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Abbreviations and Glossary

	AB	Able Seaman


	Abaft/aft	Towards the rear (stern) of a vessel


	AEDU	Admiralty Experimental Diving Unit


	ASDIC	An active sound-detection device on ships, to detect submarines


	A/S	Anti-submarine


	A/T	Anti-torpedo


	BAD	British Admiralty Detachment, Washington


	Benzedrine	An early amphetamine tablet, used as an artificial stimulant 


	CGC	Conspicuous Gallantry Cross


	C-in-C	Commander-in-Chief


	CO	Commanding Officer


	COMINCH	Commander-in-Chief, United States Fleet


	COPP	Combined Operations Pilotage Parties


	CPO	Chief Petty Officer


	DSC	Distinguished Service Cross 


	DSEA	Davis Submarine Escape Apparatus


	DSO	Distinguished Service Order


	ERA	Engine Room Artificer


	Heads	Naval slang for lavatory


	MGB	Motor Gun Boat


	MSC	Motorised Submersible Canoe (the ‘Sleeping Beauty’)


	MTB	Motor Torpedo Boat


	Pompey	Naval slang for Portsmouth


	Q ship	A decoy vessel, designed to catch U-boats by deception


	RAF	Royal Air Force


	RNVR	Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve


	SLC	Siluri a Lenta Corsa; Italian ‘Slow Speed Torpedoes’, also known as Maiali (‘pigs’)


	SOE	Special Operations Executive


	SUE	Submarine Underwater Explosives, a means of signalling to X-craft, and known as ‘Suzies’


	XE-craft	X-craft specially designed for use in the Far East






EIGHT

Better Luck Next Time!

It was Saturday 31 October when the Arthur slipped slowly beneath the waves. Although it was only 60 miles to Sweden, the journey would not be an easy one. Because of the presence of major units of the German battle fleet, the coastal area was very sensitive, and roads were heavily patrolled. Further inland, the country was populated by farms and the final stage would involve a strenuous climb over a plateau some 6,000 feet high, covered at this time of year by deep snow. They were not well clad for the cold, and nor were their boots designed for hard walking over frozen terrain. In the original plan they were to have been supplied with cold-weather clothing, food and equipment by their resistance contacts in the village of Vikhammer, a few miles east of Trondheim, and carried for some of their journey by car. Now they would have to walk all the way. Their food was limited to a few tins of bully beef and sardines and whatever they could forage. In addition, they were a large group of ten men – six of them armed with revolvers and wearing the uniform of the Royal Navy – and it would be hard to remain inconspicuous.

The first task was to put some distance between them and the fjord, after which they could decide how best to make their way to safety. A light dusting of snow covered the ground, which left conspicuous evidence of their presence and their numbers. As they climbed the steep wooded hills above the water they very soon found signs of the enemy. A German anti-aircraft gun position was identified, German voices in conversation above them giving it away, and as they walked over one crest in the deep fjord beyond them they saw what they thought was the Kriegsmarine’s modern pocket battleship Admiral Scheer sitting silently in the water. She was part of the Tirpitz battle group, and a sharp reminder of the purpose of their mission. They hurried on, a light, cold rain pattering above them on the roof of the forest. As Jock Brewster recounts:



We had to leave the Scheer lying there peacefully and carry on eastwards. In the afternoon we saw three German sailors strolling along a footpath a short distance below us. They were obviously enjoying a spell of leave. I suppose we were, too, come to that. We were keeping well in among the more wooded parts of the landscape and the Jerries didn’t see us.



It was at this point that the two parties decided to split up, aiming to raise their chance of safety by moving in two smaller groups. One party was led by Larsen (with Kalve, Evans, Tebb and Craig) and the other by Brewster, with Bjørnoy in support, together with Strand, Causer and Brown. Darkness was due, and the temperature falling. Larsen decided to take his group to the north, before turning east and then south-east, while Brewster’s group would head directly east, passing through or around the hamlet of Markabygd. Larsen’s party would strike out therefore to the north of the main road running east – what is now the national Route 72 – while Brewster’s group would travel to the south. Hopefully they would not stumble across each other, and give each party the best possible chance of escape. Brewster recalled:



We carried on through the rest of the afternoon and the evening, not allowing ourselves any organised breaks for food. That night we forced a fishing hut and had some much needed sleep. We were all pretty weary and I suppose we took very few precautions. The nature of the whole business was such that it would have been impossible not to leave something to chance. We preferred to put speed before everything else, even at the cost of running some rather unwise risks during the daylight hours.



Larsen’s group trudged through the woods and around farmyards. The mood was downcast following the failure of the mission, but Larsen was determined to ensure that his group put as much distance between them and the coast as possible. They walked on through the night, ignoring the light rain, but getting soaked by having to force their way through undergrowth and brush against and through the wet foliage. As dawn broke on the morning of Sunday 1 November, the group huddled together under the cover of some trees at the edge of a wood, and spent a wet day sheltering from view before striking out again in the afternoon. For security they decided not to light a fire and boil up a brew, which depressed morale even further.

Brewster’s group awoke in their fishing hut and decided to press on during the day:



We set off early the following morning and had a completely uneventful day. The weather was grand – had been ever since the storm had gone down less than an hour after we had lost the machines. Malcolm Causer was beginning to feel the cold, but he never complained. We had a certain amount of warm clothing – sweaters, etc. – but we could really have done with more . . . By nightfall we reckoned we were halfway across Norway. This meant we had covered twenty to thirty miles in the two days.



That night they could find nowhere to lodge and so decided to march on through the hours of darkness. It was exhausting, but their constant exertions staved off the cold, while a compass kept them heading due east. As the dawn arose on the morning of Tuesday 2 November they came across a barn at the rear of a small and neatly kept farmhouse, where they slept until awoken by voices a few hours later. They were able to slip away unseen.

Meanwhile, Larsen’s group, determined now to raise their spirits, left their shelter on the edge of a forest in the early afternoon of 1 November. Two hours later they were able to use the position of the Scheer sitting in the Aasenfjord, far to the south-east, to pinpoint their location on the silk map Larsen carried. They continued, and well after darkness came across a farmhouse near the village of Ronglan, soon after carefully crossing the main road running north. They had hoped to be able to hide in the barn and sleep the night, but were instead spotted and welcomed by the farmer, his wife and family. They were offered a hot meal and a comfortable night in the barn under mountains of straw. Larsen, believing that he needed to provide these kind people with an explanation of their presence, spun a story that the Norwegians were resistance workers escorting Royal Air Force evaders to safety following the loss of their aircraft. Their story was not questioned.

They were on their way at first light next morning, Tuesday 2 November. Larsen was uneasy to be walking during the day, but considered it a risk worth taking because they could travel much faster than by night. His plan was to push on hard for a couple of hours before finding somewhere to hide up for the busiest part of the day. They walked quickly, alert to any sight or sound of farmers or local traffic, which would send them diving into a nearby ditch. It was increasingly cold, but the fast pace kept them all warm. Later that afternoon they set off again, still heading east. Larsen decided to use the road: there had been very little traffic on it during the day, so he and Kalve walked a few hundred yards ahead of the others, to allow the Britons behind time to find cover if they encountered anyone coming the other way. It was during this afternoon that Larsen saw that the three Britons were struggling: their feet were swollen and blistered and required attention.

On the same day – Tuesday 2 November – Brewster’s group skirted a village – possibly Markabygd. ‘There was no sign of the enemy,’ Brewster recorded, ‘so we decided to approach one of the outlying farms for bed and breakfast. We felt we deserved a comfortable bed and hot meal. Anyway, it was worth a try, we thought.’ They were in luck.



We kept a likely looking farm under observation until nightfall. Then I sent Bjørnoy and Kalve down to see what they could find out. We had our rucksacks at the ready and our route planned in case we had to do a quick bunk. But fortunately there was no need. Kalve came to find us and led us down. We had a wonderful meal of soup, eggs, and potatoes, and then we were taken up to the loft. The hay was divinely comfortable and we slept soundly with someone else to do the worrying for us. Our hosts – father, mother, and two grown-up sons – were just grand. ‘Entertaining’ us would have meant facing a firing squad if a German patrol had chanced to find us there. But they didn’t seem to be worried.



Even better, the two sons of the family escorted the men the following day – Wednesday 3 November – until the middle of the day. They set out early, rising at 3 a.m. and receiving a packed lunch of sandwiches and ersatz coffee to take with them. ‘The boys were still with us at midday,’ recalled Brewster, ‘when we stopped for a meal in a little hut on the side of one of the hills dominating the valley.’



Soon after we restarted we got to the top of this range, and they showed us a jagged line of mountain peaks which marked the Norwegian–Swedish border. This done they turned, gave us a brief good-bye, and set off back down into the valley. They left themselves precious little time to get back to the farm before dark. I have no idea who these people were, but the physical and mental help they were to us enabled us to carry on with our trek, feeling on top of the world.



Meanwhile, Larsen’s group were making progress eastward. As dusk fell they were able to find shelter in one of the last farms up the valley, for they had been steadily climbing all afternoon. As with Brewster’s party, they were received with unquestioning solicitude. Larsen’s biographer observed that ‘the people were good Norwegians who did not count the risk when it was a question of helping others, and the men were asked inside. A room was given over to them and they had a good rest there. The people on the farm could not do enough for them, gave them food and drink and heated water for them to bathe their feet.’ But Larsen was keen to press on, and their rest extended to a mere four hours, before the men were on their way again.

By this stage they were entering steep, hilly country thickly laid with snow, and offering limited shelter. It was hard going, and a particular struggle for the men already suffering from blisters and sore feet. Heavy snowdrifts further impeded their journey. Later that night, exhausted and frozen, they forced their way into a shepherd’s lodge (near Storfossen) and with the help of a supply of firewood were able to keep themselves warm during the night. By coincidence, Brewster’s party likewise found an empty shooting lodge, where they managed to build a fire and make flapjacks from some old flour and rancid butter they found in a food box:



On that seventh morning we tidied up the place and went on up, getting a bit excited and saying sweet things about the snow, very deep now. By early afternoon we reached the last barrier, a range of mountains 6,000 feet high. We carried on and reached Sweden early on the eighth morning, after a trying night. There was glare on the snow, and we were suffering not only from frostbite, but from snow blindness, and kept falling over rock faces and into snowdrifts. With the help of Benzedrine we eventually came to a small Swedish village, and gave ourselves up, pretty dishevelled, unshaven for ten days, hungry, but otherwise fairly all right.



Things took a harder turn for Larsen’s party. The last two days of their march entailed a strenuous walk across the wide snow-covered plateau that marks the easternmost edge of Norway. Not only were the snowdrifts high, but the temperatures dipped very low, especially after dark. It was a struggle to stay warm, but Larsen knew that if they halted without cover they would not last a night. They had to keep moving, regardless of the weather. On this ultim­ate stage they did not stop for twenty-four hours. It was exhausting and painful toil, each step harder than the last. They worked out a pattern where they would walk in single file, the man ahead compacting the snow beneath his sea boots, into which those following placed their feet. After a while a new man would take the lead. Snowdrifts as high as their waists slowed progress and wetted them all, so that layers of solid ice built up on their clothes. Their peaked caps were useless in the cold, and they had no gloves.

Once the high ground had been reached, they confronted the vast grey-white plateau they must cross. A fierce wind lashed at their faces. Larsen was concerned that for the now exhausted men this final physical barrier would also constitute a mental one. He kept them plodding on, as day turned to night, encouraging, helping and cajoling in equal measure. Exhaustion sapped them, but they soldiered on.

Knowing that they could not survive a night in the open, they were driven to seek shelter, but the houses they encountered in this remote part of Norway were less welcoming than before, and a number of doors stayed shut in isolated hamlets. This forced them to trudge on, or otherwise suffer the rapid onset of hypothermia and death. Their weakened state also mean that they were less cautious than they might have been, and began to rely on the road – Route 72 – heading towards the hamlet of Sandvika, on the border with Sweden, to enable them to move quickly. It was to prove their undoing. Larsen described what happened next to his biographer:



There were thick woods on either side and they found some sticks which they used to walk with. They all felt much better with solid ground under their feet instead of the deep, loose snow, and the sticks helped them along. Silently they trudged on, thinking of the rest that was awaiting them. Then suddenly a voice shouted, ‘Halt!’

They had just turned a corner and two figures appeared in front of them as though by magic. The group was taken completely by surprise; they were still several miles from the frontier and had not expected to encounter any trouble. Worn out as they were after their struggle through the mountains, they had relaxed their watchfulness. Now they stood staring at two revolvers covering them, their pistols completely inaccessible in their back pockets.

One of the two men confronting them had on grey-green German uniform with top boots and shoulder belt. The other was in navy blue civilian clothes or dark uniform, and his finger twitched on the trigger of his gun.

‘Where are you going?’ he demanded sharply.

‘Who asks?’ asked Larsen calmly, standing right in front of him. The German military policeman levelled the mouth of his revolver about a yard away from his head, obviously having no compunction about using it. ‘I am asking you! Drop your sticks!’ His voice was shrill and quivered slightly; Larsen realised that he was just as frightened as the men from the Arthur . . . For a moment he gathered his body, contracted his muscles and then leapt at the two men like an uncoiled spring, smashing them over backwards with the entire weight of his body. A second or two later a report went off behind him. Billy [Tebb] had got out his pistol, and the man in blue crumpled in a heap. But the German in uniform managed to fire wildly at them as he plunged off the side of the road. The rest of the group had drawn their pistols by now and shots followed the man down the slope. He disappeared into the darkness.



The exchange of fire had wounded Evans in the thigh. A hurried decision was made. Evans, the men assumed, would be protected by his uniform were he to be captured, so they bound his wound, made him comfortable, shook his hand and hurried down to the river Inna, which ran below the road, towards Sandvika. By following this they would remain off the main road and away from trouble. As it turned out, a milkman and his cart and a truck driving fast in the direction they had just come were the only traffic.

The group crossed the border unimpeded on the early morning of Thursday 5 November. They carried on, walking on the road as it ran due south to the hamlet of Skalstugan, some 6 miles from the border, where a Swedish Army post was known to be. They reached this just before reveille was sounded and were hospitably treated, Larsen explaining that he was a resistance worker from Trondheim who had escorted a number of Royal Navy sailors to safety after their motor torpedo boat had been wrecked off the coast.

According to Fell’s account, both ‘parties crossed into Sweden within an hour of each other and less than two miles apart’. Brewster’s party came across the plateau to the south of Larsen, crossing in a remote spot at Storsjoen, due west of the Swedish border post at Skalstugan. Larsen was quietly elated. His group had travelled nearly 30 miles non-stop across terrible terrain in twenty-four hours. Evans, no doubt, was now receiving medical care at the hands of the Wehrmacht, but at least he was alive, even though he faced a stretch as a prisoner of war. He recorded that the Germans telephoned through to Skalstugan to insist that a number of escapers who had been responsible for a murder in Verdal be returned, but their request was turned down after Larsen vehemently denied involvement.

After ten days, the nine men were moved to Stockholm and on 27 November all but three, who were still in hospital (including Bjørnoy, who had a number of toes amputated for frostbite), were flown back to Scotland. Operation Title had been a brave effort, but had failed through no fault of the men who had come so close to success. Leif Larsen was awarded the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal, the first time it had been awarded to a non-Briton. Admiral Sir Henry Ruthven Moore, the Vice-Chief of the Naval Staff, sent this message to the participants:



Although we now know that through ill-luck the very gallant efforts to carry out the operation failed to achieve their object, I should like – on behalf of Flag Officer (Submarines) and of the Naval Staff – to express to you our admiration and deep appreci­ation of the vital part played by SOE and particularly by the Norwegian Section. Without their cooperation and valuable assistance the operation could never have been undertaken and I should like to ask you to convey our grateful thanks to all those concerned. Better luck next time!



Unfortunately, Larsen’s assumption about the safety of Bob Evans was entirely misplaced. Evans became a victim of Hitler’s infamous Kommandobefehl. After capture he was allowed to recover from his wound in a Norwegian hospital, before being taken to Grini concentration camp, 30 miles outside Oslo. On 18 January 1943 he was taken into Trandum Forest with survivors of Operation Freshman, a failed attempt to destroy the Vemork heavy water plant at Rjukan in November 1942, and executed by firing squad. His body was thrown into a mass grave.

It was revealed during the questioning of Rear Admiral Gerhard Wagner, Chief of Staff (Operations) in the SKL (Seekriegsleitung or Naval Warfare Command), at the Nuremberg Trials on 14 May 1946, that when Evans was captured he had been interviewed directly by the Commander-in-Chief, Navy, of the Norwegian North Coast, based in Narvik. Colonel-General Nikolaus von Falkenhorst, Supreme Commander of German forces in Norway at the time and the man responsible for invoking the Commando Order against Evans, was sentenced to death in 1946. The sentence was later commuted to twenty years’ imprisonment, although he was released in 1953, after serving six years in prison. While von Falkenhorst, Wagner and others continued with their lives and careers (Wagner, for example, served in the Navy of the new West Germany and became, in the early 1960s, NATO’s Commander Naval Forces Baltic Approaches), Evans and other victims of judicial murder at the hand of the various branches of the Wehrmacht, and of the Gestapo, remained cold in their graves.





EIGHTEEN

Phuket

On 3 March 1943, the Director of Plans at the Admiralty, Captain Charles Lambe, RN, wrote a memorandum for the attention of naval commanders-in-chief which suggested that the most fruitful place for the future deployment of what were described as ‘Special Service Craft’ – namely X-craft, Welmans and Chariots – was the Far East. This was because, he argued, in both European and Mediterranean waters the use of these types of vessels entailed ‘almost prohibitive risk, as naval warfare in these areas is static and the harbours used by the enemy are ones which he has had ample time fully to protect’. The Pacific, he suggested, was very different, because the enemy were using a large number of ‘harbours and anchorages which are not, and never can be, fully defended against underwater attack’. Lambe noted, nevertheless, the reluctance of US commanders in the Pacific to deploy this type of unorthodox weapon, although he suggested that General MacArthur, in the south-west Pacific (an area which included Australia), might be interested, given that this region teemed with enemy anchorages.

While the British struggled to persuade the Americans of the merits of these submersibles during 1944, the Admiralty nevertheless decided to deploy Chariots to the Far East – where the epicentre of operations was the island of Ceylon – and in July 1944 six Chariot Mark IIs and their crews under the command of the South African Lieutenant Commander John McCarter were loaded into a converted Canadian liner, HMS Wolfe. Their destination was the naval base at Trincomalee, on the north-eastern coast of the island. From here, operations were to be launched against Japanese anchorages, principally those on the Malay Peninsula 1,200 miles to the east on the far side of the Bay of Bengal. Trincomalee had been the base of the Royal Navy’s Eastern Fleet since the loss of Singapore over two years before, and the 2nd Submarine Flotilla was to be the Chariots’ new home.

The first task for Captain John (‘Tod’) Slaughter, simultaneously captain of the Wolfe and of the 2nd Submarine Flotilla, was to find suitable targets for attack by Chariots. A particular consideration that had to be borne in mind while planning for operations was the utter brutality of the Japanese to captured enemy servicemen. In some ways it wasn’t vastly different to Gestapo treatment of British commandos captured in Europe after October 1942 – execution following interrogation – but the added dimension when fighting the Japanese was the cruelty they inflicted at the moment of capture, and the wanton neglect of those in their custody. The Japanese had a particular hatred of anyone they caught mounting commando-type raids, and there were many notorious examples of this, notably the fate of ten of the survivors of the abortive Operation Rimau raid by members of Force Z who, in Singapore shortly before the end of the war, were afforded what amounted to little more than a mock trial before being ceremonially beheaded.

There was already enough evidence to suggest that, on top of the substantial risks entailed in mounting a Chariot operation, those incurred by trying to survive off the land – on the run among native populations who might not be willing to take any risks themselves on behalf of Charioteers – or indeed by enduring a spell in Japanese captivity, were very high indeed. These factors, combined with the scarcity of both the Chariots and their highly trained crews, meant that any operation that was authorised needed to yield significant rewards. Certainly, if the chances of their crews escaping to safely were not considered high, Chariot operations were not progressed.

After arriving in Trincomalee on 19 August, the six crews settled into an intensive training routine, acclimatising to the tropical weather and preparing for an operation against the Japanese in a month or so. The water was beautifully warm, which was both an immediate delight for the Charioteers, and the source of various unexpected problems. ‘Diving in that beautiful, warm, clear water was a wonderful experience,’ recalled Woollcott. But in stripping off their heavy diving suits and practising in the Chariots wearing nothing but swimming trunks, they quickly fell victim to a range of conditions unheard of in colder climes: from ringworm to sunburn and a heat rash known colloquially as ‘scot rot’, but which, joking aside, was a painful affliction that could drive a man mad through the urge to scratch. Septic sores caused by cuts and scratches, tropical ulcers and salt loss also became a problem. A particular irritation was a mite that burrowed into their ears, causing a painful green discharge – sufficient to prevent a man from diving.

Daily swimming, diving, Chariot practice and weapons training with .38 Smith and Wesson revolvers and Lanchester sub-machine guns were complemented by a three-day survival course in the jungle, which built on the training already provided to RAF aircrew. They were taught jungle lore: how to use bamboo, how to navigate in the jungle and the best ways to deal with pests, such as leeches. These were a particular irritation ‘in those wet, wild woods’ remembered Butch Woollcott:


they abounded in their thousands; and though we all took the prescribed anti-leech measures, like rubbing soap on our boots, wearing special closely-woven cotton socks under our woollen ones and stuffing tobacco leaves in the tops of our socks, the little brown perishers still managed to climb up our legs and bodies. However, we had all been given a half lime fruit which we impaled on the pointed end of a thin stick with the cut face outwards. Thus, by stopping every couple of minutes, we were able to de-leech each other, by dabbing them with the limes. The acid in the fruit made them curl up and drop off.


They were also taught how to deal with some of the natural hazards common to these waters. Lieutenant Dennis Lilleyman, a member of Blondie Hasler’s Small Operations Group, based at Hammenhiel on the Jaffna Peninsula, Ceylon, who trialled the Sleeping Beauty in tropical waters with Butch Woollcott and others, described the advice they were given:


In tropical waters one is liable to encounter various unneighbourly types of underwater denizens. I remember an instruction I read about the octopus (which I rather think must have been written with the tongue in the cheek): it said – ‘As the octopus is a timid but curious creature, if one is caught by a tentacle, the thing to do is to remain motionless. The octopus, being curious, will probably feel you all over for perhaps a quarter of an hour, then it will get bored, and withdraw to its lair. If disturbed, it will get frightened and bring its tentacles into play. The thing to do then is to get as close into its body as possible. The octopus is very sensitive where the tentacle joins the body, try to tickle it under the armpits when it will convulse itself with laughter. The other method is to jab it in the eye with a knife.’

There were several alleged methods of frightening sharks. One was an evil-smelling grease to be smeared over the body, another was a perforated box of chemicals, or there was a packet of dye – presumably to be used as a smoke screen. They were all reputed to scare off sharks. On one occasion, however, when I was planning an operation in shark-infested waters, I asked advice as to the best methods of combating the brutes, and the reply I got from the authorities was: ‘Before the operation, drop some dead horses into the area and the sharks will be fully occupied with those!’

Their equipment worked in different ways, too. In European waters, the protosorb canister, which extracted carbon dioxide from the diver’s breath, became warm as the diver exhaled, and was then cooled by the water. The temperature of the inhaled oxygen, therefore, was one of pleasant coolness. In the tropics, however, the oxygen did not cool down: uncomfortably warm, it irritated many divers’ mouths.

After the six crews had been in Trincomalee for a month, Northways decided that the value of the targets presented to the Chariot teams in South East Asia did not justify what they described as the risk of the men falling into the hands of an ‘inhuman enemy’. Whilst their concern for the men’s lives was applauded, not least by the men themselves, all the crews were adamant that they wanted an opportunity to ‘have a crack’ at the enemy, and the representations of Tod Slaughter and John McCarter were sufficient to allow one operation, at least, to go ahead. The Japanese coastal traffic along the Kra Isthmus and the Malay Peninsula down to Singapore, and around the coast of Sumatra, comprised relatively small vessels, with most battleships and larger ships over 10,000 tons operating in the Pacific rather than the Bay of Bengal or the seas around Malaya. This limited the number of targets for conventional submarines, which were now increasingly resorting to surfacing to sink Japanese vessels – which included large numbers of local junks – by gunfire rather than wasting torpedoes.

But the harbours still housed targets of value. On Phuket Island, for instance, on the Thai side of the entrance to the Malacca Strait, two 6,000-ton ex-Italian liners lay in harbour, the Lloyd Triestino company’s 6,000-ton Sumatra and the 5,200-ton Volpi. Both had been scuttled by their Italian crews in December 1941, but the Japanese – desperately short of shipping following enormous losses in the Far East and Pacific – were working to raise them from their shallow graves, and to reuse them for the transport of troops. It was decided to send two Chariot crews against these targets, to sink the vessels at their moorings to prevent their use by the enemy once and for all. ‘We were rather disappointed when we found out what the targets were,’ recalled Woollcott. ‘We had hoped for a couple of nice big battle wagons or maybe heavy cruisers, but all they turned out to be were a couple of old Italian merchantmen . . . and they weren’t even in working order.’

Woollcott was to accompany Tony Eldridge in one Chariot (nicknamed ‘Tiny’), while Petty Officer Bill Smith and Albert ‘Buster’ Brown would man the other (nicknamed ‘Slasher’). Two full crews would accompany these teams as dressers and replacement crews. They were to be transported to Phuket on HMS Trenchant, which was captained by Arthur Hezlet, who had been part of Operation Source the previous year, when he had commanded HMS Thrasher, towing the ill-fated X5. Lieutenant Roland ‘Lefty’ Hindmarsh was in command of the two Chariot teams. The Chariots were placed on chocks welded to the Trenchant’s deck casing, one each side of the conning tower, and then tied securely to withstand their carriage across the 1,200 miles of the Bay of Bengal to their target.

On 22 October, Trenchant left Trincomalee, the men on Wolfe waving and cheering as the Charioteers departed for their long-awaited action. Little did they know that this would be the last Chariot operation of the war. The journey was uneventful, and Trenchant was able to travel for most of the five-day journey on the surface, a passage recalled almost lyrically by ‘Lefty’ Hindmarsh:


Two days later, I felt as if Trincomalee had ceased to exist. Our world was the submarine, the sea and the sky: nothing more. Hour after hour, day and night, we ploughed a furrow through an ocean without any swell: an endless deep blue like the summer Mediterranean by day, and an intense blackness at night. Illuminated with phosphorescence as we stirred its surface into foam with our bow wave, and whirled up the water beneath us with our screws, leaving a sparkling wake that lived for a few seconds and then subsided into its dark somnolence once more.

Under the sun the blue waters of the Indian Ocean, sometimes as smooth as glass, at other times lightly stippled by some faint breeze, would suddenly be parted by a shimmering shoal of flying fish speeding above the waves as if on an imaginary roller coaster, then dropping as unexpectedly below the surface and vanishing utterly.

The cloudless sky above; the featureless blue sea and the sub-marine, throbbing eastwards without cease: these had a mesmeric effect upon me. Out here war did not exist, could not exist, should not exist. We had moved into an endless dimension of sea and space and sky. I spent as much time as I could up on the bridge. Ostensibly I was helping to keep watch, but the likelihood of any enemy activity so far west was minimal. The war was being fought far away in the Pacific; we were sailing through an unending zone of peace, magically created in this warm blueness of sea and sky.


‘Baldy’ Hezlet brought Trenchant to a point off Phuket on the night of 27 October. At dawn the next morning he dived, and cautiously approached the harbour to conduct a periscope reconnaissance of the two targets. The departure time for the Chariots had been set for 10.10 p.m. that night. Being able to see their targets through the periscope was a new experience for the men, and one they valued. Butch Woollcott recalled that both targets ‘appeared to be quite close to the shore and not far away from each other. Sumatra was lying at anchor and Volpi was still submerged, with what looked like steel sheds built on her upper deck, to house lifting gear and there seemed to be some activity going on aboard her.’ The weather was calm and clear, with the result that Hezlet wanted to take no risks with being seen, and took HMS Trenchant out to sea, surfacing at 7 p.m. that night off the tiny tree-covered island of Goh Dorkmai, south-east of Phuket in the Andaman Sea. Tony Eldridge remembered it as ‘a perfect night with a brilliant moon. Chariot drivers then went on to the bridge and had another reconnaissance of the harbour entrance.’

The work of preparing for departure was painstaking. The personal equipment carried included escape equipment, designed to allow the men to evade the Japanese in the jungle, to live off the land and persuade native Malays and Chinese to help them. Each man carried a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver; a diver’s knife; a Fairbairn–Sykes commando stiletto; and an all-purpose tool with a screwdriver, tin-opener, wire cutters and hacksaw. Survival rations of concentrated foods, condensed milk, first-aid and snake-bite equipment and two hundred pounds in Malay dollars were carefully packed in waterproof containers, together with twenty gold sovereigns for use in case the natives had no time for paper money. Every detail had been thought of, as Butch Woollcott described:


We also carried a few short hacksaw blades encased in rubber, which we sewed into our clothes; two metal fly buttons which could be placed one on top of the other to make a compass; two or three other small compasses which could be stowed away somewhere in the clothing; and one other item, also encased in thin rubber, which I hoped very fervently that I would never have to use. This was a white tablet, about the size of an aspirin and was known as an ‘L’ tablet or suicide pill, to be used in the event of our wanting to escape torture. There were two watches included in the kit too. One was a pocket watch and the other a water and pressure proof one for wearing on the wrist . . .


It was a long and complex process to ‘dress’ for an operation. It was decidedly more complex in the confined space of a submarine, and especially so in the sweating heat of the tropics. Woollcott again:

At about nine thirty at night the chariot crews mustered in the fore-ends and our dressers began getting us into our gear. It was like an oven in there and when we’d had our rubber diving suits put on we were sweating like we were in a Turkish bath. However, the Torpedo Gunner’s Mate, the C.P.O. in charge at that end of the boat, was a very thoughtful man and had prepared for this. He had cut some short lengths of hose which he ran from the louvres in the overhead air ducts down into our visors, which made conditions much more pleasant for us. My dresser was Walter (‘Whacker’) Payne and when he tested my breathing set he found that there was a leak in it, so he went and found another one for me.


One other thing they carried was what they called a ‘Blood Chit’. It was a small piece of white silk on which was written, in a number of languages, the following:


I am a British Naval Officer who has been engaged in operations against the Japanese. If I am captured, I cannot continue to fight against the Japanese so I appeal to you to hide me and provide me with food until I can rejoin our forces. If you will help me by giving me food and hiding me in safety until our armies arrive in Malaya, you will earn the gratitude of my government who will give you a big reward and I am authorised to give you a chit to this effect.


Then they were ready to go. Tony Eldridge:


Zero hour, 10.10 p.m. ‘Open fore-hatch – up divers.’ By the time we were comfortably seated in our machines and the Captain was ready to trim down, our protosorb canisters were almost glowing with heat through breathing out of water. Our final instructions were from the Navigation Officer, who came down on to the saddle tanks and gave us our course – North 65 West for six and a half miles entering Phuket harbour, South 75 East for seven miles retreating from Phuket harbour. By 10.15 p.m. the launching had been completed without a hitch.


On ‘Slasher’, Bill Smith (known as Smithy to his mates) was initially dismayed to discover that he had a leak in his new rubber diving suit. This would mean that it would gradually fill with water and give him negative buoyancy. By the time he reached the target, he would have to ensure that he held on to the Chariot, or he would sink to the bottom with no means of saving himself. He quickly put this problem to the back of his mind, and allowed himself to be mesmerised by the still sea, brilliant moonlight and calmness of the night. There were no other vessels visible. Cutting through the water with only the phosphorescence caused by their wake to worry about, it appeared that they had ‘the Andaman Sea to ourselves’. As they closed in on the harbour, they noted the absence of nets of any kind, and gently submerged ‘Slasher’, lining themselves up with the dark shape in the distance that was the Volpi.

Unbeknown to Smith and Brown as they cruised towards their target, Eldridge and Woollcott faced a serious problem of their own, described by Tony Eldridge:


I had been on my course for approximately ten minutes when I was signalled by my Number Two [Butch Woollcott] who told me he could get no oxygen from the machine and was only breathing from the one three-hour bottle attached to his bag. We then went alongside the submarine again and reported the distressing news, which, in the ordinary course of events, would have scrubbed out the attack. It was suggested to Petty Officer Woollcott that he should carry out the long
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Appendix 1

In Memoriam



	Rank


	Name


	Service


	Type


	Date





	Lieutenant


	P. C. A. Browning


	RNVR


	Chariots


	May 1942





	Sub Lieutenant


	J. E. Grogan


	SANF (V)


	Chariots


	Oct. 1942





	Sub Lieutenant


	I. M. Thomas


	RNVR


	X-craft


	Dec. 1942





	Lieutenant


	C. E. Bonnell, DSC


	RCNVR


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Lieutenant


	S. F. Stretton-Smith


	RNVR


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Sub Lieutenant


	J. Sargent


	RNVR


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Sub Lieutenant


	G. G. Goss


	RNVR


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Second Lieutenant


	J. Kerr


	Highland Light Infantry


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Leading Seaman


	B. Trevethian


	RN


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Leading Seaman


	M. Rickwood


	RN


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Able Seaman


	R. Maplebeck


	RN


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Ordinary Seaman


	R. Anderson


	RNR


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Stoker


	R. W. Pridham


	RN


	Chariots


	Dec. 1942





	Lieutenant


	H. F. Cook


	RNR


	Chariots


	Jan. 1943





	Able Seaman


	W. Simpson


	RN


	Chariots


	Jan. 1943





	Able Seaman


	R. Evans


	RN


	Chariots


	Jan. 1943





	Sub Lieutenant


	D. H. Locke


	RNVR


	X-craft


	May 1943





	Lieutenant


	H. Henty-Creer


	RNVR


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Lieutenant


	L. B. Whittam


	RNVR


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Sub Lieutenant


	E. Kearon


	RNVR


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Sub Lieutenant


	A. D. Malcolm


	RNVR


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Sub Lieutenant


	T. J. Nelson


	RNVR


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	ERA


	R. Mortiboys


	E.R.A.


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	ERA


	W. M. Whitley


	E.R.A.


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Ordinary Seaman


	A. H. Harte


	RN


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Stoker


	G. H. Hollett


	Stoker


	X-craft


	Sep. 1943





	Lieutenant


	B. M. McFarlane


	RAN


	X-craft


	Feb. 1944





	Lieutenant


	W. J. Marsden


	RANRV


	X-craft


	Feb. 1944





	ERA


	C. Ludbrook


	RN


	X-craft


	Feb. 1944





	Able Seaman


	J. Pretty


	RN


	X-craft


	Feb. 1944





	Sub Lieutenant


	P. J. Hunt


	RNVR


	X-craft


	April 1944





	Sub Lieutenant


	K. V. F. Harris


	RNVR


	Chariots


	July 1944





	Sub Lieutenant


	D. N. Purdy


	RNZNVR


	X-craft


	Sep. 1944





	Leading Stoker


	A. J. Brammer


	RN


	X-craft


	Sep. 1944





	Lieutenant


	A. Staples


	SANF (V)


	X-craft


	March 1945





	Able Seaman


	J. J. Carroll


	RN


	X-craft


	March 1945





	Stoker


	E. W. Higgins


	RN


	X-craft


	March 1945





	Lieutenant


	D. Carey


	RN


	X-craft


	July 1945





	Lieutenant


	B. Enzer


	RNVR


	X-craft


	July 1945














Appendix 2

Victoria Cross Citations

Lieutenant Charles Place and Lieutenant Donald Cameron (unusually, a joint citation)



The King has approved the award of the Victoria Cross for valour to Lieutenant Basil Charles Godfrey Place, DSC, RN, and Lieutenant Donald Cameron, RNR, the Commanding Officers of two of His Majesty’s Midget Submarines X6 and X7, which on 22 September 1943 carried out a most daring and successful attack on the German battleship Tirpitz, moored in the protected anchorage of Kåfjord, North Norway.

To reach the anchorage necessitated the penetration of an enemy minefield and a passage of fifty miles up the fjord, known to be vigilantly patrolled by the enemy, and to be guarded by nets, gun defences and listening posts, this, after a passage of at least a thousand miles from base.

Having successfully eluded all these hazards and entered the fleet anchorage, Lieutenants Cameron and Place, with complete disregard for danger, worked their small craft past the close anti-submarine and torpedo nets surrounding the Tirpitz and from a position inside these nets, carried out a cool and determined attack.

Whilst they were still inside the nets, a fierce enemy counter attack by guns and depth charges developed which made their withdrawal impossible. Lieutenants Place and Cameron, therefore, scuttled their craft to prevent them from falling into the hands of the enemy. Before doing so, they took every measure to ensure the safety of their crews, the majority of whom, together with themselves, were subsequently taken prisoner.

In the course of this operation, these very small craft pressed home their attack to the full, in doing so accepting all the dangers inherent in such vessels, and facing every possible hazard which ingenuity could devise for the protection, in harbour, of vitally important fleet units. The courage, endurance, and utter contempt for danger in the immediate face of the enemy shown by Lieutenants Cameron and Place during this determined and successful attack were supreme.



Leading Seaman James Joseph (‘Mick’) Magennis



Leading Seaman Magennis served as Diver in His Majesty’s Midget Submarine XE-3 for her attack on 31st July, 1945, on a Japanese cruiser of the Atago class. Owing to the fact that XE-3 was tightly jammed under the target the diver’s hatch could not be fully opened, and Magennis had to squeeze himself through the narrow space available.

He experienced great difficulty in placing his limpets on the bottom of the cruiser owing both to the foul state of the bottom and to the pronounced slope upon which the limpets would not hold. Before a limpet could be placed therefore Magennis had thoroughly to scrape the area clear of barnacles, and in order to secure the limpets he had to tie them in pairs by a line passing under the cruiser keel. This was very tiring work for a diver, and he was moreover handicapped by a steady leakage of oxygen which was ascending in bubbles to the surface. A lesser man would have been content to place a few limpets and then to return to the craft. Magennis, however, persisted until he had placed his full outfit before returning to the craft in an exhausted condition. Shortly after withdrawing Lieutenant Fraser endeavoured to jettison his limpet carriers, but one of these would not release itself and fall clear of the craft. Despite his exhaustion, his oxygen leak and the fact that there was every probability of his being sighted, Magennis at once volunteered to leave the craft and free the carrier rather than allow a less experienced diver to undertake the job. After seven minutes of nerve-racking work he succeeded in releasing the carrier. Magennis displayed very great courage and devotion to duty and complete disregard for his own safety.



Lieutenant Ian Edward Fraser



Lieutenant Fraser commanded His Majesty’s Midget Submarine XE-3 in a successful attack on a Japanese heavy cruiser of the Atago class at her moorings in Johore Strait, Singapore, on 31st July, 1945. During the long approach up the Singapore Straits XE-3 deliberately left the believed safe channel and entered mined waters to avoid suspected hydrophone posts. The target was aground, or nearly aground, both fore and aft, and only under the midship portion was there just sufficient water for XE-3 to place herself under the cruiser. For forty minutes XE-3 pushed her way along the seabed until finally Lieutenant Fraser managed to force her right under the centre of the cruiser. Here he placed the limpets and dropped his main side charge. Great difficulty was experienced in extricating the craft after the attack had been completed, but finally XE-3 was clear, and commenced her long return journey out to sea. The courage and determination of Lieutenant Fraser are beyond all praise. Any man not possessed of his relentless determination to achieve his object in full, regardless of all consequences, would have dropped his side charge alongside the target instead of persisting until he had forced his submarine right under the cruiser. The approach and withdrawal entailed a passage of 80 miles through water which had been mined by both the enemy and ourselves, past hydrophone pos­itions, over loops and controlled minefields, and through an anti-submarine boom.
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