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Prologue

A few minutes before midnight on 27 March 1942, Major Bill Copland of the Prince of Wales’ own South Lancashire Regiment and 2 Commando invited the officers in his command to join him in the wardroom of an old destroyer. A dozen men filed in from all over the ship. They moved quietly, on rubber soles. Among them were an archaeologist, a stockbroker and a curator from the Victoria & Albert Museum in London, not that anyone would have known it from their uniforms. They all wore standard green battledress with one unusual feature (apart from their soft shoes). They wore white reflective belts.

There was gin and sherry in the wardroom, but this was not the time. Some of Copland’s guests had taken Benzedrine instead, a mild amphetamine, to help conceal their fear.

The destroyer was approaching the west coast of France. She’d been built in America for the First World War and disguised as German for the Second. Her name was HMS Campbeltown and she was making twelve knots through light mist under a full moon.

On the bridge, Lieutenant Nigel Tibbits peered out through a slit in the extra armour plating welded onto the outside of the superstructure for this, the Campbeltown’s last voyage. Tibbits was considered shy by his superiors, but no one doubted his expertise. He was a torpedo specialist, twenty-eight years old and married with a young son. He didn’t join Copland’s team below because he was a navy man and they were all commandos. But there was another reason: his work on this mission was in a sense already done. With long rolls of copper fuse and four tons of Amatol explosive – the kind used in depth charges to blow apart the pressure hulls of submarines – he had turned the ship into a giant floating bomb.

The Campbeltown was sailing north by north-west, trailed by fifteen smaller vessels. Three more led the way. All were loaded with commandos who had spent the past thirty-six hours eating, sleeping and contemplating the odds that they were soon to die. There were professional soldiers among them, but not many. Most were not long gone from civvy street: bank clerks, shipping clerks, motor mechanics, a rugby blue and a midfielder from Scarborough Town FC. There were three newspapermen, at least two shop managers, one Etonian and one bona fide film star. Some were armed with machine guns, some with explosives. One carried thirty-six grenades stuffed into his pack.

A medic who had joined the expedition late remarked when briefed on its target that it was a suicide job. Its planners certainly expected heavy losses. The commandos had all been given the option of staying behind but none had taken it. They had all written letters to their families instead, to be delivered if they failed to return.

‘Dad dearest … don’t worry and don’t be too unhappy,’ Sergeant Bill Gibson wrote. ‘I can only hope that by laying down my life the generations to come might in some way remember us and also benefit from what we’ve done.’ Rifleman Tommy Roach urged his father to ‘remember what you always told me – to keep my chin up’.

They were dressed for battle in clean underwear to reduce the risk of infection when the shrapnel started flying. Many would be wounded – that was known. In the wheelhouse of each smaller vessel, surgical instruments and syrettes of morphia were laid out on fresh muslins.

Tibbits did not expect to live. He and his wife, Elmslie, had found time for a picnic in the hills behind Falmouth the previous weekend. There, in beautiful spring sunshine, he had asked her gently to get used to the idea that he’d be killed.

In the wardroom Copland went over plans that his officers had already memorized. Their mood, he wrote later, was calm and confident and cheerful. He ended the meeting with a polite request: ‘Action stations, please, gentlemen.’

Copland returned to his assigned position on the foredeck. For another hour the flotilla continued undetected. To the east, German submarines attacked the Allies’ shipping lanes as they had every night for two and a half years, to starve the British Isles into submission and save Hitler the trouble of an invasion. Ahead lay the wreckage site of the RMS Lancastria, strafed and sunk with 3,000 souls as she tried to evacuate the British Expeditionary Force in the tenth month of the war. Beyond the Lancastria, in the port of St Nazaire, the inner harbour was flanked by U-boat pens with concrete roofs eight metres thick. And beyond them lay occupied France, the annex of a Nazi Reich that would soon stretch to the Volga.

The sensible approach to St Nazaire was up a channel dredged for ocean liners that hugged the north bank of the Loire. But the Campbeltown would not be taking the sensible approach. At half past midnight Lieutenant Commander Sam Beattie ordered a few degrees of starboard rudder and left the channel for the shallow waters of the estuary.

In two places the destroyer touched bottom, slowing to five knots as its propellers churned up silt. A mile out, the commandos smelled land and knew they would be within range of shore batteries built to deter battleships. Distracted by an air raid warning, the big guns let them pass. For the time being the destroyer’s disguise – two raked funnels and a counterfeit German flag – was working.

In the leading motor gunboat a young sapper went below to change into his kilt, to go out a Scot if his time was up. In the destroyer, Tibbits briefly left the bridge to check his fuses.

At 1.28 a.m. the flotilla was caught in searchlights. It was challenged and its cover blown. All hell broke loose. The shooting started with multicoloured tracer but proceeded quickly to heavy-calibre explosive shells. On the bridge of the Campbeltown two men at the wheel were quickly cut down by machine gun fire. As a third stepped forward, Tibbits said, ‘I’ll take it, old boy.’

The plans that Copland’s officers had memorized were then torn to shreds in two hours of savage fighting and desperate confusion. The commandos’ white belts helped them see each other in the dark but, even so, nearly half the 623 soldiers and sailors who took part in the raid on St Nazaire were killed or wounded. Of the sixteen motor launches, thirteen were destroyed or sunk. Of the troops who went ashore, not one came back, and those evacuated to the nearest field hospital had to take their chances with surgeons who wore red rubber aprons to disguise the blood.

Their mission was conceived as an attempt at the impossible; a plan so audacious the enemy would consider it madness and would therefore not expect it. Their target was a dock, but no ordinary dock. Excavated from the north bank of the Loire as a launch pad for mighty ocean liners, the Forme Écluse Joubert was the biggest dry dock in the world – and the only one on Europe’s Atlantic coast big enough for Hitler’s most fearsome battleship, the Tirpitz. Hitler himself had decided to keep her in Norwegian waters and continue to rely on U-boats to attack Allied shipping between the Old World and the New. But in Churchill’s mind the Tirpitz had become the single most important chess piece in the Battle of the Atlantic. If she could not be destroyed – and all efforts so far had been in vain – then she had to be denied the freedom of the seas.

A century earlier Lord Tennyson wrote of the Light Brigade at Balaclava, ‘Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to do and die’. The same was broadly true of the commandos. They prided themselves on thinking on their feet, but most never got the chance. Captain David Birney was supposed to be the first ashore but he drowned between his launch and the quayside, heavily laden, covered in oil and too slippery to be helped. Eighty years on his daughter said of the raiders: ‘They didn’t know what the hell they were doing.’

And in many cases this was true. Advance briefings were strictly need-to-know, and dozens who were taken prisoner had no idea what they had accomplished until after the war. But one person knew exactly what he was doing. Not quite single-handedly, the quietly spoken Tibbits made sure that Operation Chariot would be a triumph in spite of everything. Five of those who took part won the Victoria Cross, the highest gallantry award for British military personnel. No other raid in the war was honoured with so many. Tibbits wasn’t one of the recipients, but he embodied a combination of understatement, guile and bravery that was the basic requirement for taking part. Thanks to these qualities, the operation can still safely be called ‘the greatest raid of all’.
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Part I



BEFORE 1.30 A.M., 28 MARCH 1942




1. Planning

As Nigel Tibbits went below to set his fuses, Micky Burn came up to sniff the air. Burn was a romantic. Heading into a fight he knew might end his life, he couldn’t help being swept up in the excitement of the moment. ‘I went on deck and saw white waves breaking in the dark to starboard, and thought incredulously, “this is the coast of France, forbidden France”,’ he wrote afterwards. ‘We’re about to enter France!’

Tibbits and Burn were on different boats and they were very different people. Tibbits, on the Campbeltown, was upright, meticulous and married to the great-granddaughter of a hero of Trafalgar. He had a Brylcreemed parting and a grand future in the navy if he could only defy the odds that night.

Burn was a rucksack of competing impulses. He was a soldier in peak physical condition who believed he was self-healing, at least for minor bullet wounds. Beneath his muscles and his battledress he was a poet, a journalist and a bisexual who’d converted to Catholicism in order to confess his urges. He’d also been an admirer, not many years before, of Adolf Hitler. This was true of many young idealists trying to fathom the upheavals of the thirties, but Burn had actually met the Führer – twice – as a young reporter keen to make his mark. He’d been twenty at the time and easily impressed – a dupe, he said.

In fact he was quizzical and clever. With ‘a touch of the great English eccentrics’, as one of his men put it, he was not an obvious leader – but then nor were many of those deemed officer material mainly because they’d been to a private school. He had been to Winchester, then Oxford, dropping out before getting his degree to ghost-write a memoir for a well-known racing driver. He was now in charge of twelve commandos on Motor Launch 192, approaching the French coast off the Campbeltown’s starboard quarter.

The launch was built entirely of wood: two thin mahogany hulls with a lining of calico between them. It was propelled by twin 850hp petrol engines and carried two extra 500-gallon tanks on deck. The plan was to drain these tanks and fill them with sea water on the run-in to St Nazaire. Some crews remembered to do this; others didn’t, leaving their deck tanks full of fuel or fumes, and explosive either way.fn1

Within two hours, launch 192 was a flaming wreck, drifting out of control across the intended line of attack of the Campbeltown and its flotilla. Burn had one chance to get ashore, when the bow of his launch hit a breakwater jutting into the Loire estuary. The breakwater was a short distance upstream of the main entrance to the port, perpendicular to the current and wide enough to drive a tank onto. It was known as the Old Mole, and it was not where 192 was meant to be. Burn jumped, and nearly drowned, dragged under by his pack. Another commando jumped with him – a lance corporal named Arthur Young who’d volunteered for special service from the Gordon Highlanders. Young landed awkwardly and broke his foot, but at least he was on hard ground. He had fetched up at the bottom of a flight of steps on the seaward side of the mole. From there he managed to reach forward far enough to grab Burn’s arm and pull him in against a wicked tide. Above them, German soldiers were spraying the launch and the water around it with machine gun fire. Burn and Young saw another member of their group drift by, face down on the water. Burn recognized it as the body of a friend.

‘What do we do?’ Young asked.

Burn said they had to leave him, but Young couldn’t move. So he left them both and ran up the steps. At the top he beat a German soldier insensible with the handle of his Colt 45 and disappeared into the night.

The scene he left behind was a turkey shoot; a massacre, foreseeable and foreseen. For most of the past eighty years the question asked of the raid on St Nazaire has been ‘how?’ – how did it play out as it did against such daunting odds? – and much of the reason for this approach to the story is that it ends with a bang; a finale that has encouraged propagandists and historians to call it a win for the raiders, and even a strategic turning point. In many ways it was a disaster, and a better question to ask now is Tennyson’s. In a word, ‘why?’

Ahead of Micky Burn as he ran off the mole into old St Nazaire, on the far side of a basin the size of several football pitches lay the U-boat pens. They were the refuge of submarines that were strangling Britain to death, but they were not his target, not least because they were impregnable. Nothing the Allies could drop on their massive concrete roofs had made the slightest impression, or would for the rest of the war. And if Bomber Command couldn’t destroy the pens, the thinking was that a few commandos wouldn’t have much chance either. The dock that it was Burn’s mission to attack lay elsewhere, on the other side of the basin, separated from it by a tongue of land covered with warehouses that would give him cover from searchlights if he could get into their shadows.

The Forme Écluse Joubert, also known as the Normandie Dock, was built for the construction of the Normandie, the greatest trans-Atlantic liner of her age. From the air it looks like an enormous salt-water lido. Up close, when emptied out, it’s a void deep enough to give you vertigo and long enough for the world’s largest cruise ships. Its gates – one at each end – are colossal feats of engineering in their own right: both the size of a large building on its side, rolling in and out of concrete slots on rails.

Tibbits’s task was to destroy the southern gate, and for this he packed the Campbeltown with Amatol. Burn’s was to help immobilize the northern one. Both tasks were close to suicidal, but Churchill had no doubt that the risks were worth it.

Simply by existing, the Tirpitz had become an obsession for the Prime Minister and his strategists. Her sister ship, the Bismarck, had helped to sink the British heavy cruiser HMS Hood with the loss of 1,418 men in May 1941 before being sunk herself later that month. The Tirpitz was her resurrection. Her wardroom had a grand piano and space for forty senior officers to dine in art deco splendour. Her engines consumed 60 tonnes of fuel a day just to keep the lights on. Above decks she menaced everything within a twenty-two-mile radius with eight guns that fired shells weighing a ton apiece. She was a sea monster who transfixed the Admiralty with every turn of her enormous screws, even though they never took her very far.

‘The destruction or even the crippling of this ship is the greatest event at sea at the present time,’ Churchill wrote to his Chiefs of Staff in January 1942. ‘No other target is comparable to it.’

The public rationale for the raid on St Nazaire was to deny the Tirpitz a repair dock on the Atlantic coast and thereby prevent her attacking Allied convoys from America. In reality the chances of the Tirpitz ever venturing into the Atlantic were already slim. By March 1942 Hitler had decided not to let his last battleship stray far from Norway, where he believed the outcome of Germany’s confrontation with Britain – at the very least – would be decided. ‘Norway is the place where our destiny in this war will be played out,’ he told his most senior admiral in mid-January. ‘I demand unconditional compliance with my orders concerning the defence of this territory.’

In London, those who needed a strategic imperative for the St Nazaire raid were told it was the Tirpitz. Ever since, in the same way, those who have needed an explanation for loved ones lost or fathers killed before they met their children can say it was the Tirpitz – but in reality that was no more than a shorthand. There was a deeper reason for the raid on St Nazaire; less specific but even more urgent. The real reason was that Britain was losing the war and desperate to show it could still fight.

On 27 March, the day before the raid, the U-boat pens that Burn could see across the basin had been bustling with activity. From the Arctic, Kapitänleutnant Joachim Berger and the crew of U-87 had arrived in the early afternoon after a long cruise defending the Norwegian coast. Half an hour later Kapitänleutnant Victor Vogel returned after forty-four days’ hunting and sinking Allied shipping in the western Atlantic. Vogel had only four months to live – his submarine would be sunk with all hands by a Canadian corvette in July – but for now he and Berger were flesh-and-blood heroes of the Reich. To welcome them home Vice-Admiral Karl Dönitz, commander of all the Nazis’ submarine forces, had made a special trip to St Nazaire from his headquarters on the Baltic.

In pictures taken that afternoon Vogel stands out on his conning tower in a white peaked cap. His arrival brought the total number of U-boat captains in St Nazaire to nine, since seven more submarines of the 7th U-boat Flotilla were already in the pens being prepared for their next missions. One was U-96, commanded by Heinrich Lehmann-Willenbroch, who’d returned from American waters the previous Monday, 23 March, having sunk four ships and damaged two beyond repair in the space of three weeks. It was no more than was expected of him. In five earlier missions Lehmann-Willenbroch had sent twenty more Allied freighters and tankers to the bottom. He was the true star of the 7th flotilla, greeted on his return to St Nazaire by cheering lines of maintenance workers, nurses, telegraphists, fellow submariners and schoolgirls waving posies. He would survive the war, to be portrayed much later by Jürgen Prochnow in the film Das Boot.

On the evening of the 27th Dönitz held a dinner in his captains’ honour at a hotel a few miles up the coast. They spoke of absent comrades, including three more captains who had left St Nazaire for the hunting grounds of the US eastern seabord during the previous week. Although Dönitz would send submarines to Norway when ordered, he strongly believed in concentrating on the western Atlantic while shipping there was still virtually undefended. His strategy seemed to be paying off, though he was not complacent. As the food was cleared away, he asked the flotilla’s commanding officer, Herbert Sohler, what he’d do if the British came to St Nazaire. Sohler had known Dönitz for many years, having first served under him in 1934. He was fiercely proud of his flotilla and had named its base the Prienheim after Günther Prien, one of its first heroes. In the second month of the war, Prien had sneaked into the Royal Navy’s northern refuge at Scapa Flow, in the Orkneys, and sunk the battleship HMS Royal Oak with seven torpedoes fired at the dead of night. His crew didn’t like him but they feared him, and they said he resembled a bull when hunched over chart tables or grasping the handles of his periscope. He was killed in 1941, but in his memory the flotilla adopted a snorting bull as its emblem, and Sohler practically snorted at the idea of a British attack on St Nazaire. It was inconceivable, he said.

‘All our specialists have reached the same conclusion. The only approach deep enough to reach the port passes close to the north side of the estuary where the old battery has been reinforced by our own coastal artillery troops.’

That battery was one of more than thirty trained on the approach from both sides of the estuary, Sohler continued. In the unlikely event of an attack there was a plan in place to evacuate all the U-boat crews at a moment’s notice and to destroy the submarines themselves.

Dönitz advised Sohler not to be so sanguine, and retired to bed.

It was entirely reasonable to think the British would not attack somewhere so heavily defended, but they attacked nonetheless – and in a small way it was thanks to Micky Burn.

In his previous life as a reporter Burn had been a protégé of Geoffrey Dawson, editor of The Times. Dawson is remembered nowadays mainly as an appeaser, but once Britain was in the war he favoured winning it. In mid-1940 Burn was beginning to feel guilty about spending all his time training with the Independent Companies, forerunners of the Commandos, rather than fighting. ‘We began to hear the word Commandos,’ he wrote, but traditionalists at the top of the armed forces seemed to be dragging their feet over approving any new sort of special force. Even the use of the word ‘commando’ prompted ‘a farrago of reasonable misgivings, stale bigotries and personal jealousies’, he wrote. So he made an appointment to see Dawson in his office on Printing House Square. His aim was simple: get The Times’ support for using commandos in meaningful military actions.

They met on the morning of 20 August. That day Dawson went on to lunch at 10 Downing Street with Churchill and the Archbishop of Canterbury. Dawson noted in his diary that the talk had turned to commandos at both meetings. Five days later Churchill wrote to his Secretary of State for War to insist on the recruitment of 5,000 paratroopers and 5,000 more elite soldiers ‘capable of lightning action’. That was one thread in many leading to the raid on St Nazaire. A second was a handwritten letter Churchill received from Stalin the following year, begging him to open a second front. A third was Churchill’s personal fondness for raiding ever since the First World War. Then, as Minister of Munitions and a former First Lord of the Admiralty, he called the amphibious raid on the Belgian port of Zeebrugge ‘the most intrepid and heroic single armed venture of the great war’. Now, as Prime Minister, raiding was one of the few options left to him.

Because the truth is, nothing else was working. Britain had tried all the conventional responses to Hitler’s aggressions and had been humiliated. France fell in six weeks to the Wehrmacht in the spring and early summer of 1940. The evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from the beaches of Dunkirk looked gutsy at the time and inspirational with hindsight – but it was still a pell-mell retreat. In April Britain sent another expeditionary force to Norway to see if it could put up more resistance there. It couldn’t. The following spring Greece fell to a combined German–Italian force. British and Greek troops hoped they would be able to withstand the airborne invasion of Crete by massed paratroopers. But no.

In 1941 pin-prick commando raids on the French and Norwegian coasts – carefully filmed by Pathé – boosted morale even if they barely altered the Axis–Allied balance. That balance was determined by grander concerns. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December brought the US into the war, but it would be years before American smelters turned out enough steel and aluminium to drive the German army from Western Europe. In the meantime Rommel had the Allied Eighth Army in full retreat in Libya, and Japanese forces were sweeping through South-East Asia. They were converging on Singapore, the island outpost that for more than a century had served as proof that British ships and men in shorts could rule the world’s oceans and dominate its commerce.

Singapore’s place in the British imperial world view was front and centre. Few Royal Navy officers had not stepped ashore there in brilliant ceremonial white at some point in their careers. Churchill no more wanted to give it up than his twenty-first-century successors want to give up Scotland. In a terrifying memo to his Commander-in-Chief in Delhi, dated 10 February 1942, he wrote that since British and Australian forces on the island should outnumber the advancing Japanese, there must ‘be no thought of saving the troops or sparing the population’.

Churchill continued: ‘The battle must be fought to the bitter end at all costs … Commanders and senior officers should die with their troops. The honour of the British Empire and of the British Army is at stake. I rely on you to show no mercy to weakness in any form.’

The unlucky Commander-in-Chief, Archibald Wavell, replied that he’d passed on the PM’s sentiments to the general in charge of Singapore’s defence, but that morale was ‘not good’; training to counter the Japanese troops’ ruthless jungle warfare techniques was insufficient; and efforts to produce ‘a more offensive spirit and optimistic outlook’ had not been entirely successful. Singapore’s defenders were suffering, he said, from an inferiority complex.

On 15 February 1942, Singapore fell to the invaders. The navy had lost its biggest base east of Gibraltar. The most important British staging post en route to Hong Kong was no longer British. Churchill said it was the largest capitulation in British history. Jack Webb, a lance corporal who served as a junior medic on the St Nazaire raid, called it an almost unbelievable disaster. And it was the second in a week.

Four days earlier, two German battlecruisers slipped through a British blockade at Brest and sailed up the English Channel in broad daylight, escaping to the safety of the Baltic. These were the Gneisenau and the Scharnhorst, almost as central to Hitler’s naval strategy as the Tirpitz. They had been penned in at Brest for eleven months. To keep them there or sink them were considered vital tasks for the Royal Navy and RAF throughout this period and their ‘Channel dash’ seemed to represent a miserable failure on both counts. In purely strategic terms it was a German retreat from the Atlantic to home waters, but the headlines in London were awful. Even the generally supportive Times quoted Admiral Sir Roger Keyes – in bold capitals on its first page of news – calling it a humiliation for the navy. If Singapore had shown up an army that lacked fighting spirit, the escape of the battlecruisers showed up an air force and a navy – especially its Coastal Command – that were asleep on the job.

It was especially galling for the Honourable Michael Wynn.

On the night of the 27th, Micky (to his friends and family) was to be found bringing up the rear of the St Nazaire flotilla in what he reckoned was the fastest boat in the British navy. It was smaller and lighter than all the others in the raiding party, and it looked extremely odd. Two enormous torpedo tubes were mounted inelegantly on its forward deck. Below, it had five giant V8 petrol engines; three Packards and two Fords, delivering between them the thrust of five Spitfires. At full power Wynn’s boat could plane at forty-five knots. At tick-over – on the Ford engines alone – she chugged along at five. At any speed in between, Motor Torpedo Boat 74 was almost impossible to control, making its orderly presence in the flotilla an accomplishment in itself. But the truth is it was never really supposed to be there at all, since Wynn had built it expressly to sink the battlecruisers at Brest, on a mission from which he did not expect it to return.

Wynn was a son of landed gentry with a boredom threshold so low that peace would have driven him crazy. War gave him a sense of purpose: it made putting one’s life on the line an almost normal thing to do. Judging by his letters home, his chief preoccupations, apart from defeating Germany, were speed and girls. His father, an army colonel and Welsh baron, was devoted to his son but considered him a liability. When he first heard that Wynn Jr might have been involved in the St Nazaire operation – which was after it was over – he wrote to the parent of one of his son’s girlfriends: ‘If this is so, Miccy [sic] has committed [the] most serious offence it is possible for anyone in the services to have done, as by so doing he would have imperilled the lives of every single man in the expedition.’

Wynn’s boat was largely of his own design. Her genesis, by his account, was a drunken guest night at a Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve officers’ mess soon after he had become an officer in the Reserve himself. (His commission was a thank you from the Admiralty for service at Dunkirk, where he’d rescued five loads of soldiers off the beaches in a thirty-five-foot motor yacht borrowed from the Fleet Air Arm.)

That night in the mess, Wynn came up with an idea for destroying the Gneisenau and the Scharnhorst. He would approach them at night in a rowing boat and drop a depth charge underneath their hulls. He was not proposing to row all the way across the Channel but to be deposited at the mouth of the harbour by a submarine.

In the cold light of day the idea still seemed to Wynn worth presenting to the Admiralty. He put it in writing and to his surprise was summoned to explain it. Asked if he was serious, the young sub-lieutenant said he was indeed, if his superiors thought it might help sink the ships. They told him to think about it over lunch. He did so, with a friend and a ‘very strong whisky’, and went back and confirmed he was ready to give it a go.

‘Well, good luck to you,’ the navy brass said. ‘Go down to Commander-in-Chief Plymouth and everything will be put at your disposal.’ So off Wynn went.

The fact that the Admiralty gave Wynn the time of day says much about the society into which he’d been born, and the state of its war effort. He had no formal naval training. He was not a technical genius, nor especially athletic. But he had had an expensive education, excellent connections in Whitehall and the forces, and a birthright to 20,000 acres in Snowdonia. As important were his patriotism, his appetite for adventure and what seemed in a concrete sense to be a suicidal sort of courage. In the winter of 1941–2 that was more than enough to get a young man into the fray – but it was not enough to sink a battlecruiser.

From a long way above the waterline to a long way below, the Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau had broad belts of steel armour-plating more than a foot thick, running most of the length of their hulls. A depth charge heaved over the side of a rowing skiff might have done some serious damage even so – the charges were designed to break a ship’s keel and open a void beneath it into which the vessel would collapse. But it was a long-odds proposition.

Down at the Devonport naval dockyard (which would also play a vital role in the raid on St Nazaire), Wynn was told he needed a bigger boat and a bigger charge. ‘So we went from a rowing boat to a speedboat and a speedboat to a bigger speedboat, and then we went on to a pre-war torpedo boat with one torpedo tube,’ he said. But one torpedo was not enough for two gigantic ships. Eventually he was entrusted with a high-speed Vosper torpedo boat on which he mounted two forward-facing torpedoes designed to leap 150 feet before they hit the water. The leap was powered by compressed air. It would come in handy, Wynn hoped, for surmounting the three protective booms that surrounded the battlecruisers.

Even then there was a catch: once submerged, Wynn’s torpedoes wouldn’t travel far. He said after the war that most of their propulsion equipment had been removed and replaced with extra explosive to have a better chance of penetrating the armour plating. This meant he would have to get very close to his target.

It was obvious, he wrote, that in most circumstances ‘we would ultimately be blown up with our weapons if we were to achieve our objective’. The idea was to sacrifice the torpedo boat and somehow find another vessel on which to get home, but everyone involved knew they would have to be exceedingly lucky to pull it off.

On the night of 10 February, Wynn and his crew staged a practice run across the Channel to the mouth of the harbour at Brest. Undetected, they turned around and got back to home waters on the misty morning of the 11th. They turned on the ship’s wireless for the eight o’clock news and learned that the Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau had that night slipped their moorings and were already halfway up the Channel. They had, in a strange way, saved Wynn’s life, but they had also left him with a wildly overpowered boat in search of a new mission. And they had humiliated the Royal Navy in the eyes of a public conditioned to think of it as invincible.

The state of the war for Britain
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1. Commander Robert Ryder VC, naval force commander for Operation Chariot, helmed the Tai-Mo-Shan as his first command. It was a forty-five-foot teak ketch that he sailed home via the Panama Canal; years later, it appeared in the film Mamma Mia!
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2. Operation Chariot’s main task was to destroy the only dry dock on the Atlantic coast big enough for the mighty Tirpitz, Hitler’s 43,000-ton flagship.
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3. Commandos training in Scotland a month before the raid. Once the operation was explained to them, they were all offered the chance to withdraw. None took it.
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4. Each commando carried a Fairbairn–Sykes fighting knife, named after the two Hong Kong policemen who designed it.
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5. The Normandie dry dock, seen here with the liner after which it was named, was then the biggest in the world.
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6. The dock’s huge southern gate, or caisson, was to be rammed at maximum speed by the explosive-laden HMS Campbeltown.
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7. Lord Louis Mountbatten, head of Combined Operations. Rich, glamorous and above all driven, Mountbatten knew as well as anyone that the raid would be a death sentence for many of those involved.
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8. John Hughes-Hallett, Mountbatten’s Naval Adviser, claimed to have spotted a fatal flaw in St Nazaire’s defences.
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9. Robert Ryder, who could ‘do everything’ – he could sail, navigate by the stars, fall rapidly in love and stare danger in the face. He once clung to a card table for four days in the Atlantic after his ship was torpedoed by a U-boat.
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10. Lieutenant Colonel Charles Newman VC, military force commander, rugby player and jazz pianist.
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11. Lieutenant Stuart Chant of 5 Commando, a former broker’s clerk at the London Stock Exchange, was tasked with blowing up the dry dock’s pumping station. ‘We almost dreamt explosives,’ he later recalled of his training exercises.
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12. Lance Sergeant Peter Harkness, a Post Office mail sorter from Glasgow. He and his close friend, fellow Glaswegian Bill Gibson, a mechanic with a gift for mischief, went into battle on launch 268.
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13. Sub-Lieutenant Philip Dark was injured on launch 306 but still tended to the wounded on both sides once aboard the Jaguar, a German torpedo boat. He drew this self-portrait as a prisoner of war.
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14. Torpedo specialist Lieutenant Nigel Tibbits with his wife, Elmslie, at their wedding reception in Shanghai in 1937. The ship is HMS Gannet. The quietly spoken Tibbits made sure that Operation Chariot would be a triumph in spite of everything, embodying the essential combination of understatement, guile and bravery.
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15. Lieutenant Bill ‘Tiger’ Watson led the commandos of launch 457 ashore aged twenty.
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16. Lieutenant Dunstan Curtis, commander of Motor Gunboat 314. He had a reputation for keeping a cool head in tight spots, and later served in naval intelligence under Ian Fleming.
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17. Lance Sergeant Arthur Dockerill, former choirboy at Ely Cathedral and here pictured with his wife, Marjorie, on their wedding day, led Lieutenant Chant to safety with seconds to spare.
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18. Sergeant Tommy Durrant VC was furious that his launch commander refused to put him ashore.

[image: ]
19. Able Seaman Bill Savage VC, formerly a brewer’s boy and weightlifter in Birmingham, was the forward gunner on Motor Gunboat 314.
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20. Korvettenkapitän Herbert Sohler, commander of the 7th U-boat Flotilla. Sohler’s monomaniacal approach to crisis management on the night of the raid was the Führerprinzip in action.
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21. Kapitän-zur-See Karl-Conrad Mecke, who warned his flak battalions during the air raid there was ‘devilry afoot’.
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22. Sub-Lieutenant Micky Wynn (left), 7th Baron Newborough, who had no formal naval training but made up for it with patriotism, an appetite for adventure and what seemed to be a suicidal sort of courage. Here he is pictured reunited at the end of the war with his chief motor mechanic, Bill Lovegrove.
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23. Motor Torpedo Boat 74 at high speed, with Wynn at the helm. When a shell flew through the engine room, Lovegrove was plunged back into crisis mode; in the middle of that furious battle, he set about fixing the broken central engine of MTB 74.
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24. HMS Campbeltown was modified in Devonport naval dockyard to resemble a German torpedo boat.
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25. The wooden-hulled Motor Gunboat 314, which led the Charioteers into battle.

[image: ]
26. An oil painting of the river battle by the war artist Charles Pears, based on Ryder’s account.

[image: ]
27. An earlier watercolour of the scene in the estuary as the flotilla came under fire, by Enid Campbell (Ryder’s niece).
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28. HMS Campbeltown hit the southern dock gate at 1.34 a.m. British time on 28 March 1942. Lieutenant Commander Sam Beattie noted she was four minutes late.
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29. Wearing only a blanket, Beattie was questioned by his captors after spending a night in the water and being rescued by a German trawler.
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30. Despite patches of cloud, a photograph taken by a Spitfire reconnaissance plane on 29 March shows the dock gate, in the bottom-left corner, has been destroyed.
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31. Images of Private Tom McCormack, grievously wounded by a grenade, were used by the Nazis to try to show the raid had been a failure. He died two weeks later.
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32. Wounded commandos made to wait outside the Café Moderne included (front to back) Lieutenant Gerard Brett, Lieutenant ‘Tiger’ Watson, Private Tom McCormack, Lieutenant Stuart Chant and Sergeant Richard Bradley.
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33. Captain Micky Burn (left), poet, Times journalist, former Nazi sympathizer and lover of the Soviet spy Guy Burgess. Here, he is pictured with Rifleman Paddy Bushe, also of 2 Commando, after their capture in the hold of a German ship in the U-boat basin.

[image: ]
34. Survivors of launch 306 are led away from the quayside the morning after the raid. Lieutenant Ronald Swayne (right) and Ordinary Seaman Ralph Batteson support Corporal Glyn Salisbury. Lieutenant Philip Dark, on the left, wears a tie given to him by the 2nd Officer of the Jaguar.
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35. Churchill called Operation Chariot ‘a deed of glory’, but Hollywood had to invent a starring role for a Canadian major played by Lloyd Bridges to justify bringing it to the big screen in Attack on the Iron Coast in 1967.
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