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The value of special operations, especially during a total war, has often been debated. Missions of this kind are difficult to carry out and even harder to measure in terms of their true impact. Anyone studying the contributions of the Jedburgh teams should keep this challenge in mind. Critics sometimes dismiss the importance of such units, but it is equally important not to expect too much from them. The resistance movements supported by the Jedburghs did not win the War in Europe on their own. Yet neither did any single branch of the military. Victory was the result of many different efforts working together, signal units, engineers, armored forces, infantry, and countless others. Each played a role. In the same way, the activities of special forces and resistance groups likely helped shorten the Allied campaign in France and added pressure on the German war effort.

To understand how the Jedburgh concept emerged, it is necessary first to look at the role that unconventional, or partisan, warfare was expected to play in the struggle against Germany. This role evolved significantly as the War progressed. The Jedburgh project eventually became one part of a broader Allied strategy aimed at encouraging and coordinating resistance movements in occupied countries such as France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. The Jedburgh teams were not the only tool used for this purpose, but they became one of the most important. In this study, other related efforts will be discussed only when they help explain how the Jedburgh plan developed and how it was implemented. Three main factors shaped the strategy of supporting partisan warfare in Western Europe. The first was the British government’s prewar interest in irregular warfare and its potential uses. The second was the German occupation of Western Europe, which led to the formation of organized resistance movements within those countries. The third was the developing Allied plan for liberating Western Europe and the role that resistance forces might play in that campaign.

The Jedburgh teams ultimately served as a tool to put this strategy into action. Their multinational composition, the timing of their deployment, and the way they were organized and controlled were all shaped by these three influences. Partisan warfare itself was far from new when the Second World War began. American colonists used similar methods during the Revolutionary War. Guerrilla tactics were also employed against Napoleon during the Peninsular War from 1808 to 1814, the conflict that gave rise to the very term “guerrilla.” Later, during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, French irregular fighters known as franc-tireurs harassed German forces. The British themselves had relied on irregular warfare in the Middle East during the First World War. Despite this history, many senior Allied officers at the start of World War II had only a limited understanding of how such warfare might be used effectively on a large scale.

The concept of unconventional warfare in north-western Europe during World War II was historically unique in both scope and method. New technologies made possible forms of clandestine warfare that earlier generations could scarcely imagine. As one writer in the Office of Strategic Services war diaries observed, in previous wars, men and supplies had occasionally been smuggled across enemy borders by land or sea. But for the first time, aircraft and modern communications allowed personnel, equipment, and supplies to be delivered quickly and repeatedly to carefully chosen points deep behind enemy lines. This new approach to warfare emerged from discussions among political and military leaders at the highest levels. It was developed further by a small group of imaginative British and American officers—both professional soldiers and civilian specialists who had joined the war effort. Support for the idea varied among Allied commanders in the field, but the strategy gradually gained acceptance.

Only a few hundred highly trained soldiers would ultimately carry out these missions. Yet their role was part of a much larger vision: coordinating with resistance movements in occupied Europe to weaken German control and support the return of Allied forces to the continent. The idea of working with resistance movements had already taken shape by February 1941. In fact, British planners had begun considering the concept even earlier. At first, preparations for this kind of unconventional War developed quietly and somewhat independently from other military plans. Over time, however, these efforts became increasingly connected to the broader Allied strategy, especially the planning for Operation Overlord, the invasion that would return Allied forces to France. By 1938, many senior government and military officials in Britain had already concluded that War with Germany was likely. Among them was Admiral Hugh Sinclair, head of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS). In March of that year, Sinclair created a new branch within the organization, Section D, whose purpose was to explore alternative methods of warfare beyond traditional military operations.

Led by Major Laurence D. Grand, Section D functioned much like a modern strategic think tank. Grand and his colleagues produced studies and reports examining how guerrilla warfare might be used behind enemy lines. One of his frequent collaborators was engineer officer John Holland, who had firsthand experience with irregular warfare. Holland had served alongside T. E. Lawrence during the Arab campaigns of the First World War and later in Ireland during the conflict between British forces and Irish nationalists. Despite the innovative ideas produced by Grand, Holland, and others, their work attracted relatively little attention at the time. Many senior military leaders remained skeptical about irregular warfare and were uncertain about its practical value in a large conventional conflict.

Despite limited institutional support for their ideas, Laurence Grand and John Holland persuaded the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Lord Gort, to expand Section D to explore how resistance movements might be developed in countries that could fall under German occupation. It also encouraged further study of how such underground forces might be trained, supplied, and supported from abroad. The research produced by Grand and Holland proved remarkably forward-looking. They outlined an early concept for using partisan forces to assist conventional military
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