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			Lament for No. 11 (Scottish) Commando

			(Litani River, June 1941, Syria)

			 

			Grey, grey was the sea that we came from;

			Dawn was our sorrow, dawn of that day;

			Wae, wae for the lads on their lanesome

			Under the palms in Litani Bay.

			 

			Bitter the fight that they faced in that dawning;

			Three score ten their colonel amang them

			Went to their rest in the lands of the morning;

			Waves of Litani Requiem sang them.

			 

			Play, play for them wailing pibroch; play

			Lament ayont tears in the moorland rain;

			Children of bog moor, mountain mist, sea spray

			Dry is their dust in the Syrian plain.

			 

			George I. A. Duncan MC

		

	
		
			SAS Regimental Song

			(sung to the tune of Lili Marlene)

			 

			There was a song we always used to hear,

			Out in the desert, romantic, soft and clear,

			Over the ether, came the strain,

			That soft refrain, each night again,

			To you, Lili Marlene, to you Lili Marlene.

			 

			Check you’re in position; see your guns are right,

			Wait until the convoy comes creeping through the night,

			Now you can pull the trigger, son,

			And blow the Hun to Kingdom come,

			And Lili Marlene’s boyfriend will never see Marlene.

			 

			Twenty thousand rounds of trace and ball,

			Forty thousand rounds of the stuff that makes ’em fall,

			Finish your strafing, drive, drive away,

			And live to fight another day,

			But Lili Marlene’s boyfriend will never see Marlene.

			 

			Creeping into Fuka, forty planes ahead,

			Belching ammunition, and filling them with lead,

			A ‘flamer’ for you, a grave for Fritz,

			He’s like his planes, all shot to bits,

			And Lili Marlene’s boyfriend will never see Marlene.

			 

			Afrika Korps has sunk into the dust,

			Gone are the Stukas, its Panzers lie in rust,

			No more we’ll hear that haunting strain,

			That soft refrain, each night again,

			For Lili Marlene’s boyfriend will never see Marlene.

			 

			Composed by Lieutenant Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne,

			DSO and Three Bars, Légion d’Honneur
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			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages. Throughout the period of researching and writing this book I have sought to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch, as I will endeavour to include further recollections of the operations portrayed in this book in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Service volunteers was often traumatic and wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stories to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist tend to differ in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are sometimes contradictory. Nevertheless, I have endeavoured to provide an accurate sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

			Where various accounts of a mission appear to be particularly confused, the methodology I have used to reconstruct where, when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that account as most likely.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct any in future editions. Likewise, while I have attempted to locate the copyright holders of the photos, sketches and other images and material used in this book, this has not always been straightforward or easy. Again, I would be happy to correct any mistakes in future editions.

			During the period covered in this book the Special Air Service went through various iterations in terms of its official name and identity (L-­Detachment, Special Service, SS, Special Raiding Squadron, etc.). These can be confusing, and for ease of reading and comprehension I have tended to stick to the words Special Air Service or SAS to describe the unit portrayed.

			To preserve the authenticity of quotations and extracts from primary sources such as diaries, letters, telegrams etc., I have reproduced spelling and grammatical errors as they appear in the original, and mostly without further explanation. Where explanation of specific references in the sources is required, a note is included in square brackets.

		

	
		
			Preface

			The War Chest

			Though beloved of Britain’s wartime leader, Churchill, this band of elite warriors had never been particularly favoured by the top brass. Accused of forming a private army with distinctly piratical intentions – of being ‘cut-­throats’ and ‘raiders of the thug variety’ – there were those in power who wanted nothing more than to see them consigned to the dustbin of history. Many among the battle-­worn ranks of the SAS realised this, and in the spring of 1945, even as they risked all during the final thrust into Nazi Germany, there were fears that once the war was won, their fortunes were destined to take a drastic downturn.

			They were not mistaken. Just a matter of weeks after the final surrender of Germany and Japan, the SAS would be summarily disbanded (apart from a small, top-­secret war-­criminal-­hunting unit, which became known as ‘The Secret Hunters’). Of course, all among the ranks of the SAS were volunteers. Upon disbandment, with little fanfare or due process, these men who had served for so long on repeated back-­to-­back missions behind enemy lines, were returned to their original units. Or, for those who could not face such a fate, they were to be turned loose on Civvy Street to fend for themselves.

			A rightfully proud regiment with an unrivalled esprit de corps, there were those among the top echelons of the SAS who figured it would be wrong if the short but exalted history of this unit – never mind the sacrifices made by so many, who would never return from blood-­drenched foreign fields – were to be forgotten. With that in mind, in mid-­April 1945 a column of heavily armed Willys jeeps nosed towards the district of Schneeren, in the north-­west of Germany.

			Their journey to get there had been long, and fraught with much danger, death and bloodshed . . .

			 

			Several days earlier, on 8 April 1945, a long-­standing SAS veteran, Lieutenant Johnny Cooper, had been told by his troop commander, Captain Ian Wellsted, to ready their jeeps for a patrol. They were there serving on Operation Archway, as A and D Squadron 1 SAS spearheaded the drive into Germany and the push across the Rhine and Wesser rivers – the culmination of many years at war. There were reports that troops up ahead had run into trouble, where the road cut through a patch of thick, hillocky woodland known as the Grinderwald. Wellsted had been tasked to investigate.

			Mounting up their column of jeeps, Wellsted and his men moved cautiously onto the Nienburg–Neustadt road, which ran south-­west for a good fifteen miles, enveloped by the dense oak forest and boggy terrain of the Steinhuder Meer, an expanse of impassable terrain crowding in on all sides. This land could hardly have been worse for ‘jeeping’ operations; driving off-­road by stealth was all-­but impossible here. The column of eleven Willys jeeps bristled with weaponry – mostly twin-­Vickers-­K light machineguns, but also the odd .50-calibre Browning, all of which were mounted on pivots. They crept ahead, eyes scanning the thick vegetation for movement or sign of the enemy. Every inch of German territory had been hard and bitterly contested, and this promised to be no different.

			Up ahead a British armoured car was halted by the roadside. Wellsted stopped, to check with its commander. The woods to their left-­front were thought to be thick with enemy, he warned. Giving his orders, Wellsted ‘led the Troop into battle’, some two dozen Vickers-­K guns bursting into ‘full-­throated life’, unleashing with a shattering broadside that blazed all down the column of vehicles, until every last gun was blasting away. The wall of vegetation to their left began to ‘dance’ under the rain of red and white tracer, as it was swept with a storm of rounds. There was not a sniff of answering fire.

			Calling the barrage to a halt, Wellsted grabbed his Thompson submachine gun and made for the woods, yelling for all to follow. Bursting through the fringe of trees, he stumbled across a German trooper face-­down in a ditch, a Panzerfaust – a single-­shot German anti-­tank weapon – lying beside him. Imagining him to be dead – felled in the Vickers-­K onslaught – Wellsted kicked him, only for a trembling individual to rise from the ditch, hands above his head. Leaving him to one of his men, Wellsted dashed further into the woods, spraying the undergrowth with bursts, but even as he did, heavier fire broke out from behind him, plus the roar of Panzerfausts.

			Amid cries of alarm, Wellsted ordered all to pull out, sensing that they’d stumbled into some kind of ambush. Back on the road Cooper warned him that this was a well-­laid trap, as blast after blast of Panzerfaust salvoes underscored his words. A first jeep was hit, the vehicle engulfed in a blinding flash and a cloud of roiling smoke. Another crew were blown out of their vehicle by a near-­miss. A third jeep’s gunner just managed to fell a Panzerfaust operator, before he was able to blast them all to hell.

			An MG42 opened up, otherwise known as ‘Hitler’s buzzsaw’ due to its fearsome rate of fire, rounds kicking off the road and slamming into vehicles. In a helter-­skelter retreat, jeeps began to hurtle back the way they had come, as every weapon available let rip, Wellsted’s convoy roaring ‘out of the valley of death’. But one jeep, and one of its occupants, failed to get moving. The wrecked vehicle lay where it had been hit, enveloped in thick smoke, the bloody figure of its gunner face down beside it on the tarmac.

			The dead man was John ‘Taffy’ Glyde, a former factory worker who’d long been part of Wellsted’s section. Wellsted had got used to Glyde’s catchphrase, uttered in his thick Pontypridd accent, whenever an enemy soldier was hit: ‘Another one bites the dust.’ Sadly, it was Taffy himself who had done so now. As the 1 SAS report would note of the twenty-­five-­year-­old’s death: ‘German Bazooka [sic] landed about 2 yards from his jeep. His head nearly blown off.’

			Wellsted’s battered column pulled back to a road intersection. There they halted, as they began to count the cost. Glyde, of course, was dead. Another man was wounded in the upper leg, one other had taken a bullet through the ankle. On balance, they’d got off pretty lightly. They’d also seized two German prisoners. Then someone pointed out that Wellsted himself was hurt. He had blood dripping from his left hand. There was no time to worry about that now. Someone gestured down the road, in the direction from which they had originally come. Distant, grey figures were darting forward, advancing on the British party. In short, there seemed to be enemy before them on the road to Neustadt, and at their rear towards Nienburg.

			They were boxed in.

			Wellsted ordered a barrage of fire to be unleashed in both directions, as the ‘pop-­swoosh-­bang’ of the patrol’s 2-­inch mortar firing, joined the rip-­tear buzz of the Vickers, plus the crack of Bren light machineguns opening up from the ditches that flanked the highway. To one side, a sandy track branched away. It ran south-­west and was signposted to ‘Schneeren’. Lest anyone might imagine that offered any hope of sanctuary, bursts of heavy fire erupted from that direction. Seconds later a pair of armoured cars hove into view, moving up from Schneeren towards the road. For a moment Wellsted hoped they were friendly, until the nearest opened fire.

			A short, sharp duel ensued – the three nearest jeeps letting rip with their .303-­inch Vickers-­K guns, versus the Germans’ 20mm cannons. The armoured cars kept coming, the Vickers rounds ricocheting off their flanks, harmlessly. Finally, they got close enough for those riding in them to start hurling grenades. The first to go down were the two German captives, felled in the crossfire. Then the leading jeep, riddled with fire, was ‘shot out from under’ its occupants. In the second vehicle, the commander was hit in the thigh. The third jeep was hit, a wounded figure just managing to drag himself beneath it, in a desperate search for cover.

			As the Germans closed for the kill, a British armoured car roared into a position from where it could open fire. ‘Blam – a shell smashed into the leading German,’ Wellsted remarked, of the first strike on the enemy. In short order, some exceptional work by the British gunners, who hailed from 11 Hussars, took care of both enemy targets, the surviving German crew ‘tumbling into the low scrub’ at the roadside.

			Wellsted dashed forward to check on the wounded. The man beneath the rearmost jeep, Trooper Roy Davies, had been shot in the back and was not long for this world, he feared. Even so, Wellsted managed to inject him with a shot of morphine. Davies, an SAS original, had deployed on the unit’s first ever mission, the November 1941 North African parachute insertion, codenamed Operation Squatter. Injured during the drop, on which he’d formed part of Irishman Lieutenant Eoin McGonigal’s patrol, Davies had been captured and held in various POW camps. In October 1943 he’d managed to escape, rejoining the SAS as soon as possible thereafter.

			Before Wellsted was able to do much more for Davies, he was himself hit, for the woods were thick with enemy. The round knocked his legs out from under him and he fell heavily. Badly injured, Wellsted was dragged back towards the road junction by others in his troop. But when they went forward to try to retrieve Davies, Trooper Dougie Ferguson was shot and wounded, and the rest were forced to withdraw. Eventually, Wellsted accepted that it was hopeless to try to rescue any more of the fallen. There was no option but to pull out with whatever vehicles remained.

			They were forced to leave behind four comrades. Taffy Glyde had been killed in the initial ambush. Davies would die of his wounds. Ferguson, injured, was captured and likely executed by the enemy in cold blood (to this day his fate remains uncertain). There was also a Trooper James Blakeney, hit in the initial onslaught by the enemy armoured cars, who was also unaccounted for.

			Blakeney was another SAS original, who, like Davies, had deployed as part of Lieutenant McGonigal’s stick on Operation Squatter. He’d likewise been captured, and had escaped from a POW camp in Italy in the autumn of 1943. Upon hearing of Blakeney’s safe return to Britain, 1 SAS’s commander, Lieutenant Colonel Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne, had made a special point of bringing him back into his regiment; into the SAS family. The SAS’s record of Blakeney’s death at Schneeren concluded simply: ‘Shot through stomach and head.’

			Once they had withdrawn from that bullet-­scarred road junction, the wounded, including Wellsted, were evacuated to an Advance Dressing Station, where they could be properly treated. As Wellsted was to confess, the battle around Schneeren had represented his single greatest defeat during the war. Four of his men had been killed, five more were seriously wounded, plus a total of four jeeps had been lost, one of which, nicknamed ‘Homer’, had been captured by the enemy.

			In a day or two the padre of 1 SAS, J. Fraser McLuskey, was able to retrieve the bodies of the fallen. They were buried locally after a short and sombre service.

			 

			Three weeks later VE Day was declared. The war in Europe was over. A long column of battle-­worn jeeps formed up, making their way towards Ostend, in Belgium, to catch a ship bound for Britain. Wellsted was with them, his wounds having been patched up and bandaged. The spirit of victory was in the air, and the procession was striking to look at, with ‘each jeep, battle-­scarred and dirty; still flaunting its peculiar individuality’. Some were flying giant swastikas, among an assortment of other symbols of Nazi Germany’s demise. All were overloaded with war booty, booze being a favourite. One was piled so high it looked like ‘an enormous mobile cat’s cradle’. Incredibly, even Homer was there, the SAS jeep captured at Schneeren by the enemy.

			Indeed, there was more among that convoy which hailed from Schneeren, than simply the lone liberated jeep. One item in particular would come to have talismanic significance as far as the SAS were concerned. On 12 April 1945, Schneeren and its surroundings had been finally taken, the SAS seizing dozens of prisoners – ‘marines attached to the SS’ – winkled out of the woods at gunpoint, plus others trying to sneak away dressed as civilians, or even wearing Allied uniforms. Secreted in Schneeren itself – which calls itself the ‘place under a thousand oaks’ – the SAS discovered a huge, leatherbound volume. Embossed in thick gothic lettering on the cover were the words CHRONIK der Gemeinde Schneeren, Kreis Neustadt a.Rhge –­ Chronicle of the municipality of Schneeren, District of Neustadt in the Rhineland. On its spine was engraved the emblem of Nazi Germany, an eagle with outstretched wings grasping a swastika.

			In 1936, the Interior Ministry of the Third Reich had issued an edict that all Gemeinden – councils – across Germany should keep such a chronicle, ‘in the spirt of our Führer and Chancellor’. One such tome was to be given to each district, to record the history of the municipality ‘from its beginnings up to the World War’. There was to be kept a yearly record of all that transpired during the Third Reich, ‘in accordance with the wishes of our Führer and Reich Chancellor, Adolf Hitler’. Each Chronik was to document district life, from cultural traditions to large political rallies – the kind of things that welded the peoples together as an ‘Aryan elite’ under the credo of Nazism.

			Those war-­bitten SAS veterans who had conquered Schneeren decided they would seize the Chronik. The battle for that ‘place under a thousand oaks’ had cost them dear in terms of dead and injured. Even as the conquest of Nazi Germany was in its final, desperate stages, so much blood had been needlessly shed. In return, they were going to steal Schneeren’s very identity; its Nazi-­era heart and soul. In that spirit, that heavy leather tome – the Chronik – was loaded aboard one of the jeeps and whisked away.

			Whether those men who took it did so with the intention of using the Chronik for its final purpose, remains unclear. Either way, shortly after the SAS was disbanded, in October 1945, the Chronik of Schneeren district was eviscerated. The heavy brass studs that held its spine together were removed, the Nazi-­era pages taken out, and in their place was assembled a detailed, blow-­by-­blow account of the SAS at war, from its formation, in the summer of 1941, to disbandment, five years later, and covering all episodes in ­between. Part official history, part scrapbook, it included scores of official mission reports, orders, strategy documents, maps, photos and biographies of the key players involved, plus a slew of newspaper cuttings from the war years.

			Compiling it was a communal effort, but it was Captain Mike Blackman MC (and bar), one of the SAS’s intelligence officers, who oversaw the task’s completion. Leading the push into Germany, just as he had tended to lead operations ever since the SAS’s formation in the summer 1941, Lieutenant Colonel Paddy Mayne had returned to the family home in Northern Ireland, after war’s end. The former Chronik of Schneeren, now packed full of the most comprehensive and compelling record of the SAS’s wartime history, was duly presented to Mayne, after which it was quietly secreted away in the Mayne family home under his personal care.

			As all realised, this clandestine record – the SAS’s own diary of its Second World War history – was best kept well below the radar for a good long while. If nothing else, this was a unit that had been disbanded and disavowed by many on high, though not by Winston Churchill, of course. Voted out of power in July 1945, Churchill would become the first patron of the SAS Regimental Association, of which David Stirling, the SAS’s founder, and Blair Mayne, among others, served as its chief luminaries.

			Decades later, long after the tragic death of Mayne, in 1955 – aged just forty, in a car accident – what had become known to the few who were aware of its existence as the ‘Paddy Mayne Diary’ emerged from the shadows. The SAS had long been resuscitated, for the realities of modern warfare called for a unit such as this, and by then its security was beyond all doubt, its profile firmly established in the public eye. The diary was offered to the SAS Regimental Association by Mayne’s younger brother, Douglas. In that way, and renamed the SAS War Diary, the precious founding history of this legendary unit was preserved for posterity.

			 

			Several years ago I was invited to visit the home of Fiona Ferguson and her husband, Norman. Fiona (née Mayne) is one of Colonel Blair Mayne’s nieces, and she had become the keeper of the flame, safeguarding the Mayne family archive and wartime memorabilia long after her uncle had passed away. In her Northern Ireland home I was able to see and to study at first hand not only the gutted skeleton of the original Chronik, in all its glory, and what had taken its place, but also Colonel Mayne’s war chests, plus the heaps of other wartime mementoes – those that he had brought back to Ireland, after five years of waging war across two continents. Needless to say, they constituted a precious hoard of SAS wartime history.

			The original massive pages of the Chronik were there, each a sheet of thick, heavy parchment embossed in broad, dark Gothic script, and separated by a thin layer of protective gossamer-­like paper lying between. I was shown where Mayne’s war chest and the diary had been kept safe, in the dark, labyrinthine cellars and tunnels of the Mayne family’s Mount Pleasant home. As I sifted through the contents of the war chest and related materials, I found a treasure trove of wartime letters, official reports, photos (Mayne was a prolific photographer), undeveloped films, plus countless other original artefacts, including some of the material that had been loaded aboard that convoy of jeeps at Schneeren, and which had sailed from Ostend to Britain in May ’45.

			Simply incredible.

			 

			This book is based in part upon that rich trove of materials, generously and freely offered, in the spirit that this story might be written. To tell it has been a privilege and an honour.

			 

			Damien Lewis

			Dorset, June 2022

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Cauldron

			The ghostly silhouette of HMS Glenroy glided through the darkness, on all sides a chill and dank mist blanketing the surface of the sea. On her deck, some five hundred men from one of the finest fighting units in the entire British Army readied themselves for battle. As they loaded up with assault equipment, weaponry, ammo, grenades, communications kit, plus rations and water, they hoped and prayed that this time it really was for real – for their present mission had been plagued by dither, indecision and cancellations.

			Sadly, those tendencies – an inability to deploy and to utilise this intensively trained, iron-­willed unit – had dogged its every step, ever since formation almost a year earlier, in Scotland, when scores of men had stepped forward to answer Winston Churchill’s call for volunteers for ‘Special Service’, undertaking hazardous duties. Much that they had hungered to pit themselves against a seemingly omnipotent enemy, months of on-­again-­off-­again abortive missions had followed, interspersed with mind-­numbing garrison duties.

			The present undertaking – Operation Exporter – was supposedly the moment all had been longing for: their much-­anticipated baptism of fire. But twenty-­four hours earlier the Glenroy had steered this very course and cleaved these very waters, the slab-­sided converted merchant ship, grey hull streaked with black, creeping ever closer to enemy shores. Forming part of a carefully timed, multi-­layered June 1941 assault – the first combined operation undertaken by the Allies in the Second World War, one utilising sea, land and air forces – those aboard the Glenroy were to form the spearhead, supposedly taking their adversaries by complete surprise. Striking well behind the lines in a series of lightning thrusts designed to seize vital targets – key bridges, roads and gun-­emplacements – they would enable the main force, advancing overland, to surge forwards, unmenaced and unhindered.

			That, at least, was the plan.

			It hadn’t quite worked out that way.

			The men of the superlative – some would argue, incomparable –­ No. 11 (Scottish) Commando had wound themselves up to a fever pitch, only to face the bitter disappointment of a last-­minute cancellation. Already, they had boarded the Assault Landing Crafts (ALCs), when the naval officer in command of the Glenroy had judged that the seas were just too rough to risk making an approach, fearing that the assault boats would get swamped and the commandos drowned en masse. Recalled to the mothership, that eleventh hour let-­down had been a bitter pill to swallow.

			There were more reasons to want to get off the Glenroy than simply a burning desire for action. Originally a cargo vessel of the Glen Line sailing between Britain and the Far East, she had been converted for wartime duties by having her holds partitioned into rough-­and-­ready billets, and her decks fitted out with an array of guns, plus cranes and derricks to lower landing craft into the sea. But the bulky fittings and weighty cargo made the Glenroy top-­heavy, with the result that she rolled horribly in even a slight swell, with sickening consequences for those billeted in the makeshift quarters below.

			Yet instead of speeding their way towards an enemy coastline shrouded in darkness, the assault force had been thwarted. The commandos had reboarded the Glenroy amid pitching seas, after which she had turned away from the shoreline and ploughed her ungainly passage back to Cyprus, the base from which they had originally set sail. Upon arrival, the cancellation order had itself been promptly rescinded, and the Glenroy was turned right around again, with instructions that the men of No. 11 Commando were to be landed, no ifs or buts, and come hell or high water.

			Those twenty-­four-­hours of dither and the resulting loss of surprise – the forewarning of the enemy, for the Glenroy had been spotted in the faint light of early morning – would have near-­catastrophic consequences. Only a fraction of the hundreds of warriors crammed aboard the ship would be fortunate enough to escape death, injury or captivity in the hours to come. In a paroxysm of bitter combat and close-­quarter fighting, this iconic unit would face a bloody and bruising baptism of fire. But all of that lay some hours in the future. Right now, at 0300 on 9 June 1941, these elite warriors wanted nothing more than to slip into the night and to hit the enemy like a whirlwind.

			For many aboard the Glenroy, the reality of the coming battles would be forever seared into their minds. One, Captain George Ian Alastair Duncan, would never speak to his family of his wartime experiences. But he would write haunting, nerve-­jangling verse, as he struggled to capture the hell and the shock of hitting the shoreline neck-­deep in water (amidst the rush and confusion no one had thought to properly check the beaches for depth and gradient); of the churning, violent surf which had soaked everything in seawater, putting every single one of the commandos’ radios out of action, rendering all means of communications impossible; of the horror of making landfall facing ranks of gaping gun-­barrels manned by an enemy who knew they were coming:

			 

			Thud, thud of engines –

			Swish of bow wave – Black night . . .

			Long, steely grey landing craft inrushing . . .

			Silence,

			Save for tight breathing . . .

			Swoosh-­crump.

			Forward-­run-­stumble-­stagger . . .

			Smack-­Crack-­Smack-­Crack-­trt-­tat-­tat –

			Men falling – bare sand –

			Men falling – falling . . .

			 

			One of the first to step into the Glenroy’s landing craft that 9 June morning – leading from the front, as always – was an iconic figure, distinguished by an intense physicality combined with a seeming preternatural calm. Standing six-­feet-­two-­inches tall and built like the powerful rugby player that he was, Lieutenant Robert Blair Mayne was blessed with a shock of sandy hair above laughing, slightly mocking grey-­blue eyes. Though he was only twenty-­six years old, Mayne was a comparative veteran in No. 11 Commando, for the average age of the officers was just twenty-­one. Working as a qualified solicitor before the war, he’d earned a towering reputation as a world-­class sportsman – he was the 1936 Irish Universities heavyweight boxing champion, and a rugby player of international acclaim. Selected multiple times for both the Irish team and the British Lions, his ‘quiet, almost ruthless efficiency’ on the field, combined with his ability to play on through injury had won him high praise.

			By contrast to the field of sports, his initial forays into the British military had earned a cutting, withering rebuke. In 1938, with the clouds of war gathering, Mayne had volunteered for the Officer Training Corps at Queen’s University, Belfast, where he’d studied law. But he simply couldn’t abide drill and mindless square-­bashing, and in short order the Queen’s training officer had concluded that he was ‘unpromising material for a combat regiment, undisciplined, unruly and generally unreliable’. Fortunately, the founder of No. 11 Commando had seen something quite different in Mayne’s spirited, somewhat irregular approach to soldiering. Indeed, those very ‘unruly’ qualities – recast as self-­possession, independence and initiative – were just the kind of things valued in the commandos, Churchill’s much-­vaunted ‘butcher and bolt’ raiders.

			Oddly perhaps, for a figure with such a tough reputation on the sporting field and in the boxing ring, Mayne was rarely to be seen without a book close to hand, more often than not a collection of works by his favourite poets – James Elroy Flecker, Omar Khayyam and Siegfried Sassoon. Indeed, he’d been something of a shy child, his head forever stuck in novels. As his physique had matured he’d earned the reputation at school of being a gentle giant. For sure, Mayne was a complex, multi-­faceted character. And no matter his sporting prowess, as with so many aboard the Glenroy, today was to be his first taste of combat, leading his men into the teeth of battle and fearful that many would not live to see another dawn.

			This would be Mayne’s baptism of fire. His testing.

			As a natural marksman of great physical prowess – Mayne liked to wield a Bren light machinegun from the shoulder, as if it were a rifle – he had been appointed the weapons instructor of No. 11 Commando. He shared that duty with another young recruit and crack shot, who likewise was commanding a troop of heavily laden commandos that June morning. Fellow Irishman Lieutenant Eoin (pronounced ‘Ian’) McGonigal was dark-­haired, dark-­eyed, strikingly handsome, whippet-­fit and fleet of foot. Though he was six years Mayne’s junior, they had struck up a close friendship, one forged in and around the rugby fields of Belfast, at Queen’s University’s various bars, and absolutely irrevocably when they had decided to volunteer for No. 11 Commando, hungering for action.

			On paper, their camaraderie appeared all the more remarkable in that McGonigal was a southern Irish Catholic, and Mayne was a Northern Irish Protestant. But frankly, neither man put much store in niggling sectarianism, especially when there was a war to be fought, and particularly when that war was going so very badly for Great Britain, then the only world power still standing against the fire and vitriol and the blitzkrieg emanating from Berlin. On many levels the two friends were strikingly different – ‘like chalk and cheese’, as a fellow soldier would remark. But what united them was their fierce, fiery, rebellious spirit, and their determination to fight the Nazi onslaught, no matter the odds.

			McGonigal had the charm of the southern Irish and his taste in ladies was more for blondes, while Mayne favoured the raven-­headed look. McGonigal’s foremost sporting talents lay in both rugby and cricket, while Mayne dominated the rugby field. A teller of ‘tall tales’ and blessed with the gift of the gab, McGonigal’s garrulousness contrasted sharply with Mayne’s quieter, contemplative, still-­waters-­run-­deep mien. Despite being considerably younger, McGonigal ‘was far more eloquent’, remarked Sergeant Joe Welch, a future elite forces comrade, ‘whereas Paddy was more like Ares, the Greek God of War. It was a dangerous combination. Eoin could talk them into all sorts of trouble, and Paddy could get them out of it. A perfect friendship.’

			There was one other compelling element that fused the two Irishmen together. McGonigal knew how to handle Mayne in his cups. Known as a soft-­spoken and courteous figure when not on the field of battle – or sports – Mayne’s chief weakness was drink. Realising this, McGonigal was perfectly prepared to take no prisoners. While training on the Island of Arran with No. 11 Commando, the two men had shared a billet at Lamlash, a village on the island’s eastern shore. It was a wild existence on a wild part of Scotland’s west coast, the relentless training distinguished by punishing route marches no matter what the weather – driving rain and sleet mostly seeming the norm – topped off by regular plunges off the Lamlash pier in full kit at night, to swim back to shore.

			Mayne and McGonigal alighted upon a novel means to kindle a fire and to warm frozen limbs and to dry sodden clothes, after a pier-­dunking: ‘The coal is in very large lumps,’ Mayne would write, in a letter home. ‘To split it we just fire a revolver shot into it; it cracks it wonderfully.’

			Likewise, on the occasion when Mayne had been drinking and threatened to get out of hand, McGonigal would simply turn a pistol on him. ‘I’ll shoot you, Blair,’ he would threaten. Being the commando’s weapons officers, there was never a shortage of live ammunition lying around their digs, nor youthful high spirits for that matter, and the walls of Landour, the private house in which they were billeted, had ended up peppered with bullet holes.

			In short, No. 11 Commando’s two weapons officers exuded a wild martial spirit and a sense of devil-­may-­care invincibility that made those under their command – their ‘Jocks’, as the ranks were known – keen to follow them into the heart of battle. There was another stand-­out quality that united the two Irishmen. The esprit de corps of No. 11 (Scottish) Commando was defined by the saying: ‘Look after your Jocks.’ Few had a stronger sense of care or devotion to those under their command than McGonigal and Mayne, and it hadn’t gone unnoticed by their men. Yet neither man had actually proven himself in combat, and especially when the odds were very much stacked against them, as they were today.

			A third figure within No. 11 Commando had attained a similar steely reputation, but upon first appearance he seemed an unlikely candidate for the archetypal warrior. Lieutenant William ‘Bill’ Fraser had a strikingly boyish face, protruding ears and doleful eyes, atop a tall, skinny frame that made him resemble a bag of skin and bones. Hence his nickname ‘Skin Fraser’. Hailing from Aberdeen, Fraser came from a long line of forebears who had served with the Gordon Highlanders. Enlisting in that regiment aged nineteen, Fraser was the first in his family to be commissioned as an officer. He differed from McGonigal and Mayne in that his was no wealthy lineage, one peopled by senior lawyers and businessmen, and decorated British military figures. Fraser was not from the ‘officer class’ as he saw it, which made him something of a misfit, especially in the officer’s mess.

			But Fraser had earned his spurs the hard way, being one of the most battle-­experienced men then aboard the Glenroy. In June 1940, aged just twenty-­three, he’d served with the 1st Battalion the Gordon Highlanders in the spirited and bloody defence of France. Ending up at the port of Saint-­Valery-­en-­Caux, they had been tasked to hold the line so that the massed ranks of British, French and Allied troops could be evacuated from the beaches. Wounded in action during those bitter and dark days, Fraser was one of the few from the 1st Battalion to be spirited back to Britain. Surrounded, outgunned and with ammunition, food and water all-­but exhausted, the remainder of the battalion had been forced to surrender, along with the bulk of the 51st (Highland) Division.

			General Johannes Erwin Rommel had taken the Division’s surrender – the German commander who later would earn the nickname ‘The Desert Fox’, as the focus of the war pivoted to North Africa. It was in North Africa that Fraser would finally get his chance to avenge his vanquished comrades, and with a dash and daring that belied his somewhat shy and retiring air. But in June 1940 he’d found himself back in Britain, nursing his injuries and an overwhelming sense of defeat. There was only one way the Scotsman saw fit to respond. He had volunteered for Special Service, and that August 1940 was accepted into No. 11 Commando’s ranks. Just a year after that humiliating defeat in France, Fraser – strikingly quiet, a deep thinker – would be leading a troop of Jocks into battle on this dark June morning, charging down the enemy guns.

			Once all were crammed into the flat-­bottomed, box-­sided landing craft, one by one the ALCs were swung wide of the Glenroy and lowered towards the waves. As the ten diminutive vessels turned eastwards and headed for the dark shoreline, the flotilla split into three distinct units – Forces X, Y and Z – each of which was charged to hit a particular stretch of coastline and to seize a specific set of targets. What lay before these elite warriors was daunting. The enemy had vowed to resist to ‘the last man and the last shell’, and they had the means to do so, boasting ranks of armoured cars, swift-­firing field guns, plus mortars and reinforced machinegun nests overlooking the beaches.

			The ungainly ALCs ploughed through the dark seas, the slap of the swell resounding against their high sides, the salt tang of spray sharp in the men’s nostrils. Those aboard felt rather than heard the dull, rhythmic thud of the silenced engines reverberating through the hulls. They were acutely aware that for this, No. 11 Commando’s first ever foray into action, the enemy held all the aces. The about-­turn of the Glenroy had led to inevitable delays, which meant they were motoring towards the beaches at a far later hour than originally intended. To their backs a full moon was fast sinking into the glimmering sea, silhouetting their approach. To their front, the sun would rise directly into their eyes.

			At the thirty-­minutes-­to-­landfall mark, the order was given: ‘Issue the rum.’ Ranged upon wooden benches that ran along either side of the ALCs, shadowy figures accepted their ration in a tense, nervy silence. A little Dutch courage was very welcome, but it was far from enough to settle the stomachs of even the hardiest. During the long months of relentless training, their commander, Lieutenant Colonel Richard ‘Dick’ Pedder, had impressed upon his men the need to strike with deadly force and to do so by total surprise, so discomfiting and overwhelming the enemy. But as these elite warriors hugged the shelter of the ALCs’ mixed hardwood and lightly ­armoured sides, they knew that their present mission had been compromised from the very outset.

			With faces and exposed skin blackened with burnt cork, they sat in silence, emotions veering between spikes of excitement at the thought of the coming action, and the dread of what might await them on the beaches. Lightly equipped and kitted out to strike with maximum aggression and speed, they wore khaki shirts and shorts, rope-­soled boots, and steel helmets camouflaged with sacking. Armed with knives, pistols, rifles-­with-­bayonets and grenades, the heaviest firepower most carried was the tommy gun – the 1918-­vintage Thompson submachine gun, known as the ‘Trench Broom’, for it was originally invented to clear First World War trenches. Once the ALCs’ ramps slammed down and they hit the beaches, speed was going to be of the essence. The longer it took to find cover, the more likely they were to take casualties.

			At the ten-­minutes-­to-­landing mark the ‘Standby’ order was whispered along the lines. Soon now. The tension and nervous excitement was jacked up to another level. But beneath the nerves, there was also a certain confidence that pulsed back and forth. Utterly ruthless in his selection and unforgiving in his training, there was no finer commander than Colonel Pedder, and no better-­prepared force than theirs. Indeed, some of their sister units were in the habit of taking the micky out of No. 11 Commando’s punishing, altogether spartan regime. The likes of No. 7 Commando – ‘under-­trained . . . no discipline’ – and No. 8 (Guards) Commando – ‘the good-­time Charlies’ – accused their rivals, No. 11 (Scottish) Commando, of being over-­trained and over-­strict.

			Pedder was unrepentant. Charged to shape his command as he saw fit, from the outset he’d seized upon Churchill’s exhortations to form units capable of striking deep in enemy territory, leaving ‘a trail of German corpses behind’. In the first week of June 1940, even as the flotillas of ships plucked the British and Allied troops off the French beaches, so Churchill had warned that on no account would Britain resort to the same defensive strategy that had led to crushing defeat in France. Rather, he demanded the formation of ‘specially trained troops of the hunter class’, to strike wherever the enemy was vulnerable, delivering ‘a reign of terror first of all of a “butcher and bolt”’ kind, seeking to ‘kill and capture the Hun garrison . . . and then away.’ Pedder was of an exactly similar mind: attack was by far the best form of defence.

			 

			Churchill’s butcher-­and-­bolt directive had been inspired by the musings of one of the most remarkable, yet little-­heralded figures of the war. Brigadier Dudley Wrangel Clarke had grown up in South Africa, where he’d witnessed at first hand how fast-­moving bands of Boer Commandos – irregular, horse-­mounted, guerrilla-­type fighters – had launched audacious hit-­and-­run attacks against the British military, in the Boer War. ‘Guerrilla warfare was always in fact the answer . . . in the face of a vaster though ponderous military machine,’ Clarke would declare, ‘and that seemed to me precisely the position in which the British Army found itself in June 1940.’

			In the immediate aftermath of defeat in France, Clarke had sketched out his back-­of-­an-­envelope plan for a British commando, men ‘operating by night, fighting alone or in small groups, killing quickly and silently, using independent initiative and thinking’. Clarke had got it into Churchill’s hands and secured his enthusiastic backing, after which he’d been charged to do whatever was necessary. Of course, there was no training manual for founding such units, for nothing like this had ever been tried before by the British military. As a consequence, commanders were given exceptional leeway to shape their units as they saw fit, and there was a flood of eager recruits.

			Lieutenant Colonel Pedder understood instinctively that at the heart of any such outfit lay camaraderie and esprit de corps. As with those crouched in the ALCs, the individual soldier would fight tooth-­and-­nail for his mates on his shoulder, his fellow recruits. Those bonds – unbroken unto death – would be forged first and foremost in training. Pedder realised that all who volunteered were taking a step into the unknown. That took a certain kind of mindset, and it was exactly that kind of individual – driven, adventuresome, embodied with initiative and self-­belief – that he sought.

			Pedder’s philosophy was typified by the infamous ‘route march’ from Galashiels, where they had raised the original cadre of recruits, to the Isle of Arran, a hundred-­odd miles away. For days men had tramped westwards on blistered feet, sleeping in hedges and washing in rivers, and eating mostly what they could beg, scavenge and steal. At the vanguard went pipers from the Cameron Highlanders, with Pedder stepping out, scrutinising and measuring up all. As if the march alone weren’t challenge enough, he had arranged for a convoy of British Army trucks to chug along companionably. As he made clear, at any time any individual was free to break ranks and retire to the comparative warmth and comfort of the vehicles. Only, none who choose to do so would ever reach Arran. Though they might not know it, taking the easy road would lead to summary rejection and being returned to one’s unit (RTU’d), no second chances.

			No matter where a recruit hailed from, Pedder made it clear all were honorary Scotsmen, once accepted into his commando. The headwear he adopted for No. 11 Commando – the Black Hackle – was not only highly distinctive, it sent a powerful message: these were men who ‘had a quarrel with someone’. Those who wore the Black Hackle did not shy away from trouble. At the same time Pedder prized mental dexterity and quickness as much as physical toughness. The kind of individual he sought was ‘quick in thought and quick on his feet’ and could think outside of the box. Equally, his unit was a meritocracy, within which every man would be counted upon to execute a mission, even if all around him were killed or captured. Pedder maintained that under his command the only discipline to be relied upon was self-­discipline.

			In January 1941, towards the end of six months of intensive training, Pedder granted his men one week’s leave. They returned to discover that he had set them a final exercise. They were to ‘raid’ an RAF aerodrome, treating it as if it were a hostile airbase packed with enemy warplanes. With the leftfield mindset to the fore, a pair of commandos were chosen with suitably feminine-­like physiques, each being dressed as a young and lissome woman. As the ‘ladies’ paraded before the RAF base gates, so distracting the guards, the main body of raiders cut their way through the wire, stole across to the officer’s mess and hurled a volley of Mills bombs – the ubiquitous pineapple-­shaped grenades – through doors and windows. Fortunately for the RAF officers, the grenades were unprimed, but the message was crystal clear: through subterfuge, speed and surprise, they were to leave a trail of destruction and bloody mayhem in their wake.

			Pedder’s credo was not without its risks. From the outset, the wholly irregular and ‘ungentlemanly’ ethos of the commandos proved unpopular with Britain’s top brass. As Pedder well appreciated, he drew to his command men who walked on the borderline of what was acceptable behaviour, if not of sanity itself. Gifted warrior and leader of men though he was, ‘Paddy’ Mayne was not always one for civilised niceties. That New Year’s past he had gone on a serious bender. A fresh recruit, Lieutenant Gerald Bryan, an expert mountaineer, had joined Mayne and McGonigal in their Arran billet. He was out on guard duty, but had called into the Landour house shortly after midnight, to wish Mayne a happy New Year. He’d found the Irishman severely the worse for wear and an altercation had ensued. It ended with Mayne punching the far smaller man into one wall. It was only when Mayne went to fetch some water that Bryan managed to slip away, ‘pursued by Paddy firing at me with his Colt .45’.

			By the time Bryan and McGonigal mustered the courage to return to their digs, it was New Year’s morning. They found Mayne alone in the house, largely sober, with all the windows shot out, and surrounded by ‘thirty-­six small bottles of cherry brandy, one side of beef, one leg of lamb and two loaves of bread’. They posed the obvious question: ‘Blair, where the hell did you get all this stuff? Get up that track and hide the lot!’ It turned out that sometime in the night Mayne had raided the Brigade headquarters, stealing all the food and drink he could lay his hands on. They’d just managed to hide it all and patch up the windows, by the time the local police arrived to investigate.

			The other thing that had struck Bryan most powerfully was how Mayne had no recollection of their fisticuffs the previous evening. He’d eyed the smaller man’s swollen, bruised face with real concern.

			‘Who hit you?’ Mayne had demanded. ‘Just you tell me and I’ll sort the bugger out.’

			That fist fight, the shooting out of the Landour windows, and above all the outrageous theft of food and drink was quickly hushed up. But a while later Pedder had cornered Mayne at the bar. Single-­minded, tough and uncompromising, the chief of No. 11 Commando was not universally liked, and especially by those in high command, for he epitomised all they abhorred. But over time Mayne and Pedder had struck up a certain camaraderie, sharing the mutual respect of single-­minded, maverick-­spirited warriors. Over the months of training they had developed a friendship; a closeness even.

			‘By the way,’ Pedder announced, eyeing Mayne pointedly, ‘I know who broke into Brigade HQ on New Year’s Eve and stole the drink.’

			Mayne fixed his commander with a deadpan look, but with just the twinkle of a grin. ‘Och, do tell,’ he countered, in his soft, lilting, Ulster brogue, ‘because it was a great mystery at the time.’

			For a beat or two Pedder held Mayne’s gaze, but decided no more would be said about the matter. Even so, the message had been sent. The commander of No. 11 Commando would brook no further shenanigans of that order of magnitude. The last thing he needed was any of his prize officers being investigated by the police, and the adverse scrutiny that might bring, and especially since his commando was poised to board the Glen ships and sail south.

			That was a voyage that would end with No. 11 Commando securing the pivotal role in Operation Exporter. Pedder would choose a password by which his men would be able to identify each other in the coming darkness of the landings, one replete with the wild and unyielding commando spirit: ‘Arran’.

			The symbolism was crystal clear, and it would prove entirely fitting.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sand and Steel

			At shortly after 0400 hours the deafening thump of the foremost bow-­ramp crashing into the surf announced the moment was upon them. Before the figures crowded aboard the leading ALC stretched a dark mass of seething water, with little sign of any land. The men knew this didn’t look right, but it was now that their training kicked in, figures piling off the bows. The first to do so plummeted downwards, disappearing completely, bodies and then helmeted heads getting sucked into the hungry sea. Somehow, the landing craft had dropped them well short, and in treacherously deep water.

			It was now that, perhaps unintentionally, the trainee jumps from Lamlash pier really would pay dividends. Though shocked, soaked and laden with heavy and bulky kit, all had faced such conditions before. One by one, figures kicked for the surface, intent on swimming their way to shore. Those still on the ALC could not delay. The ramp was firmly down, the boat was shipping water, and hesitation was inviting death. They piled after those already gone, throwing themselves into the sea and striking out for land, desperate for boots to make contact and to get some kind of a foothold.

			Though a superlative sportsman, the one discipline Mayne most definitely did not enjoy was swimming. While he’d never shied away from a pier jump, his loathing of that element of their training was well known to all. He had written home about the Lamlash leaps and the freezing, night-­dark swims, describing them as ‘A Madhouse’. He was far from alone in abhorring them, but not a single man among the commando baulked or stalled on this dark June morning.

			As the lead ALC went into reverse, seeking the comparative safety of the open sea, so a first human chain was formed, men, ammo and weapons being ferried towards the beaches. But as figures neared the shore, so the guns opened up, long bursts of machinegun fire raking through the surf. It was still too dark for the enemy to see and to aim accurately, so their procedure seemed to be to blanket sand and shallows with bullets. The lead warriors of No. 11 Commando did their best to return fire, but precious few could do so. The dousing in seawater where the surf churned itself into a mucky brown stew, meant weapons had got jammed with mud and grit, and refused to fire. A first figure collapsed bloodily into the sand. As eighteen-­year-­old Bren-­gunner George Dove had tried to take cover and get his weapon working, a round had struck his helmet, the bullet ricocheting off and cutting through the flesh of his backside. Though injured, miraculously Dove was still alive. He finished cleaning his weapon and opened fire.

			To left and right along the bullet-­whipped shoreline, other figures stumbled and faltered in the darkness. Corporal Robert McKay believed he’d found a patch of decent cover, and was preparing to advance, when he too was hit; as was Private Ben Hurst. Neither would make it off the beaches. But it was to the far south of the landings that the ALCs of Force X had disgorged their men into the deadliest inferno of all. Commanded by Major Geoffrey Keyes – eldest son of the First World War hero and admiral of the fleet, Sir Roger Keyes, 1st Baron Keyes – Force X had been charged to seize the foremost objective, the all-­important stone-­built Qasimiya Bridge, which forded the Litani River. Just to the south of there, troops of the 21st Australian Infantry Brigade were waiting for the signal, poised to surge forward and take the enemy by storm.

			But during the twenty-­four-­hour delay in getting No. 11 Commando to shore, the enemy had decided to blow the Qasimiya Bridge, and it was already down. Keyes’ force was supposed to land to the north of the Litani River, so they could hit its defenders squarely from behind. Yet by the creeping light of dawn they realised they had somehow been set down on the wrong – southerly – side. It was little short of calamitous. Advancing through the Australian positions, Keyes and his men faced a full-­frontal assault across open water, and over terrain menaced by 75mm field guns, mortars, snipers and heavy machineguns. As they tried to press ahead, dragging a handful of boats that the Australians had loaned them, with which they intended to ford the river, they came under a murderous barrage.

			In a series of unbelievably courageous bounds, Keyes and his men tried to push on, and to launch their boats, but each time they were driven back. ‘Can get no further, as open ground,’ Keyes would record, bleakly, in his diary. Pinned down by highly accurate fire on the southern bank of the Litani, Force X found itself being torn to shreds. Captain George Duncan – a two-­year veteran of the Highland Light Infantry, the Black Watch – was one of Keyes’ deputies. He’d volunteered for the commandos, for he hungered to ‘defeat a great evil, and to preserve the way of life he, and millions of others, cherished’, his daughter, Margaret, would write. Captain Duncan was now embroiled in the shocking realities of war, as his poem, The Litani River Battle, would reflect:

			 

			Men falling, falling –

			Thump-­roll-­lie-­still –­

			Hit in the head – 

			Shrill screaming – 

			Jack knifed and writhing.

			A stomach burst. Cough bubbling.

			Shrapnel pierced chest . . .

			Men crawling, cursing, sweating, dragging,

			To the river.

			 

			Despite the unfolding carnage, as Keyes – and Captain Duncan – were painfully aware, they had to press on. They were here at the personal behest of Churchill, who would stress to parliament how the ‘military and strategic significance’ of Operation Exporter was of ‘the very highest point’. Britain’s wartime leader had been incensed to discover the perfidy being perpetrated by Vichy France, the southern sector of the French nation, which, following the fall of France was ruled by Marshal Phillipe Pétain’s Vichy government. Pétain was allowing the German and Italian air forces to use bases in the French-controlled territory of Syria and the Lebanon, from where to attack British forces across the Middle East and North Africa. It was one thing to allow the Luftwaffe to fly sorties against Britain and her interests from occupied France – there was precious little the French could do about that. It was quite another to allow the Axis powers to do so across Vichy-­controlled lands, including France’s overseas colonies.

			While Britain had weathered the summer 1940 Battle of Britain, against all odds, and subsequently the Blitz, elsewhere the war was plagued by calamity on all fronts. Across North Africa, the Balkans, in Greece and in Crete, wherever Britain’s forces had come up against the German enemy they had been thwarted. If the foothold seized by the Luftwaffe here in the eastern Mediterranean was allowed to take hold, the ramifications for Egypt, and Britain’s vital supply lines via the Suez Canal, were grim. Hence the need for Operation Exporter, in which a combined force led by the 7th Australian Division would advance north from British-­held territory, sweeping along the Mediterranean coast towards the key cities of Damascus and Beirut.

			Few believed Exporter would be any kind of a pushover. Vichy France’s military chief in the region, General Henri Dentz, had some 45,000 troops under his command, including members of the French Foreign Legion. Ranged against them were some 20,000 Australian, Indian, British and Free French forces – those Frenchmen who had vowed to remain loyal to the Allied cause. The enemy were expected to contest every inch of territory, which made No. 11 Commando’s mission all the more vital. Hence Keyes urging his men forward, into the dirt-­dry sandscape of the southern bank of the Litani River. But no matter how courageously – some might argue suicidally, bearing in mind the fast-­strengthening dawn light – Keyes and his men tried to reach the river, and to launch their assault boats, they were cut down in their droves.

			Two thousand yards to the north of there, Mayne had likewise managed to get his men to shore, but under withering fire. Serving as part of Lieutenant Colonel Pedder’s Y Force, consisting of 150 men spread across three ALCs, they had been targeted by the enemy’s machineguns even as the assault boats had powered towards the beaches. With the craft slamming their ramps down just as soon as they hit the first sandbar, Mayne and Pedder had leapt into deep, dark water. To left and right they could not have had better men on their shoulders, for on the one side Bill Fraser urged his men forward, while on the other Lieutenant Gerald Bryan – Mayne and McGonigal’s Lamlash room-­mate – did the same. McGonigal himself was with the third landing party – Force Z – charged to hit the beach another thousand yards north.

			One of the men in 7 Troop – Mayne’s command – fell almost instantly, shot dead even as he struck out for land. But it was as they reached the open, exposed stretch of beach that the real horror unfolded. From the high ground lying directly inland the enemy rained down salvoes of mortars, plus heavy machinegun fire, as blasted shrapnel churned up sand and sea into a hellish maelstrom. It was 0420 hours, so mercifully a blanket of pre-­dawn gloom still enveloped all. It was only thanks to that, that Mayne, Fraser and Pedder were able to make the nearest cover with most of their men still alive. There, they paused to catch their breath, and to try to make radio contact with Keyes’ force, but all they would receive was an echoing void of silence.

			As matters transpired, one of Keyes’ radios had got a bullet through it, and the other was also out of action. Soaked – doused in sea-­water – Pedder’s radio sets were in little better shape. With no way of knowing if the southern force had managed to cross the Litani River, or if the men of the 7th Australian Division were surging north as planned, lesser hearts might have baulked, for without the Australians advancing to relieve them, the few hundred lightly armed commandos stood barely any chance. But Pedder, typically, gave short shrift to such concerns. They were here with a mission to execute, and they were the very best that Britain had to offer. Now was not the time for fateful indecision, and these were not men to turn aside.

			‘I raced madly up the beach and threw myself into the cover provided by a sand dune . . .’ Lieutenant Bryan would recall of the landing. ‘Away to the right we could hear the rattle of a machinegun and the overhead whine of bullets . . . Colonel Pedder was shouting at us to push on as quickly as possible. Soon, the ditch that I was in became too narrow and there was nothing for it but to climb out into the open. The ground was flat with no cover. The machineguns were now firing fairly continuously . . . I shouted, “A Section No. 1 Troop,” which represented my command. Before long we were in pretty good formation . . .’

			It was 0500 and fully light by the time Bryan’s section scuttled into the low hills. Pretty quickly they found themselves pinned down by sniper fire. Joined by one of his corporals, Bryan was just deliberating on the best course of action, when that man was shot through the left eye and killed. As Bryan scrambled for cover, he realised that just twenty-­five yards from where the dead corporal lay, a French 75mm field gun had opened fire. Leaping to his feet, he hurled a volley of grenades, silencing that gun. Once Bryan and his men had seized it, they went about cutting the field wires which linked the enemy’s headquarters, positioned on a hill above them, to their heavy guns and mortars. That barracks-­cum-­HQ was now the focus of Pedder’s – and Bryan’s – attentions. If they could take that, they could cut the head off the snake and dominate the high ground.

			Having seized that first, and then a second, field gun – ‘it was rather bloody,’ Bryan recalled – he did the only thing that seemed sensible. He and his men heaved the 75mm weapon around, so that the barrel faced the enemy. Bryan, like many in his section, hailed from the Royal Artillery, and knew exactly what to do. They opened fire. ‘The result was amazing,’ he recalled. ‘There was one hell of an explosion in the other gun site and the gun was flung up into the air like a toy.’ Taking aim on a second enemy position, they fired once more. ‘There was a pause. Where the devil had the shell gone? Then there was a flash and a puff of smoke in the dome of a chapel about half a mile up the hillside. A thick Scottish voice said, “That’ll make the buggers pray!”’

			Three more 75mm guns, plus a clutch of mortar and machinegun pits were silenced by Bryan’s gunnery skills, and by 0700 hours Pedder had declared the barracks-­cum-­HQ was theirs. He ordered twenty-­two-­year-­old Private Jack Adams to haul down the French flag, to signal to his fellow commandos that the key objective had been taken, though not without significant casualties. Indeed, later that day Adams would be one of the many killed in action. Mayne, likewise, was in the thick of it, although with the signature luck of the Irish that would come to define his war, his section would suffer some of the lightest losses of all.

			Skirting around a pair of machinegun posts, Mayne pressed inland, with Bill Fraser and his men in support. Set a thousand yards back from the shoreline, a twisting road sliced through the dun-­coloured hills. This was the planned line of march of the 21st Australian Infantry Brigade, for it linked up with their intended crossing point over the Litani River. Holding it was key, and at 0520 Mayne’s force took possession of a chief stretch of that road. Whatever nerves Mayne may have initially felt, they were long gone now. He was laser focused, and hell-­bent on doing ‘a good piece of work . . . behind the French lines’.

			A few hundred yards further along the road he spied a group of vehicles, plus men, firing northwards, so in the direction of McGonigal and Force Z’s landing beach. They were too far away to identify, and could just as easily be friendly, as enemy forces. It was now that Mayne’s calm, hunter instinct kicked in. He’d lost two men already. It was time for decisive action. Spying ‘quite a lot of cover – kind of a hayfield – I crawled up to thirty yards or so & I heard them talking French,’ Mayne would later write, in a letter to his younger brother, Douglas (they
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