton, the Cockleshell Raid carried out against Bordeaux, France.

1943

23 March Four Commandos captured during the Cockleshell Raid are executed by the Germans.

10 July Operation Husky begins, the Allied invasion of Sicily. Four Commando units participate.

9 September Operation Avalanche begins, Allied invasion of Italy, with landings at Salerno. 2nd Special Service Brigade sees heavy fighting.

The Special Service Group is formed, amalgamating all Commandos (Army and RM) under one command.

November 3rd Special Service Brigade sent to the Far East.

1944

6 June Operation Overlord, the Allied
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