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This is the happy Warrior; this is he

That every man in arms

should wish to be.

William Wordsworth
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Z Special Unit was a section of Special Operations Australia (SOA) during the Second World War, which itself was an offshoot of Britain’s Special Operations Executive (SOE). It was raised in April 1942, and soon Z Special Unit was born, a holding unit for Australian soldiers who joined SOA from the Australian Imperial Force. In time another holding unit was formed, M Special Unit.

Many of the men who served in this unit were unaware (for security reasons) that they were serving officially with Special Operations Australia, and there was further confusion in April 1943 when the Services Reconnaissance Department was established, its personnel recruited from the ranks of the SOA.

After the war, veterans’ groups adopted Z Special Unit as the name of their associations, and several designed emblems. They were as confused as readers are likely to be by the subterfuge employed by SOA! For the sake of clarity, therefore, I categorize these operations as Z Special Unit missions.

Strictly speaking, Operation Jaywick, the first of Ivan Lyon’s forays to Singapore, was an SOE mission and not connected with SOA, as it was financed from London. However, that could be considered splitting historical hairs, as it was planned and prepared in Australia, and for that reason it is designated a Z Special Unit operation.
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Introduction: Stirling Effort

On the evening of 24 April 1940, the Royal Navy submarine, Truant, slipped from its base at Rosyth into the Firth of Forth. Its destination was Norway, its cargo six British soldiers, all heavily armed and steely-eyed. ‘At Rosyth these brave soldiers came on board,’ recalled the Truant’s commander, Christopher Hutchinson. ‘I say brave because they probably never volunteered to dive in a submarine to start with. Secondly, not perhaps in war, and thirdly, having got them to their landing place I was to forsake them, and leave them with such weapons as they had: plastic explosive, cheesewire for silencing sentries, ghastly-looking knives. I’d never seen such a bunch of cut-throats, but I must say, I did admire them.’1

The soldiers were members of Military Intelligence (Research), MI (R), what would shortly be re-designated the Special Operations Executive (SOE), Britain’s elite practitioners of clandestine warfare. They were led by Major Bryan Mayfield, a former regular officer in the Scots Guards, and under him were captains Bill Stirling, Peter Kemp, Ralph Farrant, David Stacey and Jim Gavin.

They had disparate talents and experience, but none was as distinguished as the 28-year-old Gavin. A noted scholar and athlete, Gavin had grown up in Chile and went from Cambridge University – where he read Mechanical Sciences – to the Royal Engineers. In 1936 he was selected to join the British expedition to Mount Everest led by Hugh Ruttledge. Described by one newspaper as the ‘baby of the party’ but with ‘a tough physique’, Gavin proved his worth on the unsuccessful but gallant attempt to scale the peak. On returning to Aldershot, Gavin and his squadron commander constructed a 35-foot yacht that won the Army sailing championships.

The purpose of Operation Knife, as the men’s mission was codenamed, was to land in Sogne Fjord, north of Bergen, where a party of the Norwegian resistance would greet them. In partnership, using the explosives they had brought from Britain, the guerrillas would then launch a series of sabotage attacks on the Bergen to Oslo railway, now controlled by the Nazis following their invasion at the start of the month.
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Bill Stirling, the elder brother of David, founder of the SAS, can be considered as the father of British special forces in WWII. (Author’s Collection)
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A renowned mountaineer, Jim Gavin took easily to guerrilla warfare and in 1941 established the special training school in Singapore. (Author’s Collection)



Eight hours into the voyage, the Truant hit a mine as it sailed on the surface of the North Sea. No one was killed in the violent explosion that rocked the submarine, but such was the damage that Hutchinson was obliged to return to Rosyth for repairs. The six soldiers retired to Bill Stirling’s* country estate at Keir just outside Dunblane to wait while a replacement submarine was found. ‘Exhilarated by the recollection of our recent escape and stimulated by the hope of another, more successful venture, we were yet able to relax enough to enjoy the superb hospitality which the Stirlings, undismayed by the imminent conversion of Keir into a hospital, lavished upon us,’ recalled Peter Kemp.2

But there was no second attempt. The Allies admitted defeat in their campaign to wrest Norway back from the Germans and Operation Knife was cancelled. Kemp said the news was a ‘severe blow’ to their morale, except to Bill Stirling, who saw it as an opportunity. ‘It was thanks to Stirling’s imagination and initiative that our partnership was not, in fact, immediately dissolved,’ said Kemp. ‘It was Stirling’s idea that the six of us, reinforced by a few selected officers and NCOs, should form the nucleus of a new training school. We should begin with cadre courses for junior officers from different units of the army. Mayfield was to be commandant, Stirling chief instructor.’3

Stirling, whose family had deep connections within government and the Royal Family (his mother was a friend of Queen Mary, George VI’s mother), went to London with Mayfield and swiftly won over the War Office for their irregular warfare training centre. At that point in the war Britain was searching desperately for any means to hit back at the Nazis.

The site chosen was at Lochailort in the north-west of Scotland, an area that was as rugged as it was picturesque. Stirling knew it from his summer holidays when, in the company of his cousin, Simon Fraser, the Lord Lovat, he had hiked, climbed, swum, stalked and shot. The land was owned by Lord Lovat but he willingly leased it out in return for a place on the training staff as an instructor in fieldcraft. On 30 May it was designated the Commando STC (Special Training Centre) Lochailort, and the following week the first recruits arrived. With the enthusiastic backing of the new Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, they were there to learn the art of guerrilla warfare, what one of their instructors, Mike Calvert, famously summarized as ‘the tactics of the materially-weak against the materially strong’.4

Calvert was a Sapper* and had been recruited to Lochailort by Gavin, the chief demolitions instructor. Another instructor Gavin knew personally was Freddie Spencer Chapman, a gifted Arctic explorer and born survivalist, who assessed Lochailort as ‘a training centre for smash-and-grab raids on targets in enemy-occupied territory, a sideline which, after Dunkirk, seemed the only possible form of offensive warfare’.5

For the rest of 1940 a steady stream of officers and NCOs from the newly formed ‘Commandos’ passed through the Lochailort course, their bodies and their minds challenged during four demanding weeks. ‘It was a rather good course and again extremely hard physically,’ recalled one Commando officer, George Jellicoe. ‘It was practical training, some of it was deer stalking and poaching, and hunting deer . . . we had a rather long taxing two or three days in the hills.’6

As well as mastering explosives, students learned other technical skills such as unarmed combat, close-quarter shooting and map reading.

To his annoyance, Mike Calvert was transferred after only six weeks as an instructor, joining the Military Intelligence Directorate in London, where with Peter Fleming (brother of Ian, creator of the James Bond novels), he began planning a guerrilla campaign in southern England in the event of a Nazi invasion. Once that threat had receded Calvert was off again, this time to Australia, where his task was to establish a training school along the lines of Lochailort. He sailed in October 1940 in the company of Spencer Chapman, a man who, in Calvert’s estimation, ‘talked like a liberal and acted like an anarchist’.7
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Inverailort House, south of Lochailort, was the HQ of the Special Training School established by Bill Stirling in May 1940. (Author’s Collection)



Bill Stirling left Lochailort in January 1941, travelling to the Middle East with Peter Fleming, for what would prove a fruitless mission to recruit anti-fascist Italian prisoners into a guerrilla unit willing to operate in their homeland.

In March it was Jim Gavin’s turn to depart Lochailort.* On reporting to London, Gavin was promoted to major and informed that he was to establish a special training school in Singapore, codenamed ‘Scapula’, the purpose of which was ‘to train all types of personnel – military and civilian, European and native – in irregular warfare’.

Gavin was introduced to his superior, Valentine St John Killery, a former executive with ICI and now the head of the Orient Mission, the SOE codename for their activities in the Far East. ‘The immediate necessity for the new unit was a comprehensive War Establishment, without which we should have no official standing,’ wrote Gavin. ‘On the 4 April an establishment of 10 officers and approximately 50 other ranks was approved by the War Office. Meanwhile the stores had been ordered, and many interviews held with a view to selecting suitable officers and NCO instructors. Eventually it was decided to take out 7 officers and approximately 20 other ranks from the UK, and recruit the rest locally.’8

Gavin left England by air the following month and arrived in Singapore on 28 May. The Malaya Command had selected a site for the training school, but its surrounding countryside made it wholly unsuitable. Gavin therefore chose an alternative, at Tanjong Bali, 20 miles from Singapore, which boasted a large house ‘with extensive grounds on an island joined to the mainland by two causeways . . . in a very secluded part of Singapore Island.’

Gavin and his HQ staff moved into Tanjong Bali on 14 July, and he christened their new home No. 101 Special Training School. Two days later the main party arrived from England, and the remainder checked in on 5 August.

Gavin had his school. All he now required was to recruit a handful of officers and men who knew the area and could bring this knowledge to their training.



*Together with his younger brother, David, Bill would found the Special Air Service in North Africa in the summer of 1941.

*Sappers is the nickname of members of the Royal Engineers, derived from 1856 when the Corps of Royal Sappers and Miners merged with the officer corps of the Royal Engineers to form the Corps of Royal Engineers.

*By now it had been decided to establish a large training centre for the commandos, and in March 1942 Achnacarry, 30 miles east, received its first intake.


[image: ]


CHAPTER 1

LYON HEARTED
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It was only natural that Jim Gavin and Ivan Lyon should hit it off. The pair had much in common: tough, sinewy, resourceful and a streak of individuality that in Lyon’s case was literally emblazoned across his skin. He called the tiger’s head tattooed prominently across his chest, ‘Rimau’, the Malay word for the beast, and its scarlet eyes and gold and black stripes caused a sensation in the officers’ mess of the Gordon Highlanders.

Conduct unbecoming of a British officer? Lyon cared not a jot. There was within a streak of iconoclasm despite a background that suggested he should be a rigid military type. He came from a long line of warriors, stretching back to an ancestor, David, who had been slain fighting the English at the Battle of Flodden in 1513. His grandfather had served in the Horse Artillery, while his father had reached the rank of brigadier-general in the Royal Field Artillery.

Ivan himself was born in Sevenoaks on 17 August 1915, and spent some of his early childhood in Brussels, where his father was British military attaché. Aged 12, Lyon was enrolled at Harrow School, where he made a name for himself as a sportsman if not as a scholar. He played in the back row for his house, West Acre, in the inter-house rugby competition, and later for the 2nd XV, and was an outstanding member of the cross-country team. He won the inter-house competition in 1933, recorded the Harrow School magazine, stating: ‘The going was heavy over the 5½ miles course, which I. Lyon had mapped out with the help of one of the masters . . . the course consisted of two different circuits of about equal length.’
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Ivan Lyon’s distinctive tiger tattoo, the result of a night’s drinking in Singapore, was the inspiration for ‘Rimau’, the Malayan word for ‘Tiger’. (AWM 045422)



It was sailing, however, that most stimulated Lyon, encouraged by one of the Harrow masters, a Mr Gannon. On 10 April 1933 Lyon embarked on the school’s ‘Spring Cruise’, a two-week voyage along the south coast of Cornwall. The yacht was the Amy, an 18-ton ex-Bristol Channel pilot cutter, and the crew consisted of Lyon and six of his peers, as well as a Captain Inskip, a retired master mariner who had served 29 years in sail. ‘It has been said that this cruise, in comparison to the others undertaken by the Club, was a “pleasure cruise”, but the initiated as well as the uninitiated learnt a great deal about matters that one does not come in touch with in the ordinary course of events,’ noted the school magazine, a reference to the ‘very fierce squall’ encountered off the Lizard, the most south-westerly point of the British mainland.

It was a cruise that instilled in Lyon a love of the sea, a passion that remained with him for the rest of his life. He applied for a commission in the Royal Navy upon leaving Harrow in the summer of 1934, but was deemed unsuitable material for
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