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1. ‘The sort of plan we are looking for’

In July 1941, the British in Cairo felt they had been granted a reprieve. The summer season was as gay as ever. Officers in starched khaki drill rubbed shoulders over cocktails in the Continental and at the Long Bar at Shepheard’s, tucked into dinners of roast pigeon at the Roof Garden, and packed the belly-dancing cabarets in Ezbekiyya Square. Enlisted men queued to watch talkies at the Metro, quaffed beer and tea in Groppi’s, the Tipperary, or Forest Hills Tennis Club, argued with vendors in the Muski, or played football and cricket on vacant lots near the waterfront, where urchins yelled ‘Sieg heil’ at them and ran away. In the bars there was talk of the attempted suicide of Major Orde Wingate, victor of the Gideon Mission in Ethiopia, who had shut himself in his room at the Continental, and slit his own throat with a bowie knife.

Middle East Headquarters was sited at 10 Tonbalat Street in the leafy district of Garden City, amid palaces and villas – a five-storey art nouveau block known in dispatches as ‘Grey Pillars’, and to senior officers simply as ‘No.10’. The mood there was sombre but optimistic. Back in April, General Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps had been expected at the pyramids any day, but the immediate threat had evaporated. Rommel was obsessed with Tobruk, the only port on the coast of Cyrenaica still in British hands. Though Battleaxe, Commander-in-Chief General Sir Archibald Wavell’s attempt to relieve Tobruk, had failed in June, with the loss of ninety-one tanks and a thousand men, Rommel had baulked at invading Egypt.

The real reprieve, though, had come on 21 June, when Hitler launched Barbarossa – his invasion of the Soviet Union. The eye of the storm had shifted abruptly away from the Mediterranean, and in London, Winston Churchill was rubbing his hands and urging Wavell’s replacement, General Sir Claude ‘the Auk’ Auchinleck, to hit Rommel while his divisions had no chance of reinforcement.

Auchinleck, a square-jawed, dignified man with a deep confidence in his own judgement, refused to budge until he was fully prepared. On 15 July he sent a long cable to Churchill, explaining that there could be no offensive until his tank crews had been fully trained – that would not be until the end of October, maybe later. While he was dictating the signal that morning,1 there was a scuffle outside GHQ ME. A tall young subaltern in battledress, wearing the Scots Guards badge on his field-service cap, approached the security barrier on crutches. When the military warden demanded his pass, the officer failed to produce it. Sent packing, he dumped his crutches outside the barbed wire, jumped over the fence, and sprinted to the door with a bawling warden in hot pursuit.

Outrunning the guard, the officer made his way up to the third floor and barged his way into the office of Major General Neil Ritchie, Auchinleck’s Deputy Chief of General Staff. As Ritchie glanced up in surprise, the subaltern fumbled a salute, stammered apologies for bursting in, and held out a paper for the DCGS to read. Ritchie had a reputation for being ‘an awfully nice chap’, if a little slow. ‘He was very courteous,’ the young officer remembered years later, ‘and he settled down to read it. About halfway through, he got very engrossed, and had forgotten the rather irregular way it had been presented.’2

When the DCGS had finished reading, he glanced at the lieutenant and said, ‘I think this may be the sort of plan we are looking for. I will discuss it with General Auchinleck and let you know our decision in the next day or so.’3

The subaltern could hardly contain his excitement. He had entered the office of the third most senior man in the British army in Egypt, without an appointment or even a pass, and had induced him to read a proposal for a new concept in warfare, badly scrawled in pencil. The ‘incorrigible’ young officer had not been prepared for such a swift and positive reaction. His name was David Stirling and he was twenty-six years old. He had just taken the first step in the creation of the SAS.




2. Bands of brothers, packs of hounds

Although his uncle, Simon Joseph Fraser, had founded the famous Lovat Scouts in the Boer War, few of his comrades would have put money on David Stirling as creator of a unit that would change the face of modern warfare. Among the most enthusiastic revellers at the Continental and the cabarets, his main pastimes were drinking and gambling. On graduation from the Guards Depot at Pirbright, he had been classed as an ‘irresponsible and unremarkable soldier’, who flouted authority, neglected his duties, and spent every free moment partying.

Stirling had once, it was said, knocked out the horse of a Cairo cabby in protest against the excessive fare. After a night on the tiles he would sleep off his hangovers at the 15 Scottish Military Hospital, reviving himself next morning on shots of pure oxygen begged from a nurse. He would return to duty late, with a doctor’s note citing ‘pyrexia of unknown origin’ as an excuse. Since arriving in Egypt in March that year he had spent so much of his time on sick-leave that he was under investigation for malingering – in wartime tantamount to cowardice.

Stirling had left Britain the previous January, as an officer in Layforce – the fifteen-hundred-strong commando brigade earmarked for the invasion of Rhodes, off mainland Turkey. The commandos had been forged in Britain’s blackest hour – the summer of 1940 – when Hitler’s armies were massing across the Channel, facing Britons with the prospect of invasion for the first time in a thousand years. Determined that the nation should not sink into the slough of despond that he thought had scuttled the French, Winston Churchill demanded that ‘enterprises must be prepared, with specially trained troops of the hunter class … who can develop a reign of terror on these coasts’.1

A week earlier, a third of a million Allied troops had been scooped off the beaches of Dunkirk by an armada of little ships. British forces had sustained a shock to their morale, and were poorly equipped and unready. Churchill was convinced that the only way to slow down the German machine was with guerrilla attacks by ‘lightly equipped, nimble forces accustomed to work like packs of hounds instead of being moved about in the ponderous manner [of] the regular formations’. ‘We must have at least ten thousand of these “bands of brothers”,’ he wrote, ‘who will be capable of lightning action.’2

Three days after Churchill’s ‘hunter class’ declaration, the War Office issued orders instructing each British regional command to supply the names of forty officers and a thousand other ranks ready to volunteer for ‘striking companies’ to be deployed on unspecified mobile operations. It was an ambitious gambit – no one quite knew how these ‘packs of hounds’ were to be trained or used. General Sir John Dill, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, delegated the task to his military assistant, Lt. Col. Dudley Clarke, a Royal Artillery officer of uncommon subtlety.

Clarke not only came up with the name ‘commandos’, but also penned the first specifications for special forces troops. They would all be volunteers, he said, as fit as professional athletes, trained to perfection in the use of infantry weapons. They would be capable of killing quickly and silently, would operate by night rather than by day, and would be familiar with ships and the sea. They would be able to fight alone or in small groups, to use independent initiative, and would think of warfare only in terms of attack.

The commandos were a new kind of army. Regular soldiers trained to fight like guerrilla bands, they would operate without heavy weapons, artillery or air-support. They would be trained to endure fatigue, face overwhelming odds and persevere to the end. The commando course emphasized comradeship between officers and men, self-reliance and individualism among all ranks. Commando units were flexible and mobile, unencumbered with barracks, cookhouses, HQ offices or rear-echelon staff. Being volunteers, there was no need for traditional military discipline – the ultimate sanction for misbehaviour was RTU, ‘Return to Unit’ – a humiliating expulsion from the elite force that the commandos came to consider a fate worse than death.

It took three months to train the commandos, and by the time they were ready for action, the situation had changed radically. The Royal Air Force had won the Battle of Britain, and the immediate threat of invasion had receded. The ‘bands of brothers’ were raring to go, but suddenly there was nothing to shoot at. The focus of the war had already relocated from Europe to the Mediterranean theatre. In North Africa, Wavell’s field commander, Lt. Gen. Dick O’Connor, had thrashed Mussolini’s Tenth Army in Libya, and captured a hundred and thirty thousand Italian troops. Seaborne special forces might be useful in securing key Mediterranean islands to support O’Connor’s advance.

In October it was proposed that the commandos should launch an assault on the island of Rhodes, to maintain British control in the eastern Mediterranean. On the last day of January, the Special Service Brigade, codenamed ‘Force Z’, comprising numbers 7, 8 and 11 (Scottish) Commandos with elements of 3 Commando, was dispatched from the Isle of Arran in Scotland to Egypt, in two landing ships, Glengyle and Glenroy. By the time the ships had reached their destination the brigade had been re-christened Layforce, after its commander, Col. Bob Laycock, of the Royal Horse Guards. David Stirling, an officer in 8 Commando, had left Arran on board Glenroy.

When Layforce arrived in Egypt that March, a British victory in the Mediterranean theatre looked almost certain. Rommel had changed all that. By the end of April, all the gains O’Connor had made in six months had been reversed. The Rhodes operation had become untenable. Instead, 7 Commando had been squandered fighting a defensive action on Crete, 11 (Scottish) Commando had suffered more than twenty-five per cent casualties during a botched landing at the Litani River in Syria, and 7 and 8 Commandos had failed in three raids on the coast of Libya. By mid-June, Layforce had lost half its fighting strength, and was no longer a viable unit.




3. ‘The landing of small parties by night will clearly be most effective’

A month before his meeting with Ritchie, Stirling and four other commandos had made history by executing the first recorded parachute descent on the African continent. They had jumped from a Vickers Valentia a thousand feet above Fuka – a railhead on the Mediterranean coast. The others had landed well, but Stirling’s canopy had snagged on the aircraft’s tailplane, ripping out the panels. Later, all he remembered was the ground rushing up to meet him before he piled into it like a wrecking ball.

The drop was the idea of John Steel ‘Jock’ Lewes, a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant in the Welsh Guards, who was the first to jump that evening. Stirling and his companion, Sgt. Barney Stone, had muscled in on the party by claiming that they were planning an operation in Syria. Lewes resented their interference. An intense Oxford graduate with a puritanical streak, he had a tendency to make savage moral judgements on those who failed to live up to his ideals. Stirling certainly fell into this category. Lewes knew him as an idle, cynical, sybaritic ‘Cheekie Laddie’ from a privileged background, who had never managed to settle down to anything, and who was so notorious for over-sleeping that on Glenroy he had acquired the nickname ‘The Great Sloth’.1

Lewes, who had left a sweetheart at home, and wrote romantic poetry, looked like a man constantly grappling with an internal chess problem. He was in many ways Stirling’s opposite: serious, single-minded, systematic and analytic – not the kind to be caught propping up bars in Cairo, or having a flutter at the racecourse. Lewes had volunteered to carry out tests with a consignment of fifty parachutes diverted to North Africa from India, and had plans to execute an airborne operation with a troop of fifty selected commandos.

The experiment had been sanctioned by A Force, a secret psy-ops division with an office at 6 Shari’ Qasr an-Nil, Cairo. The brainchild of Lt. Col. Dudley Clarke, the same heterodox thinker who had named the commandos, A Force was engaged in dropping squadrons of dummy parachutists over Helwan, south of Cairo, for the benefit of enemy informers. This fictitious unit was designated ‘1 Special Air Service Brigade’: Clarke was keen on having some real parachutists to back up the charade.

Lewes’s initial jump was successful – Stirling was the only casualty. He hit the ground hard and lay in the crater his body had gouged in the gravel, his legs paralysed, his eyes blinking sightlessly up at the darkening skies. An hour later he was slotted into a military ambulance and carted off to 15 Scottish General Hospital in Cairo. By the time he arrived there his eyesight had cleared, but the blindness had been replaced by a crippling headache. He still couldn’t move his legs. He was suffering low blood pressure, and was diagnosed as having sustained severe spinal shock.

Stirling was in bed for about a week before the sensation started returning. Among his first visitors was Lt. Evelyn Waugh, ex-Royal Marines and 8 Commando. Already a famous author in civilian life, and one of the stars of the Cairo cocktail circuit, Waugh had seen hard fighting on Crete in May, as Layforce Intelligence Officer. He brought news that, while Stirling had been messing about with parachutes, Wavell had decided to disband the Middle East commando force.

Stirling had already heard rumours about the breakup of Layforce, but the fact that it was now certain came as a shock. It could mean returning to his parent unit, the Scots Guards, and either shipping back to Blighty or settling down to a conventional war of platoons and companies. Though he came from a military family, Stirling had never envisaged a career as a soldier: he lacked the authoritarian pose. So quietly spoken that others were often unsure if he was actually talking to them or not, he also radiated warmth and bonhomie. ‘He had the knack of conning you into anything,’ said Ernie Bond, an early SAS recruit, who had known Stirling in the Scots Guards. ‘He was such a charming gentleman … He never gave you an order – it was sort of a suggestion …’2

Born in 1915, educated at Ampleforth, Stirling was one of four sons and two daughters of Archibald Stirling, retired general, Member of Parliament, and Deputy Lieutenant of Perthshire, with an impeccable Scots-Catholic pedigree. His mother, Margaret Fraser, was the daughter of the 16th Baron Lovat.

Stirling’s early ambition had been to become an artist, and after being sent down from Cambridge for gambling, he joined the Bohemian community of Paris with a view to making himself one. Advised by his tutor that he lacked the requisite drawing skill, he quit the artistic life in high dudgeon, and decided instead to become the first man to climb Everest. As part of his training regime, he spent seven months in the Canadian and American Rockies, and six months in the Swiss Alps. The Everest expedition was cut short by the outbreak of war.

It was Stirling’s social position that gained him entry into the commandos. He had passed no more stringent a selection test than downing gin-and-tonics alongside 8 Commando’s socialite commanding officer, Lt. Col. Bob Laycock, at the bar of White’s. Stirling’s case was not unique – Laycock believed in going to war among friends, and many commando officers, including Waugh, had been recruited in the same way. The ‘Bar of White’s’ became a legend among the well-heeled young subalterns of the commando, projecting exactly the right brand of gentlemanly amateurism. Some of these officers were of real quality, but many were unable to pay more than lip-service to the ideals of the new unit.

Lt. David Stirling had been one of them. It was only when faced with the prospect of RTU that June that his mind began racing over new possibilities for the deployment of raiding units behind enemy lines. Within a few days of Waugh’s visit he had come up with the blueprint for the SAS.

What this memo actually contained has been the subject of some confusion, mainly because most SAS historians have been under the impression that the original paper was lost. This is not the case. In fact, a typewritten copy, dated 16 July 1941, bearing Stirling’s name, and the stamp of the Chief of the General Staff, has always been extant. Filed not with the SAS records, but in the A Force dossier, it was recently rediscovered by SAS scholar David List, when the A Force records were released into National Archives.

David Stirling’s proposal was for a small parachute unit that would drop behind enemy lines, sabotage aircraft, vehicle parks, water, ammunition and supply dumps, and withdraw on foot. Entitled Case for the retention of a limited number of special service troops, for employment as parachutists,3 his paper suggested that while seaborne commando operations were restricted by weather conditions, this factor would not apply to parachute drops. The range of airborne troops would be much greater than that of seaborne commandos, because they would not be confined to areas within reach of the sea, and they could be tasked at much shorter notice.4 As the first paragraph makes clear, the memo was stimulated directly by the demise of Layforce:


Now that Layforce has finally been disbanded, there remains no ad hoc organisation for raiding enemy lines of communication … This unit is being dispersed at a moment when the enemy is being forced … to fulfil his total commitment to Russia – a time which seems totally propitious for these raids … The landing of small parties by night on a wide range of objectives will clearly be most effective, in Lybia [sic] and elsewhere, so long as the enemy is finding difficulties in replacing material and in reinforcing troops.5



Stirling knew that another drag on seaborne operations was the reluctance of the Royal Navy to commit ships without adequate air-support. His idea was to deploy parachute commandos in tiny groups. They would not seek to confront the enemy, but would operate like ghosts, coming silently out of the desert by night, laying demolitions charges on any available targets. By making full use of stealth and the element of surprise, Stirling thought, a small section of highly trained men could swing a hammer out of all proportion to its size.

As the numbness in his legs thawed, he began to pen out his proposal on a memo pad. The more he scribbled and pondered, the more certain he became that his idea would work. After Waugh, he had a string of visitors, among them Jock Lewes, who was now bound for beleaguered Tobruk to carry out raids on Axis troops.

Stirling had a certain awe of Lewes, and desperately needed his approval. Though an 8 Commando officer, Jock was anything but a ‘Bar of White’s’ recruit. Born in India in 1913, he was the son of Arthur Lewes, a chartered accountant of Calcutta. A lean, classically handsome six-footer with dazzling blue eyes and a long-ranging stride, he had spent his childhood in Sydney, Australia, but had moved to Britain to study Modern Greats – Philosophy, Politics and Economics – at Christ Church, Oxford. Unlike Stirling at Cambridge, Lewes had not only stayed the course, but had distinguished himself as President of the University Rowing Club. Under his leadership, in 1937, the Oxford team had broken a long string of Cambridge victories in the boat race, winning by three lengths. Lewes had earned himself a Blue and undying fame in rowing circles.

Commissioned in the Welsh Guards, Lewes had been accepted by Bob Laycock as a subaltern in 8 Commando, and had joined the unit for training at Burnham-on-Crouch, where he found himself a fish out of water. ‘Jock Lewis [sic], the wiry Australian,’ wrote a comrade, Carol Mather, ‘surveying his companions knocking back their pink gins, muttered into his beer that after the war “all this would change” – meaning that society would change and us with it, that our … privileged lives might be cruelly shattered.’6

Now Lewes considered Stirling’s proposal with critical acuity, and saw that he had not thought the problems through. Stirling was interested in patterns and concepts rather than nuts and bolts. When discussion came down to times, distances and details, his eyes would glaze over. ‘Stirling wanted the action without the preparation and training,’ Ernie Bond commented. ‘… Jock was the thinker, he used to think the “whys and wherefores”.’7 They were the perfect complement. ‘The chat with Jock was the key to success,’ Stirling admitted. ‘I knew I had to have all the answers to the questions he had raised if I was to get anywhere.’8

Stirling’s initial plan was that his air-commando would attack a range of enemy targets within weeks of its formation. He later realized that this was aiming too high, and evolved a specific scheme to coincide with Auchinleck’s big push – Operation Crusader, due at the beginning of November. The raid would kick off two days before the offensive, when sections of his parachutists would drop on Axis airfields at Gazala and Tmimi, on the coastal plain of Cyrenaica, near Tobruk. The raiders would lie up for a day observing their targets, and go in silently at night, sabotaging every enemy aircraft they could find. They would then leg it back to their own lines, or get picked up by submarine. Stirling later modified the submarine idea – probably at Lewes’s suggestion. He proposed instead that his squads could be extracted by the Long Range Desert Group, a mobile force equipped with Ford trucks, already operating deep behind Axis lines.

Stirling later said that Lewes was the ‘brains’ behind the SAS scheme: ‘… the proposal was largely based on Jock’s ideas,’ he wrote, ‘and was merely an application of them on a unit basis.’9 An analysis of the original document suggests that while its framework was Stirling’s, the solid detail came from Lewes. Lewes later acknowledged that Stirling’s great quality was his ability to see the big picture, and to ‘appreciate the long-term value of my experiment more accurately than I’.10 It was out of the tension between these two very different personalities – the analytic perfectionist and the romantic visionary – that the SAS was born.




4. Friends in high places

The date of Stirling’s discharge from 15 Scottish Military Hospital in Cairo is unknown. Stirling exaggerated the time he was there, claiming that it was two months, though it is unlikely to have been more than three weeks. On 16 July he wrote to his mother that he had recovered from the back injury ‘quicker than expected’, and had been ‘on leave’ in Cairo for a month.

By the second week in July, he was staying with his brother, Peter, Third Secretary at the British Embassy, who had a flat at Qasr ad-Dubbara, a short taxi ride from Grey Pillars. The flat was shared with a third Stirling brother, Bill, currently assistant to General Arthur Smith, Chief of the General Staff. It was here, amid the Victorian chaos of books, maps, papers, weapons, shell-cases and overflowing cocktail cabinets, that David, puffing pensively on a pipe stuffed with Dark Empire Shag, considered the best means of introducing his proposal to the high command.

To present the plan through the usual channels would be fatal. It would get swamped in the slough of bureaucracy – what Stirling would later call ‘layer upon layer of fossilized shit’. He needed to hand it to a senior officer face to face. Top brass didn’t usually talk to lowly subalterns, but if he could get near enough to establish his social credentials, he would be in with a chance. There is no independent corroboration, though, that he actually did vault over the wire at GHQ and elude the wardens. As a romantic, Stirling undoubtedly saw the mythic possibilities in presenting the creation of the SAS as the result of a daring ‘raid’. It is at least possible that he was not challenged at all.

Whatever the case, there is certainly a vital element missing from his original account. His arrival in Ritchie’s office was no accident. Stirling admitted later that the Deputy Chief of the General Staff had always been his target. Ritchie was a man noted for ‘friends in high places’, and what he saw when he glanced up from his desk that morning was not just a lanky young officer, but a familiar face. He had shot grouse with Stirling’s father before the war, and certainly recognized the scion of a noble family when he saw one.

The day after the first meeting, Stirling talked to his force commander, Bob Laycock, at the Long Bar of Shepheard’s. Laycock was about to leave for Britain by air to make a case to Winston Churchill for retaining commandos in the Middle East. Stirling’s parachute idea dovetailed neatly with his own objectives. They discussed which officers would be suitable for the new unit. Stirling asked for Lewes, and Laycock suggested Lt. Robert Blair Mayne, an officer of 11 (Scottish) Commando who had distinguished himself in action at the Litani River in Syria a few weeks earlier.

Claude Auchinleck had inherited from his predecessor, Wavell, a scheme to establish a parachute training-school in the Middle East. The plan had been booted around for a year, but had gone into abeyance. The C-in-C leapt on Stirling’s proposal as a way of reviving it. For Auchinleck, it was a no-lose deal. The Parachute Unit project would be attached to Dudley Clarke’s deception programme. If it succeeded, it might deliver a genuine strategic advantage. If not, it would still show the enemy that the Allies really did have an airborne capacity. Auchinleck told Ritchie he would see Stirling right away. They met at Grey Pillars, probably on the morning of 18 July, and Stirling saw at once that he’d hit paydirt. Not only were Auchinleck and Ritchie there, but also Ritchie’s immediate superior, CGS Arthur Smith. Auchinleck authorized the recruitment of sixty-eight men and seven support staff; Ritchie told Stirling he could recruit from the whole of the defunct Layforce. The unusual number was dictated by the capacity of the RAF Bristol Bombay transports assigned to parachute operations. One of the officers Stirling had consulted about his plan, Group Captain Ronnie Guest, RAF, who worked with A Force, had assured him that Bombays would be available for training and operations, and may also have pointed out that they carried only eleven men. The Parachute Unit would, therefore, be divided into six sections of ten men, each with one officer.

Stirling said later that one major proviso was that the force must come directly under the Commander-in-Chief. The Parachute Unit should have a strategic role, and should not be ‘acquired’ by any other department, such as Combined Operations, which directed commando ops, and others. It seems likely that Auchinleck accepted this in principle, but for practical purposes, Stirling’s early missions would come under the General Officer Commanding the Eighth Army, Lt. Gen. Sir Alan Cunningham.

That evening, a signal left GHQ bound for the War Office in London, asking for authorization to create the new unit. Stirling quit No. 10 promoted captain, elated but troubled by the tall order he had just imposed on himself. He had only three months to create from scratch an entirely new unit. He had bluffed his way into the highest circles with his rhetoric and social connections, but without the training skills of Jock Lewes, the unit was unlikely to get off the ground.




5. ‘Jock wanted to be sure I was going to stay with it’

The night before Stirling met Auchinleck, Lewes had been in action near Tobruk, when a sixty-strong detachment of 8 Commando raided the ‘Twin Pimples’ salient. Lewes, a section commander, led his men to within thirty yards of the Italian rear under the cover of an artillery barrage. A sentry popped a shot. The commandos strafed him with .45 calibre Tommy-guns and .303 rifles, exploding into a ferocious charge with bayonets fixed. The twenty Italians on the knoll bolted to their sangars. The commandos lobbed in grenades, and gouged the enemy with bayonets as they stumbled out. In four minutes the hill was bloody with Italian dead. The commandos pulled back – only just in time. Before they’d made a hundred yards, enemy artillery and machine-gun fire blitzed the salient from adjacent positions. Five of the commandos were hit before they slipped away into the night.

The Twin Pimples raid achieved nothing of strategic importance, but it was a sorely needed morale-booster for the besieged garrison. Tobruk was manned by twenty-three thousand troops, Australian, British and Indian. Conditions there were oppressive. The town stood on white cliffs over a blue bay whose pellucid waters concealed the dozens of ships that had been sunk by Axis dive-bombers. The British perimeter was a thirty-five-mile crescent under daily attack from tanks and artillery – and from aircraft based so near that the troops could hear them taking off. Most of the men lived in dugouts and stone sangars, assailed by hordes of flies and fleas, riddled with dysentery and desert sores.

It was in this warren of defences that Stirling visited Lewes. He tried to persuade him to become the first recruit in what was to be known formally as ‘L Detachment, 1 Special Air Service Brigade’. Dudley Clarke, Director, A Force, had offered to give Stirling as much help as he needed on the understanding that his parachute unit came under his non-existent SAS. Since there were already fictitious ‘J’ and ‘K’ Detachments, ‘L’ Detachment seemed appropriate. Stirling said later that he accepted Clarke’s suggestion ‘just to humour him’.

Lewes listened to Stirling’s proposal. His answer, Stirling said, was ‘No way.’ He knew the principle was sound – the plan had, after all, been based on his ideas – but he didn’t trust Stirling’s commitment. He also resented the fact that while GHQ had scrapped his own operation, they had accepted a similar idea proffered by a known wastrel, with no experience of combat, whose only advantage was ‘the old school tie’. In a few short weeks Lewes had gained a reputation as the boldest patrol-leader in Tobruk. He was loath to hand himself over to a cynical upper-class layabout, who had as yet scarcely heard a shot fired in action.

Stirling saw Lewes’s refusal as a challenge to his credibility. He was so desperate for his comrade’s approval that he returned to Tobruk twice. ‘Jock wanted to be sure that if we got the thing working, I was going to stay with it,’ he said, ‘and also tackle the enormous problems at GHQ, which he possibly foresaw more clearly than me – he just didn’t want to get involved if it was going to be a short-term flight of fancy.’1

Lewes held Stirling at arm’s length. While his reputation was mounting in Tobruk, Stirling went ahead and recruited his first fifty men. On 27 July he attended a conference at GHQ’s Training Branch, with eleven other officers, including Deputy Director of Military Training Col. J. A. Baillon, Adjutant General Lt. Col. Frederick H. Butterfield, Lt. Col. Dudley Clarke, and Major Vivian Street, Special Duties.

Adjutant General Butterfield told Stirling that he had a list of some hundred and twenty ex-Layforce men from whom he could make his selection. Stirling replied cheekily that Ritchie had authorized him to choose from the whole of Layforce. In any case, he had already acquired twenty-one ex-commandos from the Scots Guards, and another eighteen from the Infantry Base Depot at Geneifa. He added that he could probably obtain the final eleven men he needed from the same sources, but preferred to wait until the ‘specially trained Layforce personnel’ were released from their patrol duties at Tobruk.

Red-faced at this impertinence, Col. Joe Baillon snapped that he should acquire his recruits ‘through the proper channels’ and ordered him to discuss the matter further with Butterworth. It was probably from this moment on that Stirling and the Adjutant General’s office became bitter enemies.

The conference debated scales of weapons, ammunition and equipment, and Stirling was allocated a training-camp on a site at Kabrit in the Suez Canal Zone, which had previously housed a commando training school. When he argued that his new unit must have a distinctive cap-badge, though, the Adjutant General snorted.

Stirling complained that he had very few officers to choose from, as the best of Layforce had already been offered other posts. According to Lt. Carol Mather, Welsh Guards, though, the truth was that he had already canvassed most 8 Commando officers, and been bluntly turned down. ‘We really could not give [his scheme] credence,’ Mather wrote, ‘and we thought we knew David too well for it to work. Another fiasco was the last thing that anyone could take.’2

Almost totally bereft of officers, Stirling thought once more of the brilliant Jock Lewes in Tobruk. In late August, Lewes was posted back to Alexandria and spent a few days in hospital recovering from acute desert sores – an ubiquitous problem among the troops, resulting from the British staple diet of bully beef. Suddenly, Stirling had Lewes cornered, and was able to focus on him the full power of his rhetoric. He urged Lewes to join the Parachute Unit as training officer, with carte blanche to run the show from within. After he’d gone, Lewes thought it over. The Stirling he had encountered in his hospital room was a different kettle of fish from the ‘pudding’ he’d known previously. This was a Stirling whose determination and enthusiasm were irresistible – a man inspired.3 Stirling had already proved that he had the right connections to get the project moving, and, if Lewes had to play second-fiddle in the eyes of the world, at least it would be a vindication of his ideas.

A man of very little ego, Lewes realized that, together, he and Stirling could make the perfect partnership. Stirling might be commander in name, but the character of the new unit would be Lewes’s. He decided that it would be more pragmatic to accept a bird-in-hand than to hold out for his own command. When he met Stirling at Shepheard’s Hotel a few days later, he capitulated. ‘I have been and gone and done the very thing which I promised myself in [Tobruk] that I would never let myself in for again,’ he wrote home wryly. ‘The only difference … is that now it appears that success does depend in a very large measure on what I do.’4




6. ‘An extremely truculent Irishman’

On 21 June, five days after Stirling had ‘piled in’ at Fuka, Lt. Col. Geoffrey Keyes returned to his HQ at Salamis on Cyprus, to find an ‘appalling scandal’ in progress. The previous evening had been Guest Night at the 11 (Scottish) Commando’s officers’ mess, and one of his subalterns, twenty-six-year-old Lt. Robert Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, Royal Ulster Rifles, had drunk himself into a frenzy. Called to order by the commando’s acting 2IC, Major Charles Napier, Gordon Highlanders, the scion of a well-known military family, Mayne had growled threats and become ‘very bolshie’.1 Later, as Napier returned to his tent, he was set upon by a ‘huge unknown assailant’, and severely thrashed. Napier was certain it was Mayne but was unable to identify him in the darkness.2

Geoffrey Keyes, Royal Scots Greys, son of the Director of Combined Operations, First World War hero Admiral Sir Roger Keyes, was a bespectacled Old Etonian, who, at twenty-six, was reportedly the youngest battalion commander in the British army. He investigated the assault on Napier, and by next morning was satisfied that Mayne was responsible. On 23 June he hauled Mayne in front of the Divisional Commander, Brigadier Rodwell, who promptly RTU’d him. The orders session is recorded in Keyes’s diary:


June 23: ‘Produce Paddy before Div Commander, and he is rocketed and removed. Very sorry to lose him as he did awfully well in the battle and is a great fighter. He is, however, an extremely truculent Irishman when he is “drink taken” and is as strong as a bull.’3



11 Commando had arrived back in Cyprus only a week earlier, after its spectacular but costly landing at the mouth of the Litani River in Syria – the first opposed landing ever carried out by commando troops. Of the three hundred and eighty-five men who had struggled ashore, a hundred and four were killed and thirty badly wounded.

The Litani action was Mayne’s baptism of fire, and he had acquitted himself well. His 7 Troop had engaged the enemy minutes after hitting the beach, and had ended the day with ninety prisoners, eight machine guns and three mortars. Back on Cyprus, he was recommended for a Mention in Dispatches – the first in the series of awards that would eventually put him among the most decorated men of the war.

Mayne was eleven months older than David Stirling. Born in Newtownards, Northern Ireland, where his family were Protestant businessmen and lawyers, he was the second youngest of four brothers and three sisters. Articled to a firm of solicitors, he had read law at Queen’s University, Belfast, but had not completed his studies when war broke out.

He was a big man – six foot two or three, fifteen and a half stone of muscle, yet as light on his feet as a tap-dancer. He was respected by his troops, but not known for his small-talk – softly spoken, shy and withdrawn, he filled his spare moments with his head in a book and a cigarette in his mouth. He was a formidable boxer. While at Queens he had won the Irish Universities heavyweight championship and reached the final in the British Universities championship. It was rugby, though, that was his real forte. Capped six times for Ireland, and once for the British Lions, he had made his name as lock-forward against the Springboks in the Lions’ 1938 South African tour.

Mayne had been commissioned in the Royal Ulster Rifles, but was ‘on loan’ to a Scottish battalion, the Royal Cameronians, when 11 (Scottish) Commando was formed at Galashiels. He volunteered together with a close friend from the RUR, a nineteen-year-old fellow-solicitor from a well-known Catholic family in Ulster, Lt. Eoin McGonigal. In normal circumstances, Mayne shared his culture’s disdain for Catholics, but he and McGonigal were close. David Stirling was later to make the not entirely flattering observation that McGonigal was ‘the one person who liked Paddy before he became a hero’.4

Mayne was much more than the stereotype bruiser. He was a man of sensitivity – modest, gentle, considerate, literate and intelligent. He had a profound ability to empathize. Like many shy people, though, he had a shadow side – one that, in his case, emerged during bouts of heavy drinking. This alter ego was an ‘Edward Hyde’ character, capable of beating others to a pulp for no good reason. When Mayne was drinking heavily he could be frightening, even to hardened soldiers. In years to come, there would be a mad scramble for cover when it was announced that ‘Paddy was looking for a drinking partner’.

Mayne was interested in women, but lacked the ability to form long-term relationships. This may have been the result of his close ties with his dominant mother, around whom, according to his brother, Douglas, he ‘behaved like a child … responding to her every whim’, and who ‘demanded his constant attention’.5 Despite his athletic prowess and huge dimensions, he regarded himself as a ‘big, ugly man’, to whom no woman would be attracted. Stirling later ascribed the shadow aspect of his character to a frustrated creative urge, which, he wrote, ‘got bottled up to an intolerable level and this led to some of his heavy drinking bouts … and … explained at least some of his violent acts and black moods’.6

After being RTU’d, Mayne returned to the Infantry Base Depot at Geneifa, in Egypt, where, a week later, he went down with malaria. He spent most of July recovering at No. 19 General Hospital, Canal Zone, and at a convalescent home nearby. Laycock had been on Cyprus the day Keyes had brought Mayne in front of the Divisional Commander, and knew all about the assault on Napier. He had suggested Mayne’s name for the new unit, but Stirling had lost track of him. He said later that he’d discovered where Mayne was through a ‘great friend’ of his, and went to interview him.7 This ‘great friend’ can only have been Eoin McGonigal, whom Stirling recruited for the SAS in mid-August.

Stirling’s encounter with Paddy Mayne, probably at Geneifa, that August has become one of the great SAS foundation myths. Stirling himself maintained that Mayne was in military prison when they met, awaiting court martial. In fact, he was neither under close arrest, in prison, nor facing court martial. Keyes, who would have recorded any such sentence in his diary, simply wrote that he was ‘removed’ – RTU was the usual punishment for commando offenders.8

Mayne greeted Stirling with suspicion. He had a problem with authority figures, and particularly disliked ‘snooty public-school types’, of whom Stirling was a prime example. When Stirling addressed him as ‘Paddy’ he replied curtly that his name was ‘Blair’. He gave out contradictory signals. On one hand, he spoke in a self-effacing way, blinking ceaselessly. On the other, there was a sheer physical presence to him that was intimidating. Stirling felt challenged from the beginning by his physical superiority, and later, unexpectedly, by his natural qualities of leadership. In months to come this would develop into a fierce sense of competition that would lead both to reckless acts. Mayne was a very different character from either Stirling or Lewes. While Stirling was a dreamer, and Lewes a thinker, Mayne was a warrior – an instinctive fighting man.

‘What are the chances of fighting?’ was Mayne’s inevitable question.

‘None,’ Stirling is supposed to have answered. ‘Except against the enemy.’

Mayne chortled, and agreed to join Stirling. Before shaking hands on the deal, though, Stirling demanded his word that the Napier incident would not be repeated. Mayne promised, and as Stirling later commented, ‘kept the promise at least in respect of myself, though not with others’. The triumvirate of remarkable men who made the Special Air Service Regiment – the dreamer, the thinker and the fighter – was complete.




7. Wondering why he should be scared if Lewes wasn’t

At about 2220 hours on 16 November 1941, five Bristol Bombays of 216 Squadron RAF banked south over the coast of Cyrenaica into a wall of Italian flares, searchlights and ack-ack fire. The aircraft were spaced out at irregular intervals, their pilots searching for separate drop-zones on the littoral plain, about ten minutes away. It was a moonless night, with rain and cloud, and below them a sandstorm was brewing. Although they could see snatches of the coast through the swirling dust, the pilots could make out neither the landmarks they had anticipated, nor the flares they had dropped to assess their positions.

The aircraft had taken off at twenty-minute intervals from Baggush, an airbase west of Alexandria, not long after sunset. At the same time Auchinleck’s Eighth Army, under his field commander, Cunningham, had started rolling towards Libya, on the long-awaited Crusader offensive. Cunningham’s column – six hundred tanks, five thousand lorries and armoured cars, and a hundred thousand troops – stretched through the desert for more than a hundred miles.

In the lead Bombay – No. 1 Flight – David Stirling felt the aircraft lurch as the pilot tried to put cloud-cover between the plane and the Italian anti-aircraft gunners. The RAF dispatcher had already ordered the stick of eleven men to stand up and hook up. The jump was just six minutes away.

Though Stirling didn’t know it until much later, one of his five aircraft hadn’t made it through the ground-defences. Minutes earlier, No. 4 Flight’s pilot, Flight Sergeant Charlie West, had taken the Bombay down to two hundred feet to get a visual fix on the coast. No sooner had she shucked cloud-cover than she was hit by a burst of flak that shattered West’s instrument panel and holed the port engine.

West heaved the thirteen-ton bird back into cloud, but she had lost power, and fuel was bucketing out of the wing tanks. He told the SAS section commander, Lt. Charles Bonington, that he was aborting the drop and turning back.

Paddy Mayne was on the trailing aircraft, No. 5 Flight, the last to take off from Baggush. As his Bombay dipped over the coast, he braced the open door, shivering with cold, wondering how his section would hold up in combat. His section sergeant, Edward McDonald, Cameron Highlanders, had fought with 11 Commando at the Litani River in Syria, where he had commanded a sub-section during a daylight advance on the Kafr Badr bridge. Corporal Dougie Arnold, Cameron Highlanders, known as the ‘Great Escaper’, had been in combat with 7 Commando on Crete. Separated from his troop, he had survived in the mountains for a fortnight before stealing a boat and navigating it back to Egypt.

Parachutist Reg Seekings, poised near Mayne at the front of the stick, had already acquired his ‘red badge of courage’ – he had been wounded in the thigh during the raid on Bardia. He was another 7 Commando man. A dour ex-farmhand from the desolate East Anglian Fens, Seekings had served in the Cambridgeshire Regiment before volunteering for the commandos. A fitness fanatic, keen on running and cycling, he had also been heavyweight boxing champion of his division. Seekings was living an ambition. He had been turned down for parachute training with 2 (Airborne) Commando in 1940, because he exceeded the weight limit. Now he was about to take part in the first ever SAS operational jump.

Next to Seekings was Corporal Bob Bennett, a Grenadier with the mercurial charm of a Cockney barrow-boy. Born and bred in London’s East End, he had joined the Guards at the start of war but, disillusioned with ‘bullshit’ and what he thought were antique ideas of warfare, he and his mate, J.H.M. ‘Lofty’ Baker, had volunteered for 8 Commando. The disbandment of Layforce had left them high and dry at the Infantry Base Depot at Geneifa, with no parent unit serving in the theatre. Both had joined the SAS.

Behind Bennett were Parachutist Harold White, Royal Army Service Corps, Corporal Geordie White, Royal Scots (an ex-11 Commando man) and three 8 Commando veterans – Lance-Corporal Bill Kendall, and Parachutists Anthony Hawkins and Thomas Chesworth, Coldstream Guards. Chesworth, a world-class complainer, had already incurred Mayne’s wrath once on the final exercise, when Mayne had shut him up by holding him one-handed over the edge of a cliff.

The last man in the stick was thirty-one-year-old Cpl. ‘Honest Dave’ Kershaw, another Grenadier, who had been with the 8 Commando raiding detachment at Tobruk. Kershaw, a sailor in his youth, had fought with the International Brigade against the Fascists in the Spanish Civil War. He had enlisted in the Guards, but had ditched the gloomy prospect of training recruits at Pirbright for 8 Commando and Layforce. Now he was in the SAS, waiting to leap out into darkness and a forty-mile-an-hour wind. When the green light came on, at 2230 hours precisely, there was no drama. Mayne went out first, and the section cleared the aircraft in thirty seconds.

For Jock Lewes’s section, on No. 3 Flight, the situation for the past few minutes had looked sticky. His aircraft had only made it through the AA screen by the skin of her teeth. Seconds after banking, she had been illuminated by ‘flaming onion’ tracers, pinpointed by half a dozen searchlights and hit by streams of orange, green and yellow 20mm tracer, punching through the hull with the sound of ripping paper.

No sooner had the plane cleared the first line of defences than she was picked up by two more beams, and the clatter of ack-ack fire started up again. Now Lewes was plying through the cabin with a deliberate expression of nonchalance on his face, while his ten-strong stick battled to hook up their static lines, to stay balanced as the plane bucked, plunged and yawed, and to dodge the enemy flak coming up through the floor. Poised near the rear starboard door, Cpl. Jeff Du Vivier saw a 20mm shell burst through the aircraft’s skin and plop out again, narrowly missing the auxiliary fuel tank that took up most of the cabin’s space. ‘The flak was terrible,’ recalled Du Vivier, London Scottish, an ex-hotel clerk who had fought with 11 Commando at the Litani River. ‘We were all leaning back against the side and the flak was coming up through the centre. How the hell no one got wounded I don’t know.’1

Opposite him, twenty-two-year-old Parachutist Jimmy Storie, Seaforth Highlanders, ex-11 Commando and a former tile-fitter from Ayr in Scotland, was trying to convince himself that the men nearest him, both six-foot giants, were more likely to be hit than he was. They were Lewes’s sergeants, twenty-five-year-old John ‘Jock’ Cheyne, Gordon Highlanders, and his friend Charles ‘Pat’ Riley, Coldstream Guards. Both had been uncomfortable with the fit of their parachute-harnesses, and had swapped them on the two-hour flight from Baggush. Cheyne, a good-natured Scot known for his humour, had distinguished himself with 11 Commando at the Litani, by taking command when his troop officer, Lt. Bill Fraser, had been hit and knocked out. Fraser, another Gordon, was also serving with L Detachment but had been left behind on this operation because of a broken arm sustained in training. Charles ‘Pat’ Riley, an ex-policeman in East Anglia and Palestine, was technically an American. Born in Wisconsin, he had been brought up in England and had enlisted in the Coldstreams at eighteen, giving false information about his nationality. He had rejoined the Guards at the start of the war but, faced with the prospect








Bibliography

Primary Sources

Asher, Michael, Shoot to Kill: A soldier’s journey through violence, London, 1990.

Ballinger, Adam, The Quiet Soldier: On selection with 21 SAS, London, 1992.

Beaumont, Roger A., Military Elites, Indianapolis, 1974.

Beckwith, Charlie A., Delta Force – the Army’s Elite Counter-Terrorist Unit, San Diego, 1983.

Byrne, J. V., The General Salutes a Soldier: With the SAS and Commandos in World War Two, London, 1986.

Calvert, Michael, Fighting Mad: One man’s guerrilla war, London, 1964.

Chin Peng, My Side of History: Recollections of the guerrilla leader who waged a 12-year war against the British in the jungles of Malaya, Singapore, 2003.

Close, Roy, In Action with the SAS: A soldier’s odyssey from Dunkirk to Berlin, Barnsley, 2005.

Coburn, Mike, Soldier Five: The real truth about the Bravo Two Zero mission, Edinburgh, 2004.

Cooper, Johnny, One of the Originals: The Story of a Founder Member of the SAS, London, 1991.

Curtis, Mike, CQB: Close Quarter Battle, London, 1997.

Davies, Barry, Joining the SAS: How to get in and what it’s like, London, 1998.

Davies, Barry, SAS: Shadow Warriors of the 21st Century: The SAS Anti-Terrorist Team, Staplehurst, 2002.

Deane-Drummond, A. J., Arrows of Fortune, London, 1992.

De la Billière, Peter, Storm Command – a personal account of the Gulf war, London, 1992.

De la Billière, Peter, Looking for Trouble: SAS to Gulf Command, London, 1995.

Durnford-Slater, John, Commando: Memoirs of a fighting commando in World War Two, London, 1953.

Eppler, John, trans. S. Seago, Operation Condor: Rommel’s Spy, [Paris, 1974] London, 1977.

Graham, Scott, Shoot To Kill: The true story of an SAS hero’s love for an IRA killer, London, 2002.

Hastings, Stephen, The Drums of Memory: An autobiography, London, 1994.

Hoe, Alan, David Stirling: The Authorized Biography of the Creator of the SAS, London, 1992.

Horsfall, Robin, Fighting Scared, London, 2002.

Hunter, Gaz, The Shooting Gallery: The elite within the elite: one man’s secret wars, London, 1998.

James, Malcolm (Malcolm Pleydell), Born of the Desert, London, 1945.

Jeapes, Tony, SAS Secret War: Operation Storm in the Middle East, London, 1996.

Kennedy Shaw, W. B., Long Range Desert Group: World War II action in North Africa, London, 1945.

Large, Lofty, Soldier Against the Odds: From Korean war to SAS, Edinburgh, 1999.

Liddell-Hart, B. H. (ed.), trans. Paul Findlay, The Rommel Papers, London, 1954.

Lloyd-Owen, David, Providence Their Guide: The Long Range Desert Group 1940–45, London, 1980.

Maclean, Fitzroy, Eastern Approaches, London, 1949.

Mather, Carol, When the Grass Stops Growing, London, 1997.

McAleese, Peter, No Mean Soldier: The story of the ultimate soldier in the SAS and other forces, London, 1993.

McNab, Andy, Bravo Two Zero: The true story of an SAS patrol behind enemy lines in Iraq, London, 1993.

Moorehead, Alan, African Trilogy: The desert war 1940–1943, London, 1944.

Mortimer, Gavin, Stirling’s Men – the inside history of the SAS in World War II, London, 2004.

Ratcliffe, Peter, with Botham, Noel, and Hitchen, Brian, Eye of the Storm: Twenty-five Years in Action with the SAS, London, 2000.

Rennie, James, The Operators: On the streets with Britain’s most secret service, Barnsley, 2004.

Ryan, Chris, The One That Got Away, London, 1995.

Spence, Cameron, Sabre Squadron, London, 1997.

Spencer Chapman, Frederick, The Jungle is Neutral, London, 1949.

Stevens, Gordon, The Originals: The secret history of the birth of the SAS in their own words, London, 2005.

Stokes, Brummie, Soldiers and Sherpas: A taste for adventure, London, 1988.

Thesiger, Wilfred, Arabian Sands, London, 1959.

Thesiger, Wilfred, A Life of My Choice, London, 1987.

Timpson, Alastair, with Gibson-Watt, Andrew, In Rommel’s Backyard: A memoir of the Long Range Desert Group, Barnsley, 2000.

Wellsted, Ian, SAS with the Maquis: In action with the French resistance June–September 1944, London, 1994.

Secondary Sources

Almonds Windmill, Lorna, Gentleman Jim: The wartime story of a founder of the SAS & special forces, London, 2001.

Almonds Windmill, Lorna, A British Achilles: The story of George, 2nd Earl Jellicoe KBE DSO MC FRS, Barnsley, 2005.

Asher, Michael, Thesiger: A Biography, London, 1994.

Asher, Michael, The Real Bravo Two Zero: The truth behind Bravo Two Zero, London, 2003.

Asher, Michael, Get Rommel: The secret British mission to kill Hitler’s greatest general, London, 2004.

Barber, Noel, The War of the Running Dogs: How Malaya defeated the Communist guerrillas 1948–1960, London, 1971.

Brown, George A., Commando Gallantry Awards of World War II, London, 1991.

Churchill, Winston, The Second World War, London, 1949.

Cole, Barbara, The Elite: the story of the Rhodesian Special Air Service, Durban, 1985.

Connell, John, Auchinleck: A Biography, London, 1959.

Connor, Ken, Ghost Force – the Secret History of the SAS, London, 1998.

Connor, Ken, Ghosts: An illustrated story of the SAS, London, 2000.

Cooper, Artemis, Cairo in the War 1939–1945, London, 1989.

Cowles, Virginia, The Phantom Major, London, 1958.

Dickens, Peter, SAS: The Jungle Frontier: 22 Special Air Service Regiment in the Borneo campaign 1963–1966, London, 1983.

Dillon, Martin, and Bradford, Roy, Rogue Warrior of the SAS: The Blair Mayne legend, London, 1987.

Dixon, Norman, On the Psychology of Military Incompetence, London, 1994.

Dorney, Richard, An Active Service: The story of a soldier’s life in the Grenadier Guards, SAS & SBS 1935–58, Solihull, 2005.

Farran, Roy, Winged Dagger, London, 1948.

Ford, Roger, Fire from the Forest: The SAS Brigade in France 1944, London, 2003.

Fowler, Will, SAS: Behind Enemy Lines: Covert operations 1941–2005, London, 2005.

Geraghty, Tony, This is the SAS: A pictorial history of the Special Air Service Regiment, London, 1982.

Geraghty, Tony, Who Dares Wins: The story of the SAS 1950–1992, London, 1993.

Harrison, Derrick, These Men are Dangerous, London, 1957.

Hebditch, David, and Connor, Ken, How to Stage a Military Coup: From planning to execution, London, 2005.

Hoe, Alan, and Morris, Eric, Re-enter the SAS: The Special Air Service and the Malayan Emergency, London, 1994.

Jones, Tim, SAS: The First Secret Wars: The unknown years of combat and counter insurgency, London, 2005.

Jones, Tim, SAS Zero Hour: The secret origins of the Special Air Service, London, 2006.

Keegan, John, A History of Warfare, London, 1994.

Keegan, John, The Second World War, London, 1999.

Kemp, Anthony, The SAS at War 1941–1945, London, 1991.

Kemp, Anthony, The SAS: Savage Wars of Peace, London, 1994.

Keyes, Elizabeth, Geoffrey Keyes VC, London, 1956.

Ladd, James D., SAS Operations: More than daring, London, 1986.

Lewes, John, Jock Lewes: Co-Founder of the SAS, Barnsley, 2000.

Mackay, Francis, Overture to Overlord: Special Operations in Preparation for D-Day, Barnsley, 2005.

McClean, Stewart, SAS: The History of the Special Raiding Squadron, ‘Paddy’s men’, Stroud, 2006.

McCue, Paul, SAS Operation Bulbasket: Behind the lines in occupied France 1944, London, 1996.

McLuskey, Fraser, Parachute Padre, London, 1951.

Messenger, Charles, The Commandos 1940–1946, London, 1985.

Morgan, Mike, Sting of the Scorpion: The inside story of the Long Range Desert Group, Stroud, 2000.

Murray, Raymond, The SAS in Ireland, Dublin, 1990.

Parker, John, Secret Hero: The life and mysterious death of Captain Robert Nairac, London, 2004.

Perrett, Bryan, Desert Warfare: From its Roman origins to the Gulf conflict, Wellingborough, 1988.

Pitt, Barrie, The Crucible of War: Wavell’s command, London, 1980.

Pitt, Barrie, The Crucible of War: Auchinleck’s command, London, 1980.

Rooney, David, Mad Mike: A life of Michael Calvert, London, 1997.

Ross, Hamish, Paddy Mayne: Lt. Col. Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, 1 SAS Regiment, London, 2003.

Southby-Tailyour, Ewen, Jane’s Special Forces: Recognition Guide, London, 2005.

Strawson, John, A History of the SAS Regiment, London, 1985.

Urban, Mark, Big Boys’ Rules: The secret struggle against the IRA, London, 1992.

Warner, Philip, The Special Air Service, London, 1983.

West, Nigel, The Secret War for the Falklands: The SAS, MI6 and the war Whitehall nearly lost, London, 1997.

Williams, Jack, The Rigger: Operating with the SAS, Barnsley, 2001.

Wynter, H. W., Special Forces in the Desert War 1940–43, London, 2001.

Unpublished Sources

Almonds Windmill, Lorna (ed.), Diary of Jim Almonds 1941.

Asher, Michael, The Real Bravo Two Zero, Channel 4 TV, 2001.

BBC TV, Great SAS Missions, 2006

Channel 4 TV, SAS: The Real Story, 2003.

Fairweather, Clive, interview with Nigel Morris, 2005.

Jeapes, Major General Tony, interview with the author, 2006.

List, David, The Birth of the SAS, BBC radio documentary, 2006.

National Archives

WO 32/1236R Definition of SAS Regiment

WO 193/27 Formation of Parachute & Commando Units

WO 193/405 SAS & SS Files

WO 205/93 Operations in France 1944

WO 201/435 Benghazi Operation 1942

WO 201/747 1 SAS Operations October 1942

WO 201/772 Abeam (A Force) File

WO 201/785 Formation of L Detachment

WO 201/811 LRDG Prendergast Papers

WO 218/11 Commando War Diary

WO 218/223 David Stirling 1948 memo

WO 219/509Z Operations in France 1944

WO 305/0176 22 SAS in Oman

WO 1131/133/24E RAF Files




1. ‘The sort of plan we are looking for’

1. The date of Stirling’s meeting with Ritchie is disputed. The typewritten memo is dated 16 July. The message asking for authority to form the SAS is dated 18 July. Since Stirling said that the meeting with Auchinleck came three days after the initial meeting with Ritchie, process of deduction produces 15 July as the most likely date. If the original memo was written in pencil as Stirling claimed, it will probably have been typed up for the meeting with the C-in-C – hence the date 16 July.

2. Gordon Stevens, The Originals: The secret history of the birth of the SAS in their own words, London, 2005, p. 20.

3. Virginia Cowles, The Phantom Major, London, 1958, p. 15.




2. Bands of brothers, packs of hounds

1. Winston Churchill, The Second World War, London, 1949, pp. 46–7.

2. ibid., p. 466.




3. ‘The landing of small parties by night will clearly be most effective’

1. John Lewes, Jock Lewes: Co-Founder of the SAS, Barnsley, 2000, p. 122.

2. Ernie Bond in BBC radio documentary, 2006, presented by David List.

3. National Archives WO7/122.

4. ibid.

5. ibid.

6. Carol Mather, When the Grass Stops Growing, London, 1997, p. 29.

7. Lewes, Jock Lewes, p. 203.

8. Alan Hoe, David Stirling: The Authorized Biography of the Creator of the SAS, London, 1992, p. 61.

9. Lewes, Jock Lewes, p. 247.

10. ibid., p. 220.




5. ‘Jock wanted to be sure I was going to stay with it’

1. Alan Hoe, David Stirling: The Authorized Biography of the Creator of the SAS, London, 1992, p. 193.

2. Carol Mather, When the Grass Stops Growing, London, 1997, p. 53.

3. John Lewes, Jock Lewes: Co-Founder of the SAS, Barnsley, 2000, p. 220.

4. ibid., p. 196.




6. ‘An extremely truculent Irishman’

1. Geoffrey Keyes, personal diary, Lord Roger Keyes Collection.

2. Keyes’s diary proves conclusively that Mayne was not RTU’d for striking Keyes himself, as the accepted myth holds.

3. Michael Asher, Get Rommel: The secret British mission to kill Hitler’s greatest general, London, 2004, p. 100.

4. Martin Dillon and Roy Bradford, Rogue Warrior of the SAS: The Blair Mayne legend, London, 1987, p. 216.

5. ibid., p. 238.

6. ibid., p. xvii.

7. Gordon Stevens, The Originals: The secret history of the birth of the SAS in their own words, London, 2005, p. 28.

8. This wasn’t always the case, though: there are records in the 11 Commando diary of commandos being jailed.




Acknowledgements

My sincere thanks to David List, formerly of 21 SAS Regiment (Artists’), currently the leading authority on the SAS and one of very few SAS historians to appreciate the distinction between history and hagiography. Much of the new material presented here on the early years of the Regiment is due to his refusal to accept myths at face value, and his painstaking research over many years.

I am also grateful to Nigel Morris, for his interviews, especially with Major Clive Fairweather, former second-in-command, 22 SAS Regiment. I would like to thank Major General Tony Jeapes, CB OBE MC, former commanding officer, 22 SAS Regiment, for his assistance. I am grateful for the help of Lorna Almonds Windmill, both in correspondence and for the diary of her father, Major Jim Almonds MC and bar, of L Detachment and 1 SAS Regiment. I would like to thank Major Peter Ratcliffe DCM, former Regimental Sergeant Major, 22 SAS Regiment, both for Eye of the Storm – possibly the best book of memoirs ever written on 22 SAS – and for personal contributions. My thanks also go to John Kerbotson, formerly of B Squadron, 23 SAS Regiment, for his support.

My deepest thanks to my long-standing editor at Penguin, supreme professional Eleo Gordon, and to my ever-patient agent, Anthony Goff of David Higham Associates, and his assistant Georgia Glover. I would also like to thank my wife, Mariantonietta, and my children, Burton and Jade, for their understanding.

Michael Asher
Frazione Agnata, Sardinia
and Langata, Nairobi


OPS/images/cover.jpg
B MICHAEL ASHER

‘Compelling and definitive . .. will surely

not be bettered’ Sunday Telegraph

The Definitivel
el SO ry of

By the author of the Sunday

Times bestseller The Real
Bravo Two Zero






OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.png





