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FOREWORD

by

Brigadier Peter Young DSO MC MA FSA

The Commando Soldiers of the Second World War are, in the nature of things, a dwindling band, fading away as old soldiers are supposed to; their exploits already History. It is a peculiar feeling to be a historical character in one’s lifetime – not unlike being a character from fiction I suggest, for much of what passes for Military History is little more. The temptation to write provocatively about the Campaign of Normandy or the career of Field Marshal Montgomery is too much for many an aspiring historian. The eyewitnesses are often astonished to read what the next generation has to say of their exploits, but I believe the survivors of the Commandos will find that Charles Messenger has researched thoroughly and described accurately our battles of forty years ago. I believe, too, that they will find in these pages much that will be fresh to them, as well as recalling experiences shared with great men.

March 1985

PETER YOUNG


Introduction to the First Edition

There have been many accounts written on the Commandos of the Second World War, both general and personal. Yet, there has never been what might be termed a definitive ‘regimental’ or official history published. The closest to this was The Green Beret by Hilary St George Saunders, who had been the official Recorder at Combined Operations Headquarters. In his preface he made it clear that the book was not the official history, and, indeed, at the time he wrote it (it was published in 1949) he was forced to leave much unsaid for security reasons. Yet, even so, while he undoubtedly captured the Commando spirit, the book contains a numbers of errors of fact, which have unfortunately been perpetuated in some more recent works on the subject.

It was my publisher’s original intention that Commandos should be just an anthology. In order to gather the necessary material, I made contact with the Commando Association and was invited to attend one of the monthly meetings of the London Branch. The members quickly made it clear to me that they feared that I was embarking on something which would merely regurgitate all the old fallacies. It was this that prompted me to adopt a different approach and to concentrate on primary source material, which meant many hours of research in the Public Record Office, Royal Marines Museum, Imperial War Museum and other institutes. I then began to realise what they meant when I compared my findings to secondary works on the subject. Throughout all this time I maintained my contact with the Association, especially the London Branch, and the encouragement given to me spurred me on, even though at times I was daunted by the task I had set myself.

A major problem which I struck was how to draw up clear parameters, especially over the often blurred dividing line between Commandos per se and other Special Forces. In the end, I decided to concentrate on the Army and Royal Marine Commandos, and to merely give something of the origins and method of operating of other specialist units spawned by them and Combined Operations. I do hope, therefore, that former members of the Special Boat Section, Royal Navy Beachhead Commandos, Combined Operations Pilotage Parties and others will forgive me. If I had treated their exploits in the same detail, the result would have been a totally unwieldy book. A further problem I found was over the availability of records. In many cases they are fragmented and for a number of reasons. The pressures of war often gave little time for precise records to be made. Some also fell victim to post-war ‘weeding’, while others, especially if connected with the Special Operations Executive and No 30 Commando, remain classified to this day. In cases where I have not been able to substantiate a particular occurrence, I have so indicated with footnotes.

I make no apologies for the fact that I have retained something of the anthological approach. Not having been a Commando myself, let alone being old enough to have taken part in any of the momentous events described in this book, I have relied much on contemporary accounts and the often very clear memories of the ex-Commandos themselves. These have an authenticity which I could never hope to reproduce in my own words. Indeed, without the help of so many members of the Commando Association and other affiliated organisations, this book could not have been written, and it is to them and their comrades who have gone on before that I dedicate Commandos.

While to list the names of all who have helped me would take up almost a book in itself, there are a number who have given me particular assistance. In particular I would like to single out two individuals. Henry Brown MBE is, as the Secretary of the Commando Association since 1946, a household name among all ex-wartime Commandos. His constant advice and encouragement, as well as allowing me to quote from his wartime diary, have been invaluable to me. Likewise Lt Colonel Stephen Rose OBE, Hon Secretary of the Middle East Commandos Historical Research Group, opened up his complete archive on the early Middle East Commandos for me, and I spent a number of fascinating days at his house at Eastbourne with him. Without the benefit of this archive, the story of the Middle East Commandos could not have been told.

As for the others, there are a number of individuals at the Royal Marines Eastney to whom I am most grateful – Major A.J. Donald RM (Corps Historical Officer), Major A.G. Brown MBE RM (Curator, RM Museum), Captain D.A. Oakley MBE RM, (Editor, Globe and Laurel), Bridget Spiers (Archivist) and Harry Playford (Photographic Librarian). Many thanks go too to Lt Colonel Sam Pope OBE RM for giving me the necessary introductions. The Editor Navy News kindly published a letter asking for former Commandos to get in touch with me, and James Ladd, himself the author of a number of books on the Commandos and Royal Marines, gave me some valuable leads. A number of Honorary Secretaries of subsidiary Commando Old Comrades groups were most helpful in putting me in touch with their members – Norris Peak (43rd Royal Marines Commando Re-union), G. ‘Jungle George’ Fagence (RN Commando Association) and Peter Jemmett (30 Commando Association). Clive Hughes of the Department of Documents, Imperial War Museum, produced a number of collections of papers held by the Museum, and the Staff of the Photographic Department were as helpful as they always are. I was also given further contacts by David Smurthwaite, Keeper of Books and Archives, National Army Museum, and John Harding of the Ministry of Defence (Army Historical Branch). Andrzej Suchcitz of the Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum, London, gave me much information on Polish Commandos, as did W. Boersma of the Airborne Museum at Arnhem on the Dutch Commandos. Likewise, I am most grateful to Christopher Woods CMG MC, SOE Adviser to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, for throwing much light on the activities of the Small Scale Raiding Force (SSRF). In this connection, M.R.D. Foot, who served at Combined Operations HQ 1942–44, also helped by answering a number of my questions, as did Patrick Howarth and Mrs Margaret Prout. I am, too, especially grateful to Henrietta March-Phillipps, daughter of Gus, who commanded the SSRF, who gave me the benefit of the researches which she carried out on her father for a BBC Radio programme transmitted in 1972, and for allowing me to quote from the transcript. F.H. Lake of the Whitehall Library, Ministry of Defence, helped with his extensive knowledge of service wartime periodicals, and John Cloake CMG, biographer of Field Marshal Templer (to be published by Harrap in 1985), gave me some useful background to his subject’s involvement with the V Corps School of Raiding. Vice Admiral Sir Peter Gretton KCB DSO OBE DSC very kindly lent me an account which he had written on 3 Commando Brigade’s operations in Burma, and Bryan Perrett also loaned me material on the 19th Lancers’ involvement in the Arakan. Terry Norman gave me biographical detail on the Congreve family. Rosemary Baker carried out much of the basic research at the Public Record Office. Lt Colonels George Forty and the late Ken Hill of the Tank Museum, Bovington, provided information on the SS Squadrons RAC. Cecilia Weston-Baker grappled with the typing of the manuscript with her usual cheerfulness and enthusiasm, and my thanks go too to Image Photographic of Shepherd’s Bush, London for their skill in reproducing many of the unique photographs included in the book.

As for those who served with or alongside the Commandos during 1940–45, I would like to mention the following in gratitude for the time and trouble which they took on my behalf – L.G. Heirons (RN Commandos), Peter Smithson (40 & 41 RM Cdos), Stan Buckmaster (2 Cdo), Carlo G. Segers (4 (Belgian) Tp, IO(IA) Cdo), Major General R.B. Loudon CB OBE (43 RM Cdo), the late General Sir Campbell Hardy KCB CBE DSO (46 RM Cdo, 3 Cdo Bde), Major Jeff Beadle MBE MC (40 RM Cdo), Sir Alfred Blake KCVO MC (2 Cdo Bde), Ken Phillott (4 Cdo, I Cdo Bde), A.J. Kemp (RN Commandos), John Hill (RN Commandos), the late Colonel J. Neilson Lapraik DSO OBE MC TD (51 ME Cdo, SBS), Joe Edmans (I Cdo), Fred Walker (4 Cdo), Colonel B.G.P. Pugh (2 Indep Coy, I Cdo), Trevor Glanville DSC (30 Cdo), Paul McGrath DSM (30 Cdo), Ltd Commander Patrick Dalzel-Job DL (30 Cdo), Desmond Rochford (2 Cdo), Lt Colonel R.S.M. Laird OBE (5 Cdo), Pat Barber TD (V Corps School of Raiding), Colonel George Young DSO (50 & 52 ME Cdos, D Bn Layforce), who very kindly read and commented on my draft chapters on the Middle East Commandos, Brigadier A.E. Holt MC (5 Cdo), Peter Kemp DSO (SSRF), Tom Winter MM (SSRF), Jan Nasmyth (Maid Honor Force) and Bill Westcott (V Corps School of Raiding).

In addition, I wish to thank the following for allowing me to quote from their papers: Major General F.C.C. Graham CB DSO, Colonel B.W. de Courcy-Ireland DSC RM Retd, Major F.C. Townsend OBE RM Retd, Stan Weather all and The Reverend Joe Nicholl MC. Colonel David Smiley very kindly permitted me to reproduce some of his photographs and Major Christopher Congreve gave me permission to quote from the diaries of his brother, Commander Sir Geoffrey Congreve Bt DSO RN.

Finally, I am deeply indebted to Brigadier Peter Young. Apart from reading through the manuscript and providing much valuable comment, as well as writing the Foreword, it was he who set me off on the path towards becoming a military historian when I was an Officer Cadet at RMA Sandhurst 25 years ago.

CHARLES MESSENGER

London

March 1985

Introduction to the 1991 Paperback Edition

SINCE THE ORIGINAL edition of this book was published a number of those whose names and exploits are mentioned in the text have passed on. In particular, I would like to single out Brigadier Peter Young, who kindly wrote the original Foreword, and to dedicate this new edition to his memory. He epitomised the Commando spirit and I also owe him a personal debt for the help and encouragement in the field of military history which he gave me over the years.

I would also like to thank the many former Commandos and others who have written to me. Unfortunately, economics have prevented me from incorporating all their suggestions and new information. Indeed, the only significant amendments to the original edition have been made as a result of investigations by the Commando Association which established that one of my primary sources was of doubtful validity.

CHARLES MESSENGER

London

August 1990

Introduction to the 2016 Paperback Edition

IT IS DIFFICULT to believe that twenty-five years have gone by since the last edition, and very few of those I have written about are still with us. Yet their spirit undoubtedly lives on in today’s Royal Marine Commandos.

I have made no major revisions in this new edition, but have tightened the text and, in one or two places, updated it. I am very grateful to Essie Cousins and Steve Guise of HarperCollins for enabling Commandos to see the light of day once more.

CHARLES MESSENGER

London

November 2015



CHAPTER ONE

In the Beginning

The term ‘Commando’ originates from the South African War of 1899–1902. The Boers had no regular forces, apart from the Staat Artillery, which was officered by Dutch and Germans, and their police. Consequently, they raised bands of men based on electoral districts. These were called Commandos, and each man was responsible for providing his own horse and received no pay or uniform. Commando tactics were marked by lightning strikes on the British forces, with the Boers fading away into the veldt before the British could react. Although by October 1900, the British had virtually defeated the Boers in the field, it was the activities of the Commandos, who would not surrender, which caused the war to drag on for another eighteen months. Apart from the reforms brought about by the war to bring the British Army into the twentieth century, little note was taken of the Boer method of fighting. It was merely considered to be guerrilla warfare in which regular armies did not indulge.

The only element of the British Army to undertake anything approaching Special Forces operations, as they are known today, during the First World War was T.E. Lawrence and his Arabs in the Middle East. However, another characteristic which was to dominate Commando operations during the Second World War did surface. Although the idea of making amphibious landings on opposed shores had become quite commonplace during the Eighteenth and early Nineteenth Centuries, the conduct of the landings in the Dardanelles in the spring of 1915 demonstrated that what lessons had been learnt in the past had been long forgotten. Indeed, the general view was that amphibious operations were too difficult, and the concept was only saved by a dramatic operation which took place on the night of 22/23 April 1918. This was the blocking of the port of Zeebrugge by the Royal Navy and Royal Marines under Admiral Roger Keyes in order to deny its use to the German U-boats. This was a classic Commando operation, but its significance was not to be realised for some years.

Between the two world wars, lip service only was paid to amphibious operations. It was studied in staff colleges, but that was all, and the general concept was that the assaulting forces would go ashore from destroyers and cruisers, using ships’ whalers and covered by naval bombardment. Admittedly, in 1922 a water-jet-propelled Motor Landing Craft (MLC) made an appearance, and two more were built by the end of the decade, with another six being authorised in the mid Thirties, but there was little effort made to develop concepts for their use. Much of the reason for this lay in the prevalent belief that air power would dominate wars of the future, making an amphibious operation even more hazardous than hitherto. As for the troops involved, it was accepted that this should be a Royal Marine responsibility. The Madden Committee of 1924 recommended that a 3,000 strong Royal Marine brigade be set up to undertake amphibious operations, which were seen as raids on the enemy coastline and bases in the Zeebrugge mode, and the seizure and defence of temporary bases for naval use. Financial restrictions, however, prevented this from becoming any more than a paper concept.

In 1937, General Sir Ronald Adam, then Deputy Chief of the General Staff, assisted by Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff, managed to get started a small inter-service committee. Known as the Inter-Service Training and Development Centre (ISTDC), its charter was to examine the whole question of inter-service operations, and it consisted of one sailor, Captain L.E.H. Maund RN, one soldier and one airman. It was based at Eastney. By early July of that year their influence was such that an amphibious exercise was actually laid on, with three battalions of Brigadier (later Field Marshal) Montgomery’s 9 Infantry Brigade coming ashore at Slapton Sands in whalers from the troopships Lancashire and Clan MacAlister. The Centre also wrote a number of farsighted papers covering various aspects of amphibious landings, which were considered by the Deputy Chiefs of Staff Committee, but nothing could be done because of shortage of money. There was also the continued feeling that combined operations as such were not relevant to the practicalities of modern warfare and, for a short time, during the Munich crisis, the Centre was even temporarily disbanded.

With the outbreak of war, the future of the ISTDC became somewhat uncertain. Both the sailor and the airman were posted to other jobs, leaving merely the soldier, Lt Colonel M.W.-M. MacLeod DSO MC RA, who now headed it, although Captain Maund was shortly to appear in another Combined Operations post.

As far as irregular operations were concerned, a branch of the War Office, General Staff (Research) (GS(R)) had been set up in the mid Thirties to study this, and in 1938 this was headed by Major J.C.F. Holland DFC RE, who had supported T.E. Lawrence as a pilot during the First World War, and then had been badly wounded in Ireland. He studied reports on Boer tactics, T.E. Lawrence and the various civil wars which had been and were still raging throughout the world. In the spring of 1939, his office was moved from being under the Director of Military Operations to that of Military Intelligence and became MI(R). Here Holland was joined by Lt Colonel C. McV. Gubbins MC RA, who had served with him in Ireland, as well as in North Russia in 1919. MI(R) now produced a number of pamphlets on guerrilla warfare. Gubbins also went on two intelligence gathering trips, one to the Danube valley and the other to Poland and the Baltic states. Then, a week before war broke out, he returned to Poland as a member of General Carton de Wiart VC’s Military Mission, escaping to Bucharest when Poland was overrun.

With the outbreak of the Russo-Finnish War in November 1939 came the opportunity to put some of MI(R)’s ideas into practice. Thought was given to sending a force to help the embattled Finns, and, in view of the nature of the terrain, MI(R) proposed the raising of a ski battalion capable of operating behind enemy lines. This was formed as 5th Battalion Scots Guards, but was never sent because of Norwegian and Swedish refusal to allow Allied troops to traverse their territory and the eventual defeat of the Finns. The battalion was disbanded, but MI(R) continued to work on schemes for producing battalions specifically organised for irregular warfare.

The Independent Companies

On 9 April 1940, the Germans invaded Norway. A British force under Major General P.J. Mackesy was landed north of Narvik on the 14th, and a further force was put ashore at Namsos on the 16th. Norway’s long coastline was very vulnerable and there were not sufficient troops to defend it all. It was therefore decided to form a separate force with the object of covering the coast between Namsos and Narvik and preventing the Germans setting up submarine and air bases. Although the Royal Marines were in the process of raising a striking force of four battalions, which would have been ideal for this task, they were still under training and not available.

Consequently, MI(R) now stepped in with a proposal that ‘Guerrilla Companies’ be formed.1 Within a few days the name had been changed to ‘Special Infantry Companies’2 and then finally ‘Independent Companies’. It was decided, with time being very pressing, to raise these from volunteers among the second line Territorial Army divisions still in the United Kingdom. Tom Trevor, who was to command No 2 Independent Company, describes how they were organised:


       The companies were recruited from volunteers. Each brigade found a Platoon and each Battalion a Section. The Sections were led by officers. The Headquarters of the Independent Companies had a section of the Royal Engineers under an officer and an ammunition section, provided by the Royal Army Service Corps, in which every trade of the Corps was represented. There was also a medical section, composed of personnel of the Royal Army Medical Corps and an Intelligence Section. There was no ‘Q’ side proper, but between 50 and 60 tons of stores of all description were allotted to the Independent Companies and administered by Headquarters.

             The idea was that each Independent Company should be organised as a ship-borne unit. The ship was to be their floating base and to take them to and from operations. For this reason they were not provided with any transport.3



Each company had an establishment of 21 officers and 268 other ranks, and they were raised as follows:


       No 1 Company Formed 20 April 1940 at Martock, Somerset from 52nd Lowland Division. OC was Captain J. Ballantyne, Cameronians, and later Major A.C.W. May HLI.

       No 2 Company Formed at Ballykinler, N Ireland on 25 April 1940 from 53rd Welsh Division. OC was Major H.C. Stockwell RWF, and later Major T.H. Trevor, Welch Regiment.

       No 3 Company Formed at Ponteland on 25 April 1940 from 54th East Anglian Division. OC was Major A.C. Newman, Essex Regiment.

       No 4 Company Formed at Sizewell from 55th West Lancashire Division on 21 April 1940 with Major J.R. Paterson, Liverpool Scottish, in command.

       No 5 Company Formed at Lydd from 56th (1st London) Division on 21 April 1940 with Major J. Peddie, London Scottish, commanding.

       No 6 Company Formed at Buddon Camp, Carnoustie, Fife from 9th Scottish Division on 25 April 1940 with Major R.J.F. Tod, Argylls, in command.

       No 7 Company Formed at Hawick on 25 April 1940 from 15th Scottish Division under Major J.D.S. Young DSO MC HLI.

       No 8 Company Formed at Mundford, Norfolk from 18th Eastern Division under Major W.A. Rice, Suffolk Regiment.

       No 9 Company Formed at Ross-on-Wye in late April 1940 from 38th Welsh Division under Major W. Siddons DCM RWF and later Major W. Glendinning, Welch Regiment.

       No 10 Company Formed from 66th East Lancashire Division under Major I. de C. Robertson, TA General List.



Of these early commanders, a few would go on to be famous and their names will crop up again. Tom Trevor would command No 1 Commando; Charles Newman would likewise command No 2 Commando and win the Victoria Cross at Saint Nazaire, while Ronnie Tod commanded No 9 Commando and then 2 Commando Brigade.

Within ten days of its formation, No 1 Company was embarked in SS Orion and was on its way to Norway. It was ordered to the port of Mo and an Admiralty signal told the Officer Commanding:


       Your mobility depends on your requisitioning or commandeering local craft to move your detachments watching possible landing places.

       Keep attack from the air always in mind.

       Disperse and conceal but retain power to concentrate rapidly against enemy landing parties.

       Keep a reserve.

       Get to know the country intimately.

       Make use of locals but do not trust too far.

       Use wits and low cunning. Be always on guard.4



On 4 May, the company arrived at Mo, to be followed a few days later by No 3 Independent Company, then Nos 4 and 5, and finally No 2. Appointed in overall command was Lt Colonel Colin Gubbins, who set up his headquarters at Bodo, where No 3 Independent Company was deployed. His force was nicknamed Scissors Force, and his orders, which had been given to him before he set sail for Norway, were:


       Your first task is to prevent the Germans occupying BODO, MO and MOSJOEN. This they may try to do by small parties landed from the sea or dropped by parachute. Later, the Germans may be expected to advance Northwards on MOSJOEN from the TRONDHEIM area via GRONG. You will ensure that all possible steps are taken by demolition and harrying tactics to impede any German advance along this route. Your Companies operating in this area should not attempt to offer any prolonged resistance but should endeavour to maintain themselves on the flanks of the German forces and continue harrying tactics against their lines of communications.5



[image: images]

Norway

Some idea of the confusion and lack of intelligence about Norway can be gained from the experience of Major Paterson, OC No 4 Independent Company, who visited the War Office for a briefing on 2 May and returned with ‘a batch of our “maps” which consist of an illustrated guide to the beauty of Norway as a holiday country and enclosing map’.6 Indeed, this confusion would persist throughout.

The experiences of No 4 Independent Company are typical of them all. They left Sizewell for the north on 4 May, with no idea as to what their port of departure was. Arriving at Gourock, near Glasgow, early on the 5th, they were told that they were to be put aboard the Ulster Prince, where breakfast awaited them. ‘About 3 hours later, we did get aboard to find nothing had been arranged, the ship having arrived early that morning, and in addition there was no fresh food, bread or meat aboard.’7 Eventually, they sailed and Paterson finally received some orders, which informed him that he was to be taken to Mosjoen, there to transship into local boats and make his way to Sandnessjoen, west of Moesjoen and at the mouth of the fjord. Little was known of the situation in the area. Then, the orders were changed, with both Nos 4 and 5 Companies disembarking at Moesjoen. They finally arrived just after midnight on the night 8/9 May. Having offloaded as much of their stores as they could before the ship sailed again, they moved two or three miles north of Moesjoen and dispersed into platoon positions. Next day. . . .


       . . . I heard that a Norse ship with Germans aboard had been reported and I was told to keep a watch westward. I went to 1 Platoon who were about a mile and a half along the coast road on a bicycle and took one officer along to a look-out spot. I came back to my head-quarters ready for lunch, when Colonel Gubbins turned up in a ‘flap’. I was ordered to take up a defensive position some 2 miles south of Moesjoen to cover the withdrawal of No 5 Coy who had been engaged by the enemy. The Norse troops were in retreat and the situation very uncertain; lorries were being sent for my men. I was to move at once!!!!



The move went smoothly, helped by the low cloud which prevented any interference by the Luftwaffe. Once in position, No 5 Company had a satisfactory brush with the enemy, killing a number of cyclist troops, and some Norwegian riflemen came back through them. The main German body was some five miles away, but did not follow up. Late that night the companies pulled back to Moesjoen. They were then taken by ship to Sandnessjoen. On the night 11/12 May they moved again by sea, this time to the Bodo area. On the 16th there was a scare that enemy parachutists and seaplanes had landed on the coast north of Bodo, which kept the company busy throughout the day. Otherwise, apart from the occasional air raid and various local redeployments, life was comparatively quiet. Then, on the 22nd, they were ordered to a new area, Valnes, where they spent three days before the German advance began to threaten once more. By now Lt Colonel (later General Sir Hugh) Stockwell had taken over command of Scissors Force from Colin Gubbins,* and on the 27th he gave Paterson orders to take up an outpost line in the area east of Finneid, which included responsibility for a bridge prepared for demolition. Next day, Stockwell told Paterson that, when the time for withdrawal came, No 2 Company, which was on the left of No 4, was to be placed under his command. The problem was that his only means of communication with them was by runner.


       I had no sooner started talking about this than, BANG! Up went the bridge, the enemy were at our gates . . . I gave orders . . . telling No 2 Coy to withdraw on their own but not to become involved, but before withdrawing to inform No 2 Platoon of my Company what they were doing. In order to be sure this message was carried out I sent my Intelligence Officer with it. Actually by the time he got there, they had started their withdrawal. . . . We then sat and waited. After a short time the Boshe [sic] got a mortar going and a machine-gun which covered the road between Fauske and Finneid with long range fire. Copland† came up in a car and got chased, also a lorry which turned up to get some explosives out of Finneid. The road into Finneid was also under fire about 200 yds from my Headquarters. As soon as Copland and the lorry stopped the mortar started to try and find them, fortunately, we were behind the hill. No 1 Platoon whose weapon-pits were on the forward slope were getting quite a lot of mortar attention.



That evening, Paterson decided to withdraw to the main position, but was sent back to the outpost line by Stockwell.

By this stage, the German advance had reached so far north that there was little left for Scissors Force to do, and it was decided that they should be evacuated. Paterson was made aware of this at about midday on the 29th, but it took him some hours to establish when, where and how it would be carried out. Eventually, ‘I was handed typewritten orders to the effect that a destroyer would be at Bodo at midnight, that is, between 28 and 30 miles away. The time by now was 6.30 pm.’

Gathering his scattered platoons together, they eventually got to Bodo on time, where the destroyer took them off. ‘Thus ended our Norway trip! Did we do our job? I don’t know!’ By 10 June all five companies were back in Scotland.

The remaining five Independent Companies had suffered an even more frustrating time. They were all eventually moved to Gourock on and around 21 May and actually went on board ship ready to go to Norway, but, in view of the worsening situation, never sailed. For the time being they remained training in the Glasgow area.

The Commandos are Born

On 10 May 1940, while Nos 1-5 Independent Companies were in Norway, the long awaited German invasion of France and the Low Countries began. By the end of that month, the British Expeditionary Force was being evacuated back to England from Dunkirk. Two weeks later, the French capitulated and the British braced themselves for a German invasion.

Although priority had now turned to the defence of Britain, Churchill himself was concerned that an offensive spirit must be fostered. He made this plain in a minute written to the Chiefs of Staff on 3 June:


       The completely defensive habit of mind, which has ruined the French, must not be allowed to ruin all our initiative. It is of the highest consequence to keep the largest numbers of German forces all along the coasts of the countries that have been conquered, and we should immediately set to work to organise raiding forces on these coasts where the populations are friendly. Such forces might be composed by self-contained, thoroughly equipped units of say 1,000 up to not less than 10,000 when combined.8



Two days later he wrote:


       Enterprises must be prepared with specially trained troops of the hunter class, who can develop a reign of terror first of all on the ‘butcher and bolt’ policy.

             I look to the Chiefs of Staff to propose me measures for a vigorous enterprising and ceaseless offensive against the whole German occupied coastline.9



His ideas were considered by the Chiefs of Staff at a meeting on 6 June. In particular, they were directed to draw up plans for organising ‘striking’ companies, transporting and landing tanks on the beach, setting up a comprehensive system of espionage and intelligence along enemy held coastlines, and the creation of a 5,000 man ‘barrage’ force. Their first thoughts were to base a striking force on a regular formation, and Major General B.L. Montgomery’s 3rd Division, which had done well in France, was selected. They quickly realised, however, that this division would be better employed preparing for the German invasion, and instead decided to call for volunteers to form the striking companies.

On 10 June 1940, General Sir John Dill succeeded General Ironside as Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), and one of his first tasks was to consider how the striking companies should operate. Indeed, the wheels had turned fast, for on 9 June the War Office had sent out a letter to Northern and Southern Commands calling for the names of forty officers and one thousand other ranks to join a special force for ‘mobile operations’. This was followed a couple of days later by a similar letter to the other commands. The ultimate aim was to have a force of 5,000 men. General Dill’s Military Assistant at the time was Lt Colonel Dudley Clarke:


       At that time I was GSOI to the CIGS and General Dill spoke to me one day on this subject. I told him I had some ideas to put forward, based upon experiences gained as his GSOII in Palestine at the time of the Arab Rebellion, and was told to put up a paper for him to consider. I wrote it in my flat late that night and, I think, suggested the name ‘Commando’ from the very start.

             At least it was arrived at without much effort and I don’t remember any rival titles having been seriously considered – although it was a long time before War Office circles would unbend sufficiently to use the word in official papers without visible pain. I think it was Denis [Denys] Reitz’s books,* read against the background of a South African childhood, which had brought it so easily to mind, but it did seem at once to suggest exactly what was wanted, and the historical parallel was not very far-fetched. After the victories of Roberts and Kitchener had scattered the Boer Army, guerrilla tactics by the Commandos snatched victory for many months to come from an enemy vastly superior in numbers and arms. I had myself seen the Arab armed bands in Palestine do much the same against a whole Army Corps from Aldershot aided by thousands of auxiliaries. Guerrilla warfare was always in fact the answer of the ill-equipped patriot in the face of a vaster though ponderous military machine; and that seemed to me to be precisely the position in which the British Army found itself in June 1940. And, since the Commando seemed the best exponent of guerrilla warfare which history could produce, it was presumably the best model we could adopt.

             A little further thought seemed to show one conditions far more favourable than most guerrillas had had to contend with. First, we had in England a safe and well-stocked base from which to operate within close range of many tempting targets: second, we had plenty of intelligent and trained soldiers who could individually be just as well armed as their opponents: and third, we had in the sea lines of approach and retreat where we could expect to be more mobile and more secure than our opponents. So the idea crystallised into the raising from the still formidable resources of the British Army picked bands of guerrilla fighters who would harry the long enemy coastline in order to make him dissipate his superior resources. Two conditions were imposed from the start, which too often have been over-looked by critics of the Commandos at later stages. It was axiomatic from the very start that no existing units of the Army could be made available for raiding operations for many months to come – not one single one could be diverted from the overwhelming needs of Home Defence. It is this which must give the answer to so many officers who have thought since that raiding might have been more efficiently carried out by selected battalions with special training.

             The second condition was one of stringent economy. So urgent was the need of every sort of arm and equipment to refit the B.E.F. that raiding had to be carried out on a Woolworth basis. For this reason the Commandos were armed, equipped, organised and administered for one task and one task only – tip-and-run raids of not more than 48 hours from bases in England against the Continent of Europe. It is only fair to keep this in mind before confronting the Commandos with those administrative difficulties which arose when the same system was expected to suffice on arrival in the Middle East after an eight weeks’ voyage. So short, in fact, had been the supplies of arms that the Commandos at first had only a small training scale of weapons and each in turn drew up its full complement off Tommy-guns etc., from a communal store on the eve of a raid!’10



Two types of operation were initially envisaged. The ‘regular’ type was defined as being ‘of the Zeebrugge type downwards’, while ‘irregular’ were the ‘cloak and dagger’ operations coordinated by MI(R). Both would be combined under one commander, and Major General J.F. Evetts, then on the North-West Frontier of India, was initially recommended for this post as having the right qualities of offensive spirit, a good knowledge of all three services, good organisational ability, drive and youth, energy and powers of imagination. His formal title would be Commander, Offensive Operations. He would come directly under the Chiefs of Staff and his area of operations would cover Norway, Holland, Belgium and France. He would be allowed a free hand to prepare and execute any plans, subject to clearance by the Chiefs of Staff, and would have the Commandos and the Royal Marine Brigade, which had now completed its training, at his disposal. Evetts, however, could not be released in time, and General Sir Alan Bourne, the Adjutant-General Royal Marines, was appointed in his place.

As for the original Commando concept, this is best described by a memorandum sent out by the Director of Military Operations and Plans, Major General R.H. Dewing:


       It is intended to form these irregular volunteers into a number of ‘Commandos’, and I have prepared this memorandum to explain the purpose of the new force and the way in which it is proposed to organise and employ it.

             The object of forming a commando is to collect together a number of individuals trained to fight independently as an irregular and not as a formed military unit. For this reason a commando will have no unit equipment and need not necessarily have a fixed establishment. Any establishment that may be produced will be for the purposes of allotting appropriate ranks in the right proportions to each other.

             Irregular operations will be initiated by the War Office. Each one must necessarily require different arms, equipment and methods, and the purpose of the commandos will be to produce whatever number of irregulars are required to carry out the operations. An officer will be appointed by the War Office to command each separate operation, and the troops detailed to carry it out will be armed and equipped for that operation only from central sources controlled by the War Office.

             The procedure proposed for raising and maintaining commandos is as follows. One or two officers in each Command will be selected as Commando Leaders. They will each be instructed to select from their own Commands a number of Troop Leaders to serve under them. The Troop Leaders will in turn select the officers and men to form their own Troop. While no strengths have yet been decided upon I have in mind commandos of a strength of something like 10 troops of roughly 50 men each. Each troop will have a commander and one or possibly two other officers.

             Once the men have been selected the commando leader will be given an area (usually a seaside town) where his commando will live and train while not engaged on operations. The officers and men will receive no Government quarters or rations but will be given a consolidated money allowance to cover their cost of living. They will live in lodgings, etc., of their own selection in the area allotted to them and parade for training as ordered by their Leaders. They will usually be allowed to make use of a barracks, camp, or other suitable place as a training ground. They will also have an opportunity of practising with boats on beaches nearby.

             When a commando is detailed by the War Office for some specific operation arms and equipment will be issued on the scale required, and the commando will be moved (usually by separate Troops) to the jumping off place for the operation. As a rule the operation will not take more than a few days, after which the commando would be returned to its original ‘Home Town’ where it will train and wait, probably for several weeks, before taking part in another operation. It will be seen from the above that there should be practically no administrative requirements on the Q. side in the formation or operation of these commandos. The A.* side must of course be looked after, and for this purpose I am proposing to appoint an administrative officer to each Commando who will relieve the commando leader of paperwork. This administrative officer will have permanent headquarters in the ‘home town’ of his commando.

             The commando organisation is really intended to provide no more than a pool of specialised soldiers from which irregular units of any size and type can be very quickly created to undertake any particular task.

             The main characteristics of a commando in action are:

       a)   Capable only of operating independently for 24 hours;

       b)   Capable of very wide dispersion and individual action;

       c)   Not capable of resisting an attack or overcoming a defence of formed bodies of troops, i.e., specialising in tip and run tactics dependent for their success upon speed, ingenuity and dispersion.11



For ease of administration, it was decided that the various Commands within the United Kingdom should be responsible for forming Commandos from the troops under their command. The allocation was made as follows:

No 1 Commando From disbanded Independent Companies, but never formed at this time as the Independent Companies remained in existence for the time being.

No 2 Commando To be raised as a parachute unit with volunteers from all commands.

No 3 and No 4 Commandos Southern Command.

No 5 and No 6 Commandos Western Command.

No 7 Commando Eastern Command.

No 8 Commando Eastern Command, but actually raised from London District and the Household Division.

No 9 and No 11 Commandos Scottish Command.

No 10 Commando Northern Command.12

In the event, Northern Command were unable to find sufficient volunteers for No 10 Commando to be formed, but a No 10 would eventually be raised with a unique organisation in summer 1942. A little later, at the beginning of August 1940, No 12 Commando was also raised from the forces stationed in Northern Ireland, but this had a strength of only 250 men, half that of the other Commandos.

The main point of difference between the Commandos and the Independent Companies was that the former were trained to fight as individuals while the latter fought as self-contained units. The Commands selected the Commando leaders, who were then made responsible for selecting suitable volunteers, travelling around the units to interview them. Geoffrey Appleyard, an RASC subaltern serving at HQ II Corps at Aldershot, who had been in France and had a pre-war international reputation as a skier, and later to become the famous ‘Apple’ of the Small Scale Raiding Force, has left an account of how he came to join No 7 Commando:


       March-Phillipps* (he has just got the MBE in France) was selected by Col Lister (the OC) as ‘B’ Troop leader. He was told that he could have a free hand in picking two volunteer subalterns from the whole of Southern Command (about 30 volunteered) for his two section leaders. Colbeck (Royal Tank Corps) had volunteered and was immediately picked and after interviews by the War Office was selected. Until then I had not heard anything about this at all, and then I heard March-Phillipps discussing it and knew it was the thing for me. I know him very well and after he knew I wanted to volunteer he accepted me as the other subaltern immediately. The proposal went up to Col Lister together with my ‘on paper’ qualifications and March-Phillipps’s strong recommendation. Col Lister accepted it and approached the War Office and communicated with Brig Gale of this HQ who apparently ‘did his stuff by me’, and yesterday evening the War Office wired that I was appointed!13



Another, who was selected for No 4 Commando, was Ken Phillott, who had also been in France and was now serving with the Glosters at Bristol, enduring the German blitz on the city:


       At this time I read in Battalion orders that volunteers were wanted for Special Duties. This seemed to offer something different, although I had no idea what these Special Duties would be. I informed my Company Commander that I wished to volunteer.

             In due course, with some 20 or more of the Regiment, I was called before this officer and asked a number of questions as to my previous military experience. I was told to wait outside. Here I saw an officer wearing a uniform I had never seen before – green with yellow piping. I then noticed that he was a Lt Col!*

             Shortly afterwards I was again called into the room; this time the unknown Colonel was sitting behind the desk. He then started to ask me questions such as: ‘I see you have already seen active service. Tell me, can you swim at least 500 yards in full kit?’ I replied that I was a good swimmer and I thought I could do so. ‘Can you drive a car and ride a motor-cycle?’ I replied that I could. He then asked what my pre-war hobbies had been to which I replied swimming, boxing and motor-cycling. I was asked if I had done any climbing and satisfied him when I said that I had been born and lived on the edge of Exmoor where there was nothing but hills and moorland. He then asked: ‘Can you stand plenty of bloodshed?’ I laughed and replied: ‘Well, if anyone else can, I am sure I can!’ ‘Good’ he replied, ‘Wait outside.’

             In due course I was again recalled, together with five of six others. This time we were asked: ‘Do you know what you are volunteering for?’ We replied that we did not. He then said: ‘A lot of bloody fools aren’t you not knowing what you are volunteering for! Well, I will tell you. We are forming units which will hit back at the enemy. You may be dropped by parachute, landed on enemy territory by boat or submarine and given certain tasks to perform. There may only be two or three of you, there may be more, but you must realise that you may have to find your own way back again. We cannot always promise to rescue you. If anyone feels he wants to pull out, now is the time to say so.’ I think one man decided to do so; the remainder of us stood firm. Having heard us, our Company Commander was so impressed that he asked whether he could join us. He was a very big South African and a great rugby player. The Colonel agreed.14



A point that must be stressed is that all volunteers were merely seconded to the Commandos. They retained their own cap badges and remained on the books of their own regimental pay and record offices for pay. The greatest punishment which could befall them was to be ‘Returned to Unit’. For the Army Commandos this policy would remain in force throughout the war.

The First Raids

MO9 Branch was set up under the Director Military Operations and Plans to undertake planning for Commando operations, and Dudley Clarke was to head it. Because Commando activities would involve both ships and aircraft, it was clear that there would need to be close cooperation with the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force, General Sir Alan Bourne, who was Adjutant-General Royal Marines at the time:


       I was told on Wednesday, 12th June 1940, that the Chiefs of Staff had decided that I should be in command of Offensive Operations as it was called at that stage. I had been asked by the First Sea Lord, I think the day before, whether I would welcome such an appointment if selected and naturally replied that I would. Instructions from the Prime Minister gave birth to this new department. I got, as being the quickest method of starting, an allotment of 4 rooms in the Admiralty that afternoon and saw the Naval Assistant to the First Sea Lord in connection with my staff and had Capt Maund RN and Capt Garnon-Williams RN appointed. . . . Next morning I arranged with the War Office for Major (Acting Lt Col) A.H. Hornby MC RA, who was GSOI at the War Office, to be put on my staff. I used his advice and experience to collect the remainder of the Army Staff. I also approached the Air Ministry for an Air Officer; one was detailed but did not put in an appearance for a long time. . . .

             The original proposal was to call the Director of Combined Operations ‘Cochrane’, but I felt that it was going to be difficult to get anyone to realise that this new development was in existence, that to call it ‘Cochrane’ would kill it at birth, so I proposed to be called ‘Director of Combined Operations’ and that was accepted.15



In the meantime, Churchill was impatient for action, but, as yet the resources to begin carrying out raiding operations were very slender. The Commandos were still being formed, and all that was available were the Independent Companies. While Nos 1-5 and 10 Independent Companies were based in Scotland, it was decided to send Nos 6-9 Independent Companies to Cornwall, to help guard against invasion both there and on the Scilly Isles. Before they left Scotland, however, volunteers were called for to form a fresh Independent Company, No 11, for special operations. It was to consist of 25 officers and 350 other ranks and was to be commanded by Major Ronnie Tod. It was to be this unit which was to carry out the first of the Commando operations.

No 11 Independent Company was officially formed on 14 June 1940, and moved to Southampton. A week later, Ronnie Tod received a warning order to be prepared to carry out operations on the French coast. He was told that there were a number of RAF Crash Boats available at Dover, Ramsgate and Newhaven and that he was to split his company among these three ports. On the afternoon of 23 June, he received detailed instructions from the War Office ordering him to make landings at various points on the coast with the object of carrying out reconnaissance of the defences and capturing Germans. After a conference with the Royal Navy, at which he was told that only nine out of the promised twenty boats were available, he decided to split his force into five. Two parties would set out from Ramsgate, each with two boats, to operate in the Hardelot area, a third, with one boat, from Dover would also land at a different spot in the same area, while the two parties from Newhaven would land at Stella Plage and north of Berck. The landings would take place at midnight, and the parties were to be allowed eighty minutes ashore.

Operation Collar took place on the night of 24/25 June. Of the Ramsgate groups, the first landed some four miles south of Boulogne and noted the enemy using searchlights and firing Very lights, but met no opposition, spotting what they thought might be oil or ammunition dumps. The boats of the second became separated and landed in two different places. The first boat landed just south of Hardelot and met an enemy patrol which fired at them and made off. Fire was not returned. The other was not afterwards able to pinpoint where it had landed, but saw nothing, apart from coming under machine-gun fire during re-embarkation. The Dover party arrived too late to land, although they did come under some machine-gun fire. The party landing at Berck found nothing, and only the Stella Plage group, which actually landed at Merlimont Plage, had a proper brush with the enemy.


       An enemy patrol of 2 men was encountered and both killed by sub-machine gun fire at a range of 15 yards. Nothing was removed from the bodies. A large hotel was found to the North of the landing which was wired in but no enemy sentries were observed. Cars were seen in the compound. A coastguard hut was found to be unoccupied. As the boat was leaving, fire was opened from the hotel, estimated at 1 MG (slow rate of fire) and about six rifles. This fire ceased when our troops in the boat opened accurate fire in reply.16



The only casualty of the raid came in this last action when Dudley Clarke, who had gone as an observer, was hit behind the ear, but not seriously. There had been little tangible result, but it provided a good tonic for the general public when it was written up in the press. In connection with this, General Bourne recalled:


       Having been told that in the last war most of the leakages were from high places, it was decided that the details for this raid should not be given to those in high places. Consequently the first the Cabinet knew about the raid was when it appeared in the public press. I was told, by one of those present, that the Cabinet were furious at its publication (possibly because they did not know beforehand) and decided that the officer responsible should be Court-Martialled. Mr Anthony Eden then Minister for War, I was told, took a more lenient view and I got away with it.17



The origins of the second raid lay in a memorandum by the Prime Minister to General Ismay on 2 July, two days after the Germans had occupied the Channel Islands:


       If it be true that a few hundred German troops have landed on Jersey or Guernsey by troop-carriers, plans should be studied to land secretly by night on the Islands and kill or capture the invaders. This is exactly one of the exploits for which the Commandos would be suited.18



A War Cabinet meeting that same day approved a plan for 140 men to be put ashore on Guernsey with the object of killing Germans and destroying German aircraft and facilities on the airfield there. Major John Durnford-Slater’s No 3 Commando, the first to be formed, was to join No 11 Independent Company for the raid. Codenamed Ambassador, it was launched on the night of 14/15 July. The plan was to land at three separate points on the southern coast of the island. Forty men of No 3 Commando under Durnford-Slater himself were to land in Moulin Huet Bay, supported by the destroyer HMS Scimitar. The other two landings were to be made by No 11 Independent Company at Le Jaonnet Bay and Pointe de la Moye. The idea was that the raiders would embark in the two destroyers and then transship to the crash boats which would make the trip under their own steam once off the Guernsey coast. The convoy set off from Dartmouth at 1845 hours. It hove to off the coast in poor visibility with mist and drizzle, and in a slight swell.

Durnford-Slater’s party arrived at the correct beach on time, but could not land dry-shod because of the rocky nature of the beach. Nevertheless, they all got ashore. Patrols were sent out, a roadblock established and the Jerbourg peninsula searched, but no enemy were found. Durnford-Slater now ordered re-embarkation. While this was going on, an enemy machine-gun opened up to the south, but then ceased fire. Re-embarkation proved difficult, however, because of the heavy rollers and one man was presumed drowned. Eventually some had to swim out to the crash boats and three, having made one attempt to wade out, decided to give it up. They were given additional supplies of French currency – every man had been issued with 300 francs – and told to make for a certain RV in two nights’ time, where the Navy would pick them up. The three were, however, captured and, in any event, C-in-C Plymouth vetoed the attempt to rescue them. Neither of the two No 11 Independent Company parties managed to get ashore, having failed to find suitable beaches, and all then returned to Dartmouth. The main lessons to come out of it were the need to land the raiders at the right place and the right time and the unsuitability of the crash boats for this type of operation.

Rationalisation of Raiding Forces

In those early days after his appointment as DCO, Bourne had a constant struggle to obtain clearcut policy from the Cabinet. He received conflicting demands from the various ministries, and wondered whether some of these, like an idea to land rifles on the coast of Brittany to start a revolt against the Germans, had really been properly thought through. At the beginning of July he therefore drafted a paper on raiding policy, to which Churchill gave general agreement, and also sought a member of the War Cabinet to represent Combined Operations interests, Hugh Dalton, then Minister for Economic Welfare, being appointed. His other problem was suitable ships:


       On the 29th June the actual landing craft we had received were 6 ALC, 3 MLC and I SLC*. I went to the Third Sea Lord (Controller) Rear Admiral Fraser† and asked him for certain vessels and boats which, with the assistance of Capt Maund, I had decided was the minimum to make a start with. He was splendid in his co-operation. He gave everything that was humanly possible. He gave me two Dutch and 6 Belgian steamers without a word as troop carrying vessels. He also ordered, through the United States, all the Anti-Rum Running US Customs Cutters which were available – 38 in number. We realised that these would probably not be fully suitable but were better than the 7 RAF Crash Boats. At the same time he ordered 50 Eurekas and a provisional order for 50 more. We also looked around the country and managed to raise 30 salmon cobbles. These, with the three Glens [naval supply ships], were well designed ships already being completed under instructions from the Combined Operations Training Development Centre, the 2 LNER Train Ferries and an MLC carrier composed the fleet at the time. The last three were being converted (this is speaking from memory).19



The two relevant establishments when Bourne took over were the Combined Operations Development Centre mentioned above and the Irregular Warfare School which had been started by MI(R) at Inverailot in May 1940. Bourne now established a number of small boat bases at such ports as Warsash, Brightlingsea and Falmouth. The running of these was a Royal Navy responsibility, and a headquarters had been set up on 15 June in His Majesty’s Yacht Melisande, headquarters of the Solent Patrol. Then, after Collar, this was moved to the Household Brigade Yacht Club at Warsash and in August 1940 was designated HMS Tormentor. Later, in October 1940 a Combined Training Centre for amphibious warfare was started at Inveraray.

Considering that Bourne was ‘double-hatted’, continuing as Adjutant-General Royal Marines throughout, it is remarkable what he did manage to achieve. Nevertheless, by mid-July he was feeling the pressure and asked to relinquish the post of Adjutant-General. On 17 July, Winston Churchill decided to appoint his old friend Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes, as DCO, and Bourne was asked whether he would like to serve on as Keyes’ deputy, which he agreed to do, temporarily relinquishing the post of Adjutant-General. Keyes installed himself in Richmond Terrace, Whitehall, and this was to be the headquaters of Combined Operations for the remainder of the war.

Although General Bourne had, in early July, proposed two more raids – against a wireless station at Ushant and the Cherbourg Peninsula – it was clear that a long term plan was needed to develop Combined Operations. This was considered by Anthony Eden, the Secretary of State for War, and the Chiefs of Staff, and they presented a memorandum to Churchill on 22 July. They envisaged four stages. Firstly, there was the reconnaissance and experimental phase of small coastal raids, as represented by Collar, and then the ‘guerrilla warfare’ stage, ‘when constant smash-and-grab raids by numbers of irregular troops are carried out up and down the enemy’s long coast-line’. Next all three services would combine in ‘deliberate attacks upon important and well-defended objectives’. Finally would come the ‘knockout’ phase when ‘advances inland are intended’. They accepted that the phases would overlap, but the ‘guerrilla’ stage, which would have involved parties of upwards 200 men making two raids a week and remaining ashore for periods of up to 24 hours, could not be started until there were sufficient landing craft available. The two later phases would employ conventional army formations, and the RAF would have to build a troop-carrying fleet for the parachutists then under training.20*

Churchill, with the failures of Collar and Ambassador uppermost in his mind, replied that, while the gaining of intelligence in the occupied countries was essential, this was the responsibility of the Ministry of Economic Warfare, which had also been placed in charge of the newly created Special Operations Executive,† which would organise contacts with the local people and the planting of agents.


       It would be most unwise to disturb the coasts of any of these countries by the kind of silly fiascos which were perpetrated at Boulogne and Guernsey. The idea of working all these coasts up against us by pin-prick raids and fulsome communiqués is one to be strictly avoided.



Instead, he tasked Keyes to begin planning for three raids by between five and ten thousand men, which would be mounted during the winter and once the invasion threat had receded. Once these had taken place, ‘there will be no objection to stirring up the French coast by minor forays’. He was also keen that ‘during the spring and summer of 1941, large armoured irruptions should be contemplated’.21 The Joint Planning Sub-Committee did warn that unless the Independent Companies and Commandos were given the opportunity to prove themselves in some minor operations, they would become disheartened.22 Keyes, however, strongly supported Churchill, and the latter’s proposals carried the day.

Meanwhile the raising of the Commandos continued, with training remaining the responsibility of each Commando unit.* It continued, for the time being, to be directed towards small-scale operations, with much emphasis on building up individual endurance. Geoffrey Appleyard describes in a letter home how B Troop of No 7 Commando was tackling this at the beginning of August:


       We are all [the whole Troop] in a large house in Newmarket, and the Provost Company (to whom we are temporarily attached for pay, rations, etc.) has lent us two cooks. John [Colbeck] and I share one room, M-P [March-Phillipps] has a room to himself, the sergeants have a room, the men are about eight to a room. The house is entirely unfurnished except for tables and benches that we have got together. There is a bathroom and a lavatory with running water. We three officers eat exactly the same food as the men, but in a different room. And it is very good.

             Our transport consists of M-P’s car (a terrific 30-98 Velox!!), two motor cycles and a 30-cwt lorry. But we don’t use it much. When we want to go anywhere, we walk, as our preliminary objective is to get as tough as possible. When we finally move from here to a new location on the coast, we shall walk – 60 or 70 miles – in two or three days, bivouacking at nights in barns and haylofts and living on our ration allowance of 6/8d a day.†

             Today’s programme has been typical. Reveille 6.30, training run 7 (about a mile) followed by PT, breakfast 8, parade 9, inspection, route march 8-10 miles (with arms, in battle dress, belts etc.) at fast pace, including cross-country work, map reading, compass work, moving through cover, etc. Lunch 1, swimming parade 2.30 for 1½ hours’ swimming, running, exercising etc. Tea at 4.30. Lecture by M-P for three-quarters of an hour at 5. Free for the evening at 6. A fairly full day and hard work, but makes one feel grand, even though a little stiff! Later on, of course, there will be weapon training, range practice, cross-country runs, hare and hounds, treasure hunts, mock operations, night operations etc. The training programme can and will be made very fascinating.24



On 25 August Churchill sent a minute to Anthony Eden:


       If we are to have any campaign in 1941 it must be amphibious in its character and there certainly will be many opportunities of [sic] minor operations all of which will depend on surprise landings of lightly equipped mobile forces accustomed to work like packs of hounds instead of being moved about in the ponderous manner which is appropriate. These have become so elaborate, so complicated in their equipment, so vast in their transport that it is very difficult to use them in any operation in which time is vital.

             For every reason therefore we must develop the storm troop or Commando idea. I have asked for 5,000 parachutists and we must also have at least 10,000 of these small ‘bands of brothers’ who will be capable of lightning action. In this way alone will those positions be secured which afterwards will give the opportunity for highly trained regular troops to operate on a larger scale.25



The problem was that, with the Battle of Britain now at its height and invasion threatening, it was clearly impossible to cream off this number of elite troops from the formations and units then defending the British coasts. Nevertheless, Eden realised that some form of rationalisation of the existing Special Forces needed to take place. He replied to the Prime Minister on 5 September stating that the Commandos and Independent Companies would be merged into twenty Special Service Companies under the direct control of the Director of Combined Operations.26 Indeed, the Chiefs of Staff had already agreed on 9 August that the two should be amalgamated.27 It would, however, be a little while yet before the merger could be brought about. The Independent Companies were committed to the defence of Britain, apart from No 10 Independent Company, now under command of Major A.C.W. May, who had won an MC with No 1 Company in Norway, which had been sent on the abortive expedition to Dakar (Operation Menace) with the Royal Marine Striking Force. The Commandos were still under training, and between mid-September and mid-October they were removed from the operational control of Keyes to that of Home Forces because of the threat of invasion.

Eventually, in early October, a plan for the reorganisation began to take shape. The Independent Companies, together with Nos 5, 6 and 11 Commandos would be formed into three Special Service* Battalions. The battalion would have two 500-man companies, each formed from an existing Commando. Two more battalions would then be raised from Nos 3, 4, 7 and 8 Commandos.28 They would make up a ‘Special Brigade’ and reorganisation was to be completed by 10 November. In addition, No 12 Commando, then based at Strangford Lough, N Ireland, under Lt Colonel S.S. Harrison MC RA, was also available. In the end, the reorganisation took place as follows:


       1 Special Service Battalion Formed from Nos 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8 and 9 Independent Companies, and based at Dartmouth and Paignton in Devon. CO: Lt Col W. Glendinning, Welch Regiment.

       2 Special Service Battalion Formed from Nos 6 and 7 Independent Companies and
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