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For Ford Hallam Who with his energy, humour, wisdom and indefatigable will was the embodiment of the commando spirit.




Author’s Note

There’s a unique responsibility that comes with writing about individuals who were real, who lived and breathed, had families of their own and descendants who I know will pore over every word of these stories. This is absolutely as it should be, but is a formidable proposition when committing pen to paper. Much of the pressure lies in bringing those who created the Killing House to life, of making them flesh and blood. This requires going beyond the dry notes of history and the sepia images of printed records. And therein lies the challenge.

But within that challenge lies great joy. As I read the various accounts, diaries and official records of these turbulent times, a fuller picture began to emerge. And it was a picture of the personalities of these men, and the lives they led within and outside the military. They all seemed so likeable, so understated, genuinely funny, wry and, of course, absurdly brave. In short, they were great characters, a gift for me as I tried to narrate this story and bring it alive. But there was a juxtaposition here. They achieved remarkable things, and yet so many facets of their lives were so very ordinary, based on simple decency mixed with a potent desire to do the right thing. They were simply a group of young men in a certain time, at a certain place, who became caught up in the maelstrom of war. They made the decision to step forward, to walk towards danger. While exploring their stories, more and more I began to like them as individuals, and see their reflections in the commandos that I was lucky enough to serve with during my own brief and thoroughly unremarkable military career. The men who created the Killing House, and went on to form and lead their own commando units, were such good company.

Much of this feeling of association stems from using – in the main – their autobiographies as my reference material. There is simply no better record of these times and their exploits than the words of the men themselves. An unfortunate downside of this is varying and frequently contradictory accounts of raids, of battles and of the training itself. Inevitably, some discrepancies exist between one set of recollections of an event and another – given the circumstances, one can hardly blame those involved. So I have done my best to find the middle ground, seeking the dates, facts and figures that match with official records.

This book focuses on the significance of the activities within Inverailort House – the ‘Killing House’ – and how pivotal the syllabus developed there was to the raising of the Commandos. The story then moves on to the first shambolic commando raids, the audacity and impact of subsequent operations, and the men who made up their number. The DNA of the training begun at Inverailort was braided into every commando unit and every man that served. Certain traits and characteristics, and indeed a wider ethos, continue to be reflected in the organisation today. I lost count of the number of times I exclaimed out loud, ‘Aha, that’s why we do that!’

I have steered clear of telling the tale of the Special Operations Executive (SOE), for whom Inverailort and nearby Arisaig House were so very significant. Many hundreds of agents were trained within the confines of the houses, their grounds and on the nearby coastline, and that story has been covered in a number of excellent books.

The period this story covers was a dark time indeed. Britain was a vanquished nation, our heavy weaponry lay scattered on the beaches of Dunkirk and our perceived birthright as a great military power was rendered meaningless in the face of Blitzkrieg. Our status was simply that of an island off the coast of Europe awaiting invasion. But something remarkable happened in Inverailort House, something that changed the way we took the fight to the enemy. As William Fairbairn noted: ‘Some of you may think this is not cricket, but may I remind you that Hitler does not play the game.’ The tale of how this new type of fighting came about, and with it a new breed of soldier, is the one that I have attempted to tell here.

The original commando units were, of course, simply part of a wider war effort and by no means won the conflict single-handed. But they did create something unique: they struck the first retaliatory blows on a previously invincible German war machine and helped turn the tide of the conflict.

There is a danger of romanticising this story, of painting a picture of renegades and rogues running amok, wreaking havoc and then returning home to universal acclaim. The reality of war is entirely different. The instructors in the Killing House relied on discipline, unity, strength and focus – in their work they were deadly serious, anything but loose cannons. This was reflected in the commando syllabus they created. The young men who undertook that training went on to die in their droves, or received life-altering physical and mental injuries. To see this tale as one of a great, joyous adventure does all of them a disservice. Their initiative was limitless, their achievements historic, and their sacrifice immense.

I have tried to ‘put flesh on the bones’, doing what I can to make these men and women real. That has been the hardest task of all. By trying to bring them to life, at times I’ve had to imagine what they felt, what they wore, their facial expressions, and to break down their actions into something human. This has, by necessity, meant going beyond the series of dates and locations that typify many historical records. It is worth noting in this context that, except on a few occasions, the words they speak in this book are drawn directly from their autobiographies and war diaries. I fervently hope that in this process I’ve done them justice. But any errors or unnecessary extrapolations are mine alone.




Prologue

The course had somehow managed to cram into the main lobby of Inverailort House, but it was a tight squeeze. Thirty in number, and drawn from a variety of Army units, they now stood shoulder to shoulder, creating an anticipatory fug of muttered exchanges, shuffling feet, and milling khaki. They had been given no further instructions or information beyond this first, simple edict – be in the main hall, at the foot of the stairs, at the start of the working day.

Late July on the west coast of Scotland is characterised by the sun making its appearance in the small hours of the morning, drifting slowly across the sky and dipping below the horizon late in the night. This meant that it had already been light for several hours, and the vast majority of the men in the group had slept badly in their makeshift accommodation in the grounds, despite their long journeys from all corners of the nation. Nonetheless, adrenaline had combined with anticipation on this, their first day of six weeks at the Special Training Centre, and the tension in the room was palpable. To a man, the group were young – in their late teens or early twenties – they were fit, and they had all volunteered for duties beyond the standard training routines and defensive rotas that characterised an army braced for invasion. The nature of these duties was, as yet, unclear to them.

Despite the scale of the main house, the lobby itself was not a large space, a measure of the original status of Inverailort as a hunting lodge. Functional and unremarkable, the staircase was far from a grand, baronial sweep to the upper floors. It ran down one wall and was wide enough for two people to descend side by side, with one giving way to the other for the final few steps. At the foot of the staircase was a right angle, with the last three steps leading to the floor of the lobby. This was covered by a threadbare rug on which the men were now gathered.

Lieutenant Henry Hall of the 4th Dorsets found himself at the bottom of these stairs, pressed to the margins of the room by the milling throng. As he looked over the heads of the group, he became aware that the low murmur of conversation had stilled, movement had ceased and heads were craning upwards. Following their collective gaze, he saw that two figures had appeared on the landing overhead and were quietly surveying the gathering of men beneath.

The first thing that struck Hall about the two men was how incongruous they appeared; despite the fact they were both wearing battledress. This was partly down to their build – both were relatively slight and lean, whip-thin in their ill-fitting uniforms. But the main factor was their age. These were not young men, they were not even middle-aged, they were both in their late fifties, with horn-rimmed spectacles, neatly parted thinning hair, and benign, gentle expressions that immediately made Hall think of clergymen or vergers.

The silence extended across the lobby, the group somewhat thrown by the steady gaze of the two men. They were plainly being assessed, the figures above slowly sweeping their gaze from one soldier to another, until the whole course had been studied from aloft.

And then, with an abrupt change of mood that made Hall start, the two figures dropped simultaneously out of sight below the banister. It happened so rapidly, and seemed so incongruous, that there was a collective intake of breath from those below. This turned to a great shout of alarm as the figures suddenly reappeared, rolling and tumbling down the steep stairwell in a mass of flailing limbs and dull thuds as bone connected with wood and boots collided with walls. The group instinctively surged forward to help these old gentlemen, to render first aid to the serious, perhaps fatal, injuries that would surely result from such a fall.

As the group pressed forward, Hall found himself in the unfortunate position of being able to clearly observe the point where the fall reached its abrupt conclusion: the right angle at the foot of the stairwell. He saw both men twist and flex, then flick their feet beneath them and land in a wide-footed stance, knees bent, heads up, arms extended. They were no longer empty-handed.

The leaner of the two men now held a dagger. It was gripped firmly in his right hand, the elbow crooked, while his left arm was held out before him for balance, the fingers spread wide. The other figure held a pistol, rock steady and pointed directly at the heart of the closest man. In a detached moment Hall noticed that both of the men still had their glasses neatly in place. He also observed that their benign expressions had been replaced by an alert, predatory assessment of those nearest to them. They were scanning those in the immediate vicinity, their eyes flicking from one to another, assessing them as a proximate threat, with their weapons tracking their gaze.

How the two men had drawn the weapons was a complete mystery. Just as mysterious was where they had concealed them on their person, how they had not injured themselves in the fall and how their movements had been so balletic, so balanced and so co-ordinated that they landed side by side, entirely alert and poised to strike. It was beyond the experience of anyone in the room.

But the performance wasn’t quite over yet. There was one final touch.

The leaner of the two men slowly stood from his crouched position, his body relaxing as he slipped the knife back into the concealed scabbard in his sleeve. Dropping his shoulders, he placed one foot before the other and rocked slowly on the balls of his feet, lifting his hands before him, tilting his head from side to side. All the while he scanned the group, his expression curious, watchful, as if seeking a single individual. His gaze finally alighted on one of the trainees, a solidly built man who returned his gaze with level confidence, the demeanour of one unintimidated by parlour tricks or cheap stunts. Fairbairn smiled slightly and gestured towards him with one hand.

‘Right, you there,’ he said simply, ‘come at me, son.’




Part One



FOUNDERS




CHAPTER 1

Rout


If you do not know your enemies nor yourself, you will be imperilled in every single battle.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War (translated by John Mitford)



The meeting convened in Munich in the autumn of 1938 brought together the pre-eminent leaders of a European continent still haunted by the dark memories of the Great War. It was held within the grand edifice of the Führerbau on the corner of Arcisstrasse, in a building that was itself a statement of intent. Constructed by the Nazi Party only two years previously, it was grand, magisterial, and spoke of a nation reborn. A mere twenty years had passed since the cessation of hostilities, and the forces at work within the great panelled conference room were shaped by the horrors of the trenches. The agendas of those present, however, could not have been more contrasting. Neville Chamberlain and Edouard Daladier – prime ministers of Britain and France respectively – were here to stave off war at all costs. Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini were here to offer ultimatums and threats of martial violence, using the deep national scars of conflict as a lever to achieve their negotiating aims.

Under discussion was the Czech territory of the Sudetenland. Home to 3 million mainly German-speaking residents, it had long been coveted by Hitler, particularly given the presence of the Skoda factories which allowed for mechanised production of vehicles on a massive scale. Negotiations had been particularly intense for the last month, with Chamberlain repeatedly offering Hitler compromise as the Fuhrer assured him that this long-disputed region represented the totality of his territorial aspirations.

But this was more than a simple land grab. The mountains along the border offered a natural barrier between Germany and Czechoslovakia, with the region to their east a potential launch point, a beachhead, for much larger-scale military operations that directly threatened nearby nations. In effect, the Sudetenland was a dagger pointing at Hungary and Poland and into the very heart of Europe itself.

Benito Mussolini’s presence at this final, seminal meeting on 28 September was no coincidence. Hitler had proposed him as a mediator, a neutral arbitrator who could seek a middle ground for all parties. The agreement that Mussolini put forward, though, had actually been drawn up by the German Foreign Office, and was a complete betrayal of the Czechoslovakian nation – the two Czech diplomats in the building were not even invited into the room. A black and white image of the meeting shows the bullish figure of Mussolini glowering at someone off camera, with Hitler perched on the edge of his seat as if desperate to stride from the room to commence the work that lay ahead. Daladier and Chamberlain appear uncertain, hesitant and somewhat lost. None of the men are looking at one another, or indeed the agreement on the table before them, a draft that would redraw the boundaries and borders of the European continent and set the world ablaze.

Nonetheless, Chamberlain returned triumphantly to England, landing in Heston Airport to the west of London to an enthusiastic reception, waving a flimsy document aloft that he declared as ‘symbolic of the desires of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again’. This defining image, as the British prime minister stood before a rapturous crowd, would haunt Chamberlain for the rest of his days – a man duped by calculating enemies who were already massing their forces for mobilisation and conquest.

There was, however, another politician of note who bore no illusions as to what had taken place in that meeting. On witnessing Chamberlain’s return, and hearing his speech to the House of Commons, Winston Churchill’s words were prescient: ‘You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you will have war.’

Hitler moved on the Sudetenland the very next day, secure in the knowledge that his planning for European conquest could begin in earnest.

Back in London, these events at least spurred into action the Whitehall mandarins, many of whom not only remembered the great bloodletting of the Great War but still bore the physical and psychological scars. A decision was made to explore recent guerrilla operations in Ireland, China and Spain, with the view that they may be of relevance should such operations need to be supported in Europe, or should the unthinkable occur and Britain be invaded by the Nazis. In light of the War Office’s historical devotion to traditional military models, even this cursory interest in alternative fighting techniques represented something of a flight of fancy.

There was a simple strategic reason why Britain had not previously explored guerilla and raiding tactics in any depth. The empire had been built – in the main – on technological superiority and overwhelming military might. As a colonial power, Britain’s armed forces were more used to countering guerilla tactics than utilising them. Historically, insurgency and rebellion within the empire had been suppressed with a combination of brutality, overwhelming firepower, and civil oppression. Even now, as the spectre of conflict loomed large, there was a mindset among senior British military figures that bordered on arrogance. It was that might was unequivocally right. Diverting resources into tactics deployed by what was invariably a poorly equipped and outnumbered enemy – the American Revolution, the Boer War and the Irish insurgency being notable examples in colonial history – was considered by many with influence as beneath the British Army. It was a mindset that would dog attempts to develop raiding and hit-and-run operations throughout World War II, and infuriate, among many others, Winston Churchill himself.

A department that had been originally formed in 1936 as General Staff (Research), was given a swift rebranding as Military Intelligence (Research). This quickly gave way to the Armed Forces’ appetite for abbreviation and brevity, to become MI(R). To head up this new department, a man was needed who had experienced this type of warfare first-hand. Lieutenant Colonel Jo Holland had encountered a nascent guerrilla force during his time in Ireland in 1919, an experience that would shape his military career. A puckered scar on the right-hand side of his chest bore testimony to his commitment to taking on an enemy entrenched in the local community. It was the result of a mission of vengeance that had very nearly cost him his life.

Following his tour of Ireland, he had returned to Cork in early 1921, and on the night of 9 January was waiting for an IRA man in a public house. Details of his motive and his mission are blurred, but there is evidence that he was exacting revenge for a close colleague who had been assassinated by the same gunman. Whatever the details, the encounter had gone terribly wrong for Holland. His would-be target fired five shots, one of which found its mark. Holland staggered outside and was saved by the fortuitous (or possibly pre-planned) presence of a passing armoured car.

Holland had something of a head start when, in 1938, the call finally came from the War Office to explore guerrilla warfare and raiding strategy in more depth. Twelve months previously, he had actually been due for promotion; however, ill health meant he was re-assigned as a second-grade staff officer, with the unusual caveat that he could research any subject of his choosing. Thus he had a period where his command consisted of one man – himself – largely forgotten by the powers that be, quietly accumulating knowledge on guerrilla tactics and counterinsurgency operations. He became an obsessive apprentice of the small-team military operations that had achieved devastating results throughout the history of warfare. Through his research, and indeed his personal experience in Ireland, a pattern emerged of small groups of capable, well-trained, focused fighters wreaking havoc against larger formations.

Now operating officially as head of MI(R), the remit of his new department was vague to say the least. Holland was instructed to conduct ‘research into problems of tactics and organisation under the direction of DCIGS’ (Deputy Chief of the Imperial General Staff). This would involve ‘liaison with other branches of the War Office and with Commands in order to collect new ideas on these subjects’.

Holland himself was highly intelligent, practical and mercurial. Notably, he never sought personal gain, higher rank or public acclaim, but his drive, vision and belief in his chosen area of specialisation saw MI(R) quickly gather momentum. The new department swiftly gained form and structure, with his meticulous, academic approach aided by a close coterie of key administrative staff. One of them, Joan Bright, became his personal assistant and, ultimately, his confidante and advisor. In Holland, she encountered a figure of dazzling intellect who was hellbent on creating a new form of warfare, and of resisting the activities of the enemy by any means fair or foul. She also encountered a volcanic temper, and frequently had to take cover in the office as hardback books were hurled in her direction as the colonel vented his frustration at the stolid resistance to his ideas from the traditionalists. But now, at the key moment of genesis for his new department, Holland was about to be given a break, offered free rein by the highest military officer of all. This would finally allow him to present a cogent argument for his beloved unconventional forces and small-group tactics.

In April 1939, as Britain was frantically rearming, Holland was ordered by the chief of the general staff, General Lord Gort, to produce a ‘guerrilla Field Service Regulations Manual, incorporating detailed tactical and technical instructions, applying to each of several countries’. The general wanted to explore the feasibility of sabotage and raiding operations, and what the impact might be on any occupied nation.

Holland presented his initial report in June. As well as his own personal experience, he also based his findings on T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Edgar Snow’s Red Star Over China, the memoirs of General von Lettow-Vorbeck, commander of the East German Army in Africa, as well as findings from the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1 and the Arab Rebellion in Palestine of 1936–9. He even explored the activities of Al Capone. His conclusions were clear:


If guerrilla warfare is coordinated and also related to main operations, it should, in favourable circumstances, cause a diversion of enemy strength as eventually to present decisive opportunities to the main forces of his opponent. It is therefore an auxiliary method of war of which we have not yet exploited the possibilities.



To Holland, raiding, sabotage, covert operations and disruptive tactics could be extremely effective. All he and his team would require were the right people for the job, and the means to implement covert and unconventional warfare.

Emboldened by the timidity on display in Munich the previous year, on 1 September 1939 Hitler invaded Poland, thus initiating the most widespread global conflict in human history. At 11.15am on 3 September, a crestfallen Chamberlain made a five-minute broadcast to the British people, concluding with the words that ‘this country is now at war with Germany’. He had gambled everything on appeasement, on giving ground and on an agreement that Hitler later described witheringly as ‘a scrap of paper’.

Holland abruptly found himself allocated even more assets and personnel as the government faced up to the grim reality of its inadequately prepared conventional forces, stripped to the bone by years of austerity and cutbacks. And so he began to recruit in earnest for MI(R), with a view to not only creating additional administrative and logistical structure, but also to find the mavericks and masterminds capable of raiding and espionage on an international scale.

None of the men and women summoned for interview knew precisely why they had been selected, or indeed what they were potentially signing up for. This was a reflection of two things – the first was a necessity to keep this new initiative secret, and the second was Holland himself not knowing precisely how his new operatives would subsequently be deployed. As such, the invitation for interview – received in the form of a nondescript letter, with no crest on the envelope or letterhead – was deliberately vague. It was a measure, in part at least, of the individual qualities of those selected that they turned up at all, as to do so demanded a desire to embrace the unknown and step out of standard military life.

If his method of summoning candidates produced disquiet, then his interview techniques produced considerable personal discomfort. One would-be operative recalls being summoned to the War Office and on arrival being shown into a room with Holland at one end. The problem was that the end in question was a very long way away, requiring him to walk in silence towards his grim-faced interlocutor. Sitting beside Holland was Joan Bright. Already a pivotal figure in the department (she is thought to have become the inspiration for Miss Moneypenny in the Bond novels), she was now sitting in on interviews too. In the male-dominated world of military operations, the presence of an attractive woman was a move aimed at discombobulating the interviewee, particularly as she displayed an air of bored nonchalance as the candidate listed their qualifications and qualities. Holland also deftly added a touch of physical distress to the process, as the interviews took place on a chair placed next to an extremely hot radiator.

The candidates were drawn in the main from Holland’s personal contacts, using old acquaintances from the front-line regiments and previous operations, or recommendations from colleagues who were now in positions of authority. This meant a somewhat skewed cadre of potential agents, with public schools, universities and the officer class disproportionately represented. But Holland was too shrewd an operator, and knew from personal experience that this sort of work required people from every strata and of every stripe. And so he ensured there was also a number of working-class candidates, foot soldiers for the dirty work that lay ahead, with a range of regional accents and backgrounds, but all displaying the key qualities of intelligence, initiative and a ruthless desire to kill the enemy.

Holland soon amassed a list of over a thousand potential operatives. It was, however, his first recruit who would become his most significant – a redoubtable, rumbustious, formidable, teak-tough brother in arms from the Ireland conflict.

Major Colin McVean Gubbins was not happy, not happy at all. He looked around his office, the grey light of an unseasonably dour spring doing little to enhance either his mood or the dull veneer of standard War Office decor. Desk, filing cabinet, phone and coat rack: the most incongruous of settings for work aimed at rending asunder the military infrastructure of the King’s enemies. The oppressive torpor of the office presented, however, a perfect metaphor of his frustration and overwhelming feeling of impotence.

Six months had passed since his recruitment into MI(R). This had run along classically old-school lines, with Holland – his colleague from the Ireland conflict – sauntering into his office at Whitehall and proclaiming dryly, ‘You are to have lunch with me, the Chief of Intelligence General Staff says so.’ Gubbins had accepted the invitation with alacrity, intrigued by the implied whiff of subterfuge. He had duly sat down at the table for lunch in the salubrious surrounds of St Ermin’s Hotel as a regular officer in the British Army, and rose at the end of an excellent meal as Holland’s right-hand man in his new covert department.

From Holland’s perspective, Gubbins was essential for the work that lay ahead. He was every inch the military man, as befits a background that brokered no frivolity. Born in Tokyo to the Oriental Secretary of the British Legation, he was then sent home to be raised by puritanical aunts who ‘discouraged frivolous past-times like games and laughter’. Gubbins’s memories of this time were not entirely negative, however, as he ran wild on the west coast of Scotland, inculcating a deep love for the region that never left him. He joined the Royal Marines Academy in Woolwich aged sixteen, where he quickly gained a reputation for recklessness – a young man shaking off the shackles of tradition and etiquette – becoming renowned in particular for a single-minded, focused, frightening determination. His record in battle was the stuff of regimental folklore – he had been shot, gassed, awarded the Military Cross (MC) at the Battle of the Somme, fought at Arras, been promoted to captain at the Battle of Saint Quentin and been evacuated with trench fever at the end of the war. He had gone on to fight in the Russian Civil War, and – most significantly in the eyes of Holland – had been with the 5th Division in Kildare during the Ireland conflict. During this period of bitter internecine conflict, he noted that guerrilla warfare was being ‘shot at from behind hedges by men in trilbies and mackintoshes, and not being allowed to shoot back’. He grew to admire the leader of the rebellion, Michael Collins, who he described as ‘the guerrilla soldier par excellence’.

Gubbins set to work with characteristic gusto, although he immediately faced the same frustrations that had dogged Holland. The British Army was desperately attempting to mobilise on all fronts, with scant resources that were being pushed to the limits. The requests of MI(R) were met with – at best – delayed responses from overstretched senior officers, or at worst downright apathy or hostility. But Gubbins was fortunate in 1939, only weeks into his new role, to encounter a kindred spirit. It was this that would provide him with the dubious honour of being the first senior officer in the Armed Forces to personally witness Blitzkreig. While still getting to grips with the machinations of War Office internal politics, Gubbins was approached by the commanding officer of the British Military Mission in Poland, General Sir Adrian Carton de Wiart, who appointed Gubbins as head of the enigmatically termed ‘No. 4 military mission to Poland’.

One of the most remarkable, redoubtable British military figures of the twentieth century, Carton de Wiart had won the Victoria Cross in 1916, and during operations in various theatres, including Somaliland and the Boer War, had been shot in the face, head, stomach, ankle, leg and hip. His approach to combat was one of relish, and when asked of his recollections of World War I, he had replied that he had thoroughly enjoyed the whole affair. Indeed, it was said that he resented the Americans, as their entry into the war had brought hostilities to a close.

Carton de Wiart informed Gubbins that he wanted him on the ground in Poland, as he suspected that would be where the conflict may erupt. Gubbins and several other members of his MI(R) team had immediately embarked on a covert, and rather circuitous, journey to Warsaw. Finding themselves stranded in Greece as the Nazis wreaked havoc on Polish infrastructure prior to what now seemed an inevitable invasion, they ultimately arrived in Warsaw in a fleet of taxis. It was a few weeks later that Blitzkrieg rolled across the border, causing Gubbins to frantically attempt to co-ordinate potential resistance forces. He received reports in real time as German forces tore through the Polish defences, and on 5 September he was forced to withdraw from the capital, leaving the country completely four weeks later. This experience allowed him to report personally on the effectiveness of this devastating form of mechanised warfare that so impeccably combined air support, tanks and mobilised infantry.

This initial encounter with the enemy was compelling to a man who actively sought confrontation and conflict. The experience showed him unequivocally that to counter such overwhelming might, a force was required that was nimble, highly trained, impeccably led, and made up of exceptional men.

Forced to co-ordinate events in Poland for MI(R) from London, Gubbins had spent the autumn and winter of 1939 doing his best to support insurgency and partisan activities on mainland Europe as the strategic picture developed. But resources remained limited, contacts sparse and communications strained. The effective strategic impact had been negligible at best, utterly insignificant at worst. His recent experiences had seen him operate on the very front line of the developing European war but still he awaited his chance to turn theoretical principles into effective action. And it was this that was causing him to pace his office after months of thwarted plans, his normally bullish demeanour magnified by circumstance, causing those around him to tread with care and speak with caution. What he needed was a theatre of war where he could deploy a volunteer force, one that would demand exceptional operators.

The German invasion of Norway on 9 April 1940 was swift, well co-ordinated and decisive. An amphibious force of 8,500 men had struck at six different ports ranging up the coastline, supported by a naval flotilla, and, most significantly of all, 400 dive bombers of the Fliegerkorps X. It had come as no surprise to the Allies: intelligence had been reporting for weeks that it was imminent, but all had been routinely ignored. Indeed, when Clement Attlee, the leader of the opposition in Parliament, asked to see the reports on Norway from the War Office, he duly received an empty buff folder with the letters ‘SFA’ scrawled on it.

‘I suppose that means “Sweet Fanny Adams”,’ he noted dryly to Churchill, who had replied that it was something to that effect.

But the significance of Norway to the Nazi war effort made a robust and immediate response essential. Dominance of the coastal waters – particularly around the port of Narvik in the far north – was strategically significant as a means of transporting iron ore to feed the German blast furnaces that roared day and night, creating the weapons that armed the Third Reich. The battle for control of this vast coastline would be critical for the long-term outcome of the war in Europe. And so the call had gone out for volunteers for a British Expeditionary Force to resist the German invasion, reinforce key outposts and inspire the failing Norwegian Army who were desperately poorly trained and inadequately equipped after years of neglect by a complacent government.

German forces continued to make significant advances and meaningful resistance fell away before them. The Norwegians could offer little more than a civil defence force, and put up minimal resistance assisted by contingents of resident British naval and Army personnel. The situation was dire and getting worse by the day, but Gubbins felt at last that he had spotted a means to demonstrate his considerable organisational elan and showcase the genuine effectiveness of his volunteer force. The convoluted coastline of the Nordic states, with high ridges, dark valleys, and fjords running into the heart of remote recently occupied territory, was, to Gubbins, clearly raiding country. And, what was more, there was an insurgent population ready for mobilisation. It was here, in this frozen, pitiless landscape, that Gubbins believed he could finally make his mark.

It was imperative that British support for the campaign remained resolute, and Gubbins was given permission to create a larger force made up of the newly raised Independent Companies, to take on what was rapidly changing from an invading army to an occupying power. Any attempt to prevent a Nazi stranglehold in the region would now inevitably be reactive, born out of strategic desperation, but it gave Gubbins the opportunity he had been so desperately seeking. He was once again going to war.

Hastily assembled, with Gubbins co-ordinating the venture throughout, the Independent Companies consisted mainly of volunteers from throughout the Army, drawn from many different arms and specialities. The one abiding feature of every man that signed up was a desire to engage with the enemy. Months of inactivity – a period known as the ‘Phoney War’ - had spawned frustration among the Army, bolstered by huge numbers of young men who had enlisted at the outbreak of hostilities in September 1939, and the request for volunteers to step forward quickly created 10 company-strength groups (Independent Companies), with 20 officers and 270 enlisted men in each. They were lightly armed, with rifles and a few Bren guns, as well as 100,000 rounds of ammunition per company. They would carry a maximum of five days of rations and rely on acquiring provisions as they moved through the occupied regions in which they were required to fight.

Five of these new companies were immediately ordered to deploy to the increasingly desperate situation in Norway. As a whole they were to be known as ‘Scissorforce’, although the time for training such a disparate group was cursory to say the least, with the signal to deploy sent on 15 April, Gubbins taking overall control of them five days later, and their deployment to Norway taking place on 5 May. Such great haste led inevitably to administrative confusion and logistical stress; however, one thing was never in doubt. There was no question who would be at the head of this new force, directly engaging with the enemy – Gubbins would be very much leading from the front. His orders were simple – to prevent the Germans occupying the strategically significant regions around Bodø, Mo and Mosjøen.

Several hundred miles to the south of where the Independent Companies would land, Captain Mike Calvert blew once again on his numb fingers, and forced himself to focus on the job in hand. At least here he was shielded from the biting wind, crouched as he was under the low arch of an old stone bridge that supported the rail link from Romsdal Fjord to the village of Dombås. He had landed a few days before on 16 April, dropped off in the dead of night with a small group of sappers in the port of Åndalsnes. Having subsequently recce’d key points along the seventy-mile route from town to coast, he was now in the process of systematically blowing them up.

A measure of how much he was having to improvise in his work was embodied in the nearby figure of Sergeant Jerry Humphries, lying shivering next to a track that snaked along the foreshore of the fjord, having just covered their old Velocette motorbike in snow as a means of camouflage. Over the previous few days Humphries had proved to be resourceful, upbeat and resilient, but nonetheless even he was beginning to flag at the intensity of the task in hand. Calvert on the other hand was exhilarated, delighted to be in the midst of some positive action at last.

Their task was being made particularly onerous by constant attacks from the air. Stukas of the expert Fliegerkorps X were wreaking havoc, ranging deep into the Norwegian hinterland, seeking and destroying anything they regarded as suspicious. Two men on a motorbike travelling at speed along remote roads had proved an irresistible target again and again, with Calvert and Humphries repeatedly strafed and bombed. So far they had been lucky, although this was somewhat lost on the pugnacious Calvert who as Army middleweight boxing champion was not a man to avoid a fight. He had found the inability to hit back hugely frustrating.

For Captain Mike Calvert, Royal Engineers, his deployment to Norway had at last represented an opportunity to come face to face with the enemy. A powerful, uncompromising figure, with a nose flattened by a boxing career where defence was not of the highest priority, he had already signed up for several failed War Office initiatives. One of them had required him to relinquish his commission and drop to the rank of sergeant, which he had readily done such was his thirst for combat. Although that particular venture came to naught, it did allow Captain Calvert to write leave permissions for Sergeant Calvert, thus allowing him some quality time with his parents in Seaton, Devon. But it was not fighting the Germans. His current mission might be in the form of a desperate rearguard action against the Nazi war machine, but at least it meant he was seeing combat. His remit on landing in Norway had been simple – to slow the advance of the enemy forces enough to allow what remained of the Allied army to be evacuated by sea from the port of Åndalsnes. Where possible he was also to inflict direct casualties on the enemy.

In the latter he remained volcanically frustrated, even if in the former he had achieved some notable success. The two men had discovered that one of the convenient side effects of their demolitions was avalanches. As their very first explosion had reverberated along the narrow confines of the surrounding gorges, they had been startled by the crack and roar of millions of tonnes of snow hurtling down towards them. Although they had both found it a terrifying experience, they took comfort in the fact that, as the avalanches buried sections of the road alongside the fjord, they probably created more problems for the Germans than the demolitions themselves did.

As they set their latest charges, Calvert became aware of a distant hum, which soon became a distinct and ominous drone. The unmistakable sound of Stukas. He ran back through the knee-deep snow to Humphries, arriving out of breath and perspiring in his great coat and heavy twill combat dress. Glancing out into the fjord, Calvert could clearly make out the dark silhouettes of two aircraft, still some distance away but unequivocally heading in their direction.

Over the previous few days, Sergeant Humphries had proved resourceful, capable, courageous and hardy. But there is a particular primal fear brought on by being strafed from the air, entirely helpless in the face of an onrushing enemy in a diving aircraft, armed with machine gun and cannon.

‘They’re coming right at us, sir. Christ, they’re low.’

The two men quickly implemented the same strategy that had worked previously, adopting foetal positions on the ground a few metres apart, pulling their great coats around themselves, their bodies curled, arms hugging their knees, and chins tucked into their chests. The hope was that the aircraft would simply mistake them for discarded sacks or dark rocks at the road’s edge.

But the pilots of Fliegerkorps X were renowned maritime specialists, trained to operate over grey seas and glimmering inland waterways, seeking any movement or activity that looked unusual. Calvert and Humphries heard the engine pitch of both aircraft rise and saw them pirouette on their wing tips, completely inverting before beginning a dive towards them.

The ram-air Jericho sirens on their landing gear began their slow, eerie, banshee wail – the soundtrack of the Blitzkrieg – rising in volume and pitch as the Stukas accelerated to over three hundred miles per hour. Calvert instinctively tucked even tighter upon himself in a primitive response to mortal peril. He screwed his eyes shut and placed his arms over his head. Even above the shriek of the sirens, he heard a brief, expletive-laden outburst from Humphries.

The Stukas opened up with their twin 7.62mm machine guns, shattering the stones and low scrub around them, with each impact marked by a geyser of white snow. These traced a line from the water’s edge, up towards where they lay, and then – mercifully – passed several feet either side. In a moment of detached curiosity, completely at odds with the bedlam that was being unleashed all around him, Calvert noted that the rounds themselves made little noise as they hit the ground, passing in a series of low elemental thumps that he felt in the pit of his stomach.

The Stukas roared overhead and immediately banked to begin their climb for a second strafing run, flying far out over the shimmering waters of the fjord with the noise of their engines fading once again to a distant echo. They had all the time in the world, and they knew it. This was nothing more, it seemed, than a bit of sport on a routine patrol.

Calvert and Humphries stood, brushed the snow off themselves and quickly considered their options. This assessment was somewhat influenced by the fact that Calvert was no longer frightened. Not for nothing would he go on to earn the moniker ‘Mad Mike’ for the rest of his military career. In short, Captain Calvert, Royal Engineers, was bloody furious. But then he had an idea. Absurd as it seemed, it was considerably better than doing nothing. He was confident Humphries would be equally enthusiastic, as one of his companion’s characteristics that Calvert had come to particularly appreciate was that he was a man of action. If Calvert suggested something, the sergeant would invariably throw himself at it with great vigour, then perhaps raise any misgivings afterwards.

Calvert grabbed Humphries by the arm. ‘We’ll try to bring one down with a depth charge,’ he stated simply.

Humphries, to his credit, said nothing, and immediately started to run up the short hill to where the depth charge had been placed, lifting his knees through the snow, eyes fixed on the low arch of the bridge one hundred metres ahead. Calvert followed in his wake, heavy of step and hard of breath.

They were soon crouched in the comforting proximity of the darkness beneath the bridge, tucked into the cold stone in the frigid shadows. Their sense of security was well placed. There was no way the Stukas would bomb this bridge, vital as it was to transport troops, stores and ultimately iron ore to the nearby port. But they may well have another go with their cannons.

Indeed, both aircraft had just turned to resume a new approach, skimming low over the waters of the fjord with sirens wailing and their engine pitch rising. Calvert watched as they roared overhead once again, not loosing any ordnance this time but simply assessing the new position of their quarry for their final run. Calvert distinctly made out the pilot of the leading Stuka scanning the ground beneath him before both aircraft rose upwards and banked away into the wide blue sky over the water.

Calvert’s unusual plan – to be the first man in military history to bring down an enemy bomber using an explosive device specifically designed to destroy submarines – was based on an inconvenient logistical fact. The desperately ill-equipped Norwegian forces simply had no conventional explosives at their disposal, but – Åndalsnes being a naval port – there had been an ample stock of depth charges and mines. Each of the former weighed 250 pounds, which had presented some transportation challenges for two men on a motorbike. Nonetheless, over the last few days the two men had managed to destroy some significant links in the transport logistics chain between Dombås and Åndalsnes. This bridge was their next allotted target and if a bonus Stuka also happened to be involved, so much the better.

Calvert crouched down once again by the depth charge, an innocuous-looking dark cylinder akin to a beer barrel. He had already inserted the fuse, and knew that the burn time was approximately one minute from the moment he lit the frayed end. He stuck his head out from the low arch of the bridge, and saw Humphries standing in full view, shielding his eyes with one hand as he eyed the distant aircraft as they began the turn out over the fjord.

The peril of their situation was not confined to the diving Stukas. As well as the requirement to use naval depth charges as their explosives – unsurprisingly, neither man had any experience at all in their use – they had also been forced to use simple fuse wire and matches to ignite them. In the interwar years, technology had moved on somewhat since this distinctly medieval form of initiating an explosion, and as such Calvert had been trained in using pencil fuses for delayed demolitions, as well as timers. Such technology being entirely absent in Norway, he had been forced to hastily familiarise himself with the lengths of fuse wire required to exit the scene of an explosion intact. There was the additional exhilarating factor that the fuse wire they were using was in varying states of disrepair. This meant that at times it had simply not worked, and at other times it had worked rather too well.

In short, these fuses were far from an exact science, but Calvert had become adept at making rough calculations for the length of the fuse wire required to give him enough time to put some distance between himself and any imminent unpleasantness. In the deep snow, the sixty-second burn time would translate as – at best – a hundred metres or so.

He sent Humphries to shelter well away from the target, watching the sergeant make his laborious progress through the deep snow, half running, half walking in his bulky winter clothing. Calvert took a deep breath, glanced up to note the position of the two aircraft, made a swift mental calculation, then leaned forward and lit the fuse. He then rose to his feet and made his way after his companion, using the deep track of his footsteps to hasten his progress. Established protocol meant that ideally one should walk away from any potential explosion, to avoid tripping and therefore delaying exit from the danger zone. It was a protocol Calvert chose to ignore in this particular case, breaking into an ungainly run, his heavy strides matching the track of Humphries, coat tails billowing behind him, with cover and safety ahead and imminent death behind.

The Stukas spotted their quarry and once again began a steep descent. A few seconds later, their cannons opened up, with geysers of ice and rock tracing deadly lines towards the two men a hundred metres beneath. Calvert threw himself into a slight depression in the ground, a mere fold in substrate that afforded minimal protection. The Stukas were now upon them, roaring overhead and straight at the bridge itself. Glancing upwards, Calvert noted that they were close enough to the ground to see the rivets on the fuselage. At that precise moment, the depth charge exploded.

Calvert felt the very earth convulse beneath him, a great seismic heave that shook his bones and stilled his breath. Where the bridge had stood foursquare for hundreds of years, now a great column of earth and debris roared skyward, a vertical cascade of snow, smoke and stone that lifted directly in the path of the lead Stuka. As the debris began to fall around them, he lowered his face into the ground once again, and curled into the tight ball. He heard the patter of soil and sod, with the occasional thump of larger pieces of debris. He also heard the pitch of the Stuka engines rising, this time as they accelerated away to find less unnerving targets.

Though their Hail Mary plan to make history by blowing up an attacking enemy aircraft with a depth charge had not been successful, Calvert and Humphries had lived to continue in their task. They went on to destroy several more key features along the seventy miles of road and rail links, buying the retreating Allied forces precious time and saving many lives in the process. One demolition in particular stood out for Calvert, as he had to stand in a freezing fjord for three hours fixing charges to the piles that supported a crucial bridge. Humphries was forced to physically lift him out of the icy water, drape him over the seat of the motorbike and break into a nearby house for warmth. Ever the conscientious operator, Calvert had insisted on leaving cash for any damage to the property and the food they consumed.

Even on their arrival back at Åndalsnes, some days before the arrival of Scissorforce further north, their troubles were not over. Having left it to the very last minute before nursing the old Velocette back to the coast, they found a ghost town, with no sign of British soldiers and very little local activity. A local fisherman informed them that the evacuation was indeed now complete, although there was a rumour that a relative of the Norwegian monarch – King Haakon – was in the town and a British warship had been dispatched to collect him. Sure enough, a few hours later, HMS Calcutta hove into view, with Calvert and Humphries waving frantically from the quayside. They were picked up, and arrived back at Scapa Flow on 30 April.

In his memoirs Calvert, with some perception, noted:


Many of the weary and disillusioned troops who returned from the abortive landing in Norway were saying that B.E.F stood for ‘back every fortnight’. Defeat, even an honourable one against overwhelming opposition, leaves a bitter taste in the mouth. But not for me, though I wished we had had more success, that fortnight in Norway had been worthwhile. Apart from anything else, I believed it had established once and for all that I was better suited to the active life than the world of desks and paper.



On landing, Gubbins’s men were attacked almost immediately. The disparity between the forces was instantly and dreadfully apparent. They had come up against battle-hardened mountain troops in the form of the German Gebirgsjäger, while simultaneously being relentlessly strafed and harassed by well-co-ordinated attacks by the Luftwaffe. Under assault, undertrained and inexperienced, nonetheless Scissorforce regrouped to fight a series of intense rearguard actions, their backs to the sea, snow-covered mountains to their front, and a well-organised enemy at their throats.

Over the next three weeks, they fought with determination and considerable bravery, and inflicted some casualties on the enemy. In one snap ambush, members of No. 5 Independent Company took out a sixty-strong contingent of a specialist German cycling unit south of Mosjøen. The ambush used techniques from officers originally based in India, who brought to bear their experience of fighting lightly equipped and highly mobile Pathan tribesman. This provided a powerful demonstration of the value of expertise drawn from outside the traditional military establishment.

To his men, Gubbins was an iconic figure for his indefatigable will and what seemed to be a genuine relish of intense combat – he was described by one of his officers as ‘a brute in a khaki shirt, with vast heavy arms that looked as though they could crush bricks’. Among the retreating Norwegian army, where leadership had so utterly and obviously failed, he stood out as a deeply symbolic rallying point.

But the situation for the remaining British Army contingent was strategically dire. It was now obvious that Norway would be completely lost, and the priority switched from offensive operations to extricating the remaining British contingent all the way along the coast. The stakes were the highest imaginable, as stated in the evacuation signal, sent on 24 May by the chief of staff to the senior naval officer based in Narvik:


His Majesty’s Government has decided your forces are to evacuate Northern Norway at the earliest moment. Reasons for this is that troops, ships, guns, and certain equipment are required for defence of the United Kingdom.



The context of the final line of the signal is significant. By now, the British Expeditionary Force’s retreat to the beaches of north-west France was underway. An evacuation was looking increasingly inevitable, and it seemed only a matter of time until Hitler’s forces would follow them across the Channel.

After doing all they could, Gubbins’s force was awaiting evacuation from the small and picturesque harbour of Bodø. Here they saw first-hand a force of German bombers, over a hundred strong, ruthlessly bomb the town over a 3-hour period, with 420 of the town’s 760 buildings destroyed. When the hospital was evacuated, with patients being wheeled through the blazing streets, they were machine-gunned from the air. It was a vision from hell and would be seared into the memory of every man who witnessed it, including Gubbins, for the rest of their lives.

The last week of May represented the final viable opportunity for their evacuation, and finally the exhausted survivors of Scissorforce were withdrawn. They made up part of a contingent of 24,500 Allied troops that packed onto Royal Navy destroyers, heading south-west back to a beleaguered Britain for what many assumed would be nothing more than a national last stand. They had – in the main – been mauled, outclassed, outmanoeuvred, and had operated throughout on the back foot as they reacted to an enemy advance that was a model of manoeuvre warfare.

But their action in Norway was valuable for several reasons. They had undoubtedly slowed their enemy’s advance, albeit briefly, and thereby demonstrated how effective small, mobile groups headed up by strong leaders could be against larger formations. They had shown the power of reactive, improvised tactics implemented at great speed. And they had also witnessed the implacable brutality of the German occupiers. None of the men who had fought in Norway could now be under any illusion as to what was at stake should the Nazis prevail.

But such lessons learned were of scant comfort to Gubbins as his battered force withdrew. His last hope of success in Norway lay in the knowledge of another operation already underway, one of a more covert nature. This was a new style of operation, one that would be the only option for offensive missions in the desperate months ahead. In this, his last throw of the dice, MI(R) had utilised a small band of men in a pinpoint raid, in an attempt to at least keep the hope of victory alive.

The ancient, primal drumbeat resonating through the deck only added to the feeling of claustrophobic intensity. Despite the frigid, black waters only inches away outside the twin metal hulls, the air within was stifling, warmed by the pistons of the engine and the bodies of the crew. Within the narrow confines of the vessel there was the fetid stench of unwashed men, of diesel fumes and enforced proximity. It coated every item of clothing and entered every pore of the skin. It was a world of steam and sweat, of dull metal surfaces made slick with condensation and grease, of bumped elbows, hunched shoulders and muttered apologies.

Space is always at a premium in the unique world of submariners, and this certainly applied to HMS Truant as she travelled at her maximum speed of nine knots through the North Sea. At only 1,000 tonnes, and a mere 7.5 metres from one side of the curved hull to the other, each of the 59 crew members had become accustomed to the peculiar ballet of movement through her passageways, bulkheads and hatches. For the additional six men added to her complement for this particular voyage it was, however, proving something of a trial. In terms of accommodation, these strange figures in battledress had been allocated whatever flat area of decking was available. For the newly promoted Captain Peter Kemp, that happened to mean some cushions purloined from the wardroom, laid on the deck directly beside the stokers’ quarters. It was a location of notable discomfort due to the infernal roar from the 2,500-horsepower engines only a few metres away.

‘Fraid you won’t get much sleep there, sir, not with the din,’ noted a passing seaman, as Kemp laid out his boots and battledress.

Kemp smiled. ‘Oh yes, I definitely will. I can sleep through anything if I’m tired enough.’

Unbeknownst to the seamen, there was a great deal more to the dishevelled khaki figure before him than it initially seemed. Kemp’s gentle charm and easy demeanour hid a singularly adventurous and restless spirit.
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