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FOREWORD

Mike Sadler, MC, MM, 1 SAS Regiment

It is good to be able to welcome a new assessment of Blair Mayne – Paddy, to all who knew him in the wartime SAS. There were certainly a number of fellow Irishmen in the regiment at that time, but there was never any doubt as to whom one meant when referring to Paddy. Good also to see a new appraisal at the present juncture when the band of those who got to know him in the war is rapidly diminishing. Furthermore, through his meticulous research the author has turned up much new information, which has become available since the last time anything was published about Paddy and contributes to casting new light upon his outstanding abilities as an unorthodox soldier and on his unusual personality.

Although much has been written in the past about Paddy’s exploits, some of it has seemed misleading and even rather derogatory. This has been due, in part, to its having been based on hearsay long after the event, and sometimes to the writers’ inclination to exaggerate a situation for dramatic effect. The present author’s researches should go far to provide a more balanced picture of a most remarkable man, and should provide rewarding study for anyone interested in the past history of irregular warfare.

I was fortunate to see quite a lot of Paddy, both in operational and social situations during the war. I first met him in the dusty desert outside Jalo, behind enemy lines in Libya. I was navigator in the LRDG patrol which was to take him and his small SAS team to the vicinity of an enemy airfield at Wadi Tamet, some 350 miles yet further to the west, where he would carry out the first successful raid of the many he was to undertake against enemy airfields. Thereafter, having myself transferred to the SAS, I saw much of him in the desert, accompanied him when he parachuted into occupied France, celebrated with him in Paris (perhaps rather too liberally) following its relief, joined him on visits to his home in Ireland, and saw something of him in the Antarctic on his unfortunately curtailed visit to the south at the end of the war.

From the earliest days, it was obvious to all that Paddy was a brilliant and determined operator in the field. What was less obvious – at least to the rank and file such as myself – until the capture of David Stirling led to Paddy’s elevation to command of the regiment, was that he had also developed a considerable talent for the arts of leadership, planning and staff work. The extent to which this has been revealed in the course of the author’s researches has been of particular interest to me and no doubt to all who have followed the many and varied interpretations of Paddy’s career and character. However, his abilities as an administrator notwithstanding, there is no doubt that he could hardly wait to get back to operations in the field, which is where his greatest talents lay.

Although he was a very complex character, and could certainly be unpredictable at times, he was a great person to be with in almost any circumstances. A quiet man who hardly ever raised his voice, he got the results he wanted by his large (in every way) presence and by example. Everyone was very much aware that he would never expect anyone to do anything, or to take any risk, that he was not prepared to undertake himself; and this certainly contributed to his success as an outstanding leader of soldiers in the field of unconventional warfare.


PREFACE

Fiona Ferguson, niece of Lt Col Mayne

Hamish first approached me two and a half years ago with the idea of writing an article about my uncle Blair. I was at first very hesitant – was this going to be a rehash of the old stories, only even more embellished? Even as a young girl I was aware that ‘everybody’ knew Blair personally, and, once my relationship was known, I would have to listen to an even better version of a story I had heard many times before. The pubs in Newtownards must have made a fortune from the number of people in them when Blair was there who had witnessed these deeds in person. I also didn’t see how I could help. I was only ten when Blair died – my father had given the war diary to the SAS and all I had were the scrapbooks of newspaper cuttings kept by my Aunt Barbara, letters and other documents kept by various members of the family, especially my father and Aunt Francie, plus some of Blair’s own papers.

However, Hamish had been given my name and address by Jimmy Storie, whom I had met at the unveiling of the statue of Blair in Newtownards and on a couple of occasions since with his lovely wife Morag. If Jimmy was prepared to talk to Hamish it would be churlish of me to refuse to help in any way I could. What I hadn’t realised was that among Francie’s papers, which came to me on her death, was a diary that Blair had kept in the Antarctic. Soon after he had read this I realised that Hamish was determined to get to the true man and was doing his utmost to talk to the few remaining people who really knew Blair – not those acquaintances who claimed friendship so as to bask in the reflected glory.

I knew my father would not react kindly to the idea of a new book, so I did not tell him until I was convinced that Hamish was after the truth – warts and all. Dad has now read the manuscript and is very impressed with the research Hamish has undertaken. No previous author has attempted to do anything similar – they have just reiterated the stories of armchair friends.

If anyone were to ask me which book they should read about ‘Col Paddy’, my unreserved answer would be, ‘the one by Hamish Ross’.
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PART I

I

THE LEGEND

Ransom Stoddard: You’re not going to use the story, Mr Scott? Maxwell Scott: This is the West, sir. When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.

from the film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, directed by John Ford

An Irish solicitor, Blair Mayne – or Paddy Mayne as he was more widely known – became one of the most outstanding soldiers and leaders of the Second World War. He had been an international rugby player, who represented Ireland and played for the British Lions before the war; and after serving in a Commando and seeing action in Syria, he joined the new unit that David Stirling was establishing – the Special Air Service. The record of Mayne’s achievements in little over twelve months with the SAS in the North African Desert reads like fiction; yet it is factual and well recorded. The groups he led destroyed over one hundred enemy planes on the ground. These raids, with few exceptions, were carried out on foot and by stealth. Luck was an element in these successes, but the one common factor was Mayne’s ability to read the situation on the ground, anticipate how the enemy would react, and then attack. He was twenty-seven years of age when he won the DSO for the first time. Over the next three years, Mayne led the unit in Sicily and mainland Italy in a very different kind of warfare; then in France, behind enemy lines; and in Germany, where the unit was the spearhead of an armoured thrust. In each of these three campaigns, he added a further bar to the DSO, then received the Croix de Guerre and the Légion d’Honneur. At the end of the war, after a short period with an Antarctic Survey, Mayne returned to the law, becoming a senior official in the Law Society of Northern Ireland. In 1955, he died in a car accident at the age of forty.

Heroic military figures have long been the subject of public interest, not only because of their achievements, but for what motivates them. There is fascination with the heroic contempt for personal safety that defies common experience; and there is something of an aura of mystery about the hero, which often gives rise to legend. In Mayne’s case, the newspapers began the trend during the war: he was compared to Bulldog Drummond,1 the fictional hero of spy thrillers of the twenties and thirties; and he was also described as a famous pre-war international sporting figure, coolly strolling into an enemy officers’ mess and attacking its occupants, before moving on to the next job; and by the time he was decorated by the king with the third bar to the DSO, they had increased his height by four inches to six feet six. Decades later, first a radio series and then a television programme about Mayne made their contribution with hyperbole.

At the end of the war, though, the first personal accounts began to emerge from those who had served in the SAS. A maxim that has long been established in combat units is that comrades know those who are truly worthy of recognition. Two of Mayne’s colleagues wrote of their time in the SAS: Malcolm James Pleydell,2 its first medical officer, and Fraser McLuskey,3 its first padre. Both men wrote insightfully of Mayne, what manner of man he was, and of the respect and regard in which he was held by his men.

But soon after his death, however, misinformation about Mayne began to appear, first of all in books about others. Keyes somewhat pejoratively attributed to him the authorship of an operational report of a troop’s actions at a Commando raid in Syria,4 which in fact had been written and signed by another officer.5 Two years later, Cowles erroneously claimed that Mayne’s progression from the Commando to the SAS came about when he was rescued after some weeks under close arrest for having punched his superior officer.6 In reality, Mayne had left the unit the previous month.7

The first book about Mayne was written by Patrick Marrinan8 and appeared two years after the claim by Cowles. Marrinan approached his material very much in the tradition of a Boy’s Own account. He had read Cowles’ account of the early SAS and cited from it; and he simply accepted the fanciful tale of how Mayne came to join the SAS, and went on to create a scenario for it. To be fair to Marrinan, at the time he would not have had access to the war diaries which would have given evidence to refute the claim. But, on the other hand, Mayne was his subject (since Marrinan had been a barrister, Mayne was also in a sense his client) and he had read his letters, which, if he had cross-checked with published accounts about No. 11 Commando, at least would have made him question the unfounded claim. Instead, he consolidated a legend: the future leader of the SAS was brought into the light from prison to be offered the opportunity to prove himself and become its greatest warrior. Throughout, Marrinan treated Mayne as a larger-than-life character, personally motivated, whose actions happened to coincide in general with the Allied war effort. It all very neatly fitted the tradition and style from which it was derived. But Marrinan was also nearly contemporary with his subject; and in writing about Mayne’s postwar life, he found that it was too dull to be of interest, for he devoted only ten pages to it. However, he left two references about Mayne which were to prove prescient. He wrote that during Mayne’s lifetime, exaggerated stories about him were widely circulating; and, secondly, he did his best, according to the way society perceived it at the time, to encapsulate Mayne’s state of mind after the war. And there things may well have remained.

However, twenty years later the SAS attack on the Iranian embassy was filmed by television cameras and the regiment became the subject of intense public interest. A generation after Marrinan’s book appeared, Bradford and Dillon wrote about Mayne.9 They too presented him in heroic mould, but they gave their subject a more modern treatment, portraying him as a flawed hero. Not only did they accept the received version of Mayne’s entry to the SAS – via a prison cell – but with them the tale reached its apotheosis; for they postulated that it might have occurred because he was not selected to take part in what became known as the Rommel Raid, and lashed out in anger. In truth, of course, by the time the idea of an attempt to kill or capture Rommel was discussed as an option for No. 11 Commando, Mayne had been out of the unit for three and a half months. Although their treatment was modern, it had overtones of the classical tragic hero of drama who is fatally flawed. Now even assuming a punch had been thrown at a senior officer (junior officers have punched their superiors in the past and will do so in the future), it is hardly an indication of a deep character flaw. But according to Bradford and Dillon’s account, the tendency recurred throughout Mayne’s career, the evidence for which came from anecdotal accounts collected over forty years after the events. Moreover, they portrayed him as something of a serial assailant. For example, they produced a new tale that was not in circulation in Marrinan’s time, the events of which were supposed to have occurred at the end of the desert war. The plausibility of these tales is heightened by their association with a well-known figure – the son of the Director of Combined Operations, or the well-known broadcaster, Richard Dimbleby – but this is also where they fall apart, when dates and movements are analysed. Nonetheless, Bradford and Dillon’s interpretation of Mayne passed into the canon of books about the desert war and the SAS Regiment.

No research into Mayne himself had ever been carried out. And what has characterised references to him in more recent writing has been an uncritical acceptance of a fiction about how he came to join the SAS; and the transference of assumed underlying anger and aggression to the battlefield – with connotations of a latter-day Viking berserker – to account for his heroism. But Stirling did not invite Mayne to join the unit expecting an undisciplined killer: he had been told about Mayne’s leadership of his troop and his tactical skills during a Commando operation at the Litani river. And right from the beginning of the SAS, there was a philosophy concerning the qualities they looked for:


An undisciplined TOUGH is no good, however tough he may be. Most of ‘L’ Detachment’s work is night work and all of it demands courage, fitness and determination of the highest degree and also, and just as important, discipline, skill and intelligence and training.10



One of the earliest written assessments of Mayne by an insider included the quality of Mayne’s judgement and his firm conviction that ‘to take unreasonable risks was to invite disaster’. The SAS Regimental Association obituary of him stated that ‘In spite of his great physical strength, he was no “strong-arm” man.’11 Then, from the evidence of actions for which he was decorated, the personal capabilities which made him so successful were not blind fury or brute strength, but insightfulness, coolness of execution and the willingness to expose himself. Mayne’s first DSO was won in stealth raids, where he achieved the destruction of a great amount of enemy equipment, fuel and bomb dumps – strategic targets – hitting Rommel’s capabilities very heavily; in the early phase of the unit’s operation direct contact with enemy troops was usually avoided, although some specific attacks were made on them. Then one bar to Mayne’s DSO was received for a coolly conceived and brilliantly executed raid on a coastal battery, followed the next day by the audacious first daylight amphibious raid in the European theatre. The third bar to his DSO (his superior officers signed a citation for the VC) was for an action in which Mayne, by then the Colonel of 1st SAS Regiment, drove his Jeep under heavy and sustained enemy fire, while one of his officers manned its machine-gun, to rescue some of his men, who were wounded and pinned down.

There was also a strong oral tradition which developed around the SAS desert raids. One of the most frequently cited stories concerned an attack on a building containing enemy troops that Mayne carried out during his first successful raid on an airfield. Over the decades, however, the storytelling tradition became corrupted to such an extent that when it appeared in the official biography of David Stirling,12 it was in the form of a vivid eyewitness account by someone who did not even take part in the raid (but who was with Mayne two weeks later when he raided the same airfield again).13 Indeed, this particular operation turns out to be almost a case study of the way Mayne’s reputation has become dramatised and isolated. Reporting of Mayne’s action that night first emerged, fashioned by the wartime press,14 as a description of nonchalant blood-spilling at close quarters; it diversified through frequent retelling, with versions appearing in numerous accounts of the Special Services; then it became part of late postwar reassessment, with airbrushing here and there; and sixty-one years after the event, it resurfaced in the correspondence columns of a newspaper as item number one in a litany of infamy about Mayne.15 But, as we shall see, the record shows that Mayne’s actions were neither different in kind nor distinguishable morally from those of several of his contemporaries; they were but one element in a wider strategy – an element that had, even before the SAS was formed, the approbation of the scholarly General Wavell.

The zenith of the legendary Mayne is associated with the desert war. Thereafter, interpretation of him tends to fall into stereotypical attributes and characteristics. For example, such a first-rate exponent of irregular warfare, who, it was asserted, had a matching rebellious disposition, would not ordinarily be expected to conform to authority. True to pattern, claims were made that he was resentful and contemptuous of higher command. So it is somewhat surprising to read that, in September 1944 after the BBC broadcast news of General Montgomery’s elevation to field marshal, Mayne had a message of congratulations transmitted from his base in occupied France to be passed to the field marshal.16 Even more surprisingly, the following year, in north-west Germany, when the unit was not being used to best advantage and Mayne was making representations about the integrity of the SAS role, his brigadier signalled to him to be assertive in dealing with higher authority.17

That the dominant interpretations of Mayne have been built up from second-hand account, anecdote and assertion is quite astonishing. It is also a matter of some concern that historical accuracy has been abandoned for versions of events, built round a number of accounts, which, as we shall see, in many cases are refuted by the contemporary documentation. Above all, that these have concentrated on placing him somewhere between a superman and a dissident in an elite unit means that there has been no proper consideration of the impact Mayne made on the continuation and development of the SAS. For after Stirling’s capture – less than eighteen months after he had founded it – in no sense could it have been assumed that, like an established battalion, the unit had an ongoing existence that superseded any individual leader. There was pressure that it should be disbanded or absorbed into the Commandos, because its usefulness had been confined to desert warfare. Mayne resisted that, but he had to compromise to some extent until he had opportunity to prove the unit’s calibre in Sicily and mainland Italy. Mayne’s understanding of what had to be done in the changed circumstances, before the unit’s original concepts were re-established for its role in France, is clearly discernible. All of which means that over the decades Mayne the leader has remained inscrutable.

Fortunately, a large amount of contemporary evidence exists; so it is possible to get much closer to the man than at first might have seemed likely. Trained as a lawyer, Mayne kept good records. In No. 11 Commando, he was schooled by Lt Col Pedder, who was meticulous about report writing (Mayne’s report of the first SAS raid on the Gazala and Timimi airfields reflects the style). In 1943, when he took command of the unit, he opened a personal file in which he kept correspondence from contemporaries and drafts of letters he sent. His family, too, kept his papers; his most vivid letters, containing detail of the desert raids, were written to his younger brother Douglas; and his sister Barbara compiled a scrapbook of wartime newspaper cuttings about him and the unit. Then, most recently, on the death of his sister Frances, Mayne’s own journal, which he kept immediately after the war, was discovered. Frances had been a teacher who had risen to a high level in the ATS during the war and then returned to teaching. On Mayne’s death, all his papers passed to Douglas, but Frances must have read her brother’s journal and kept it as a memory of him, for Douglas knew nothing of its existence until 2002. It is a remarkable journal, written with candour, expressing Mayne’s feelings about others, reflecting on himself, and giving insights into his own personality. But it also reveals the extent to which he was thoughtful about leadership; and when considered alongside some of his wartime reports and analyses, it certainly enhances an understanding of the man.

At the level of official documentation, detailed war diaries exist for No. 11 Commando, although little seems to have survived from the early period of the SAS – particularly the unit’s activities in the North African desert.18 But there is a valuable source, now known as the ‘Paddy Mayne Diary’, which belongs to the SAS Regimental Association. It is not really a diary, more a chronicle of the unit, entitled ‘Birth, Growth and Maturity of 1st SAS Regiment’. The document was compiled in the summer of 1945 by Mike Blackman, Intelligence Officer with the unit at the time, and was presented to Mayne. It contains the names of the original members of L Detachment, structured in two troops: No. 1 Troop, commanded by Jock Lewes, and No. 2 Troop, commanded by Mayne. There is an editorial introduction describing David Stirling’s founding of the regiment and a brief overview of it, followed by an encomium to Mayne and to the way he led the unit. It is a compilation of the reports of many of the desert raids that Mayne undertook; as such it was selectively put together. It contains some press cuttings and details of personnel who would have been of particular interest to Mayne; it has reports that are copies of documents from war diaries held in The National Archives (occasionally Blackman used editorial discretion, making a phrase read more felicitously than the official record), in themselves quite valuable, particularly in view of the lack of war diaries covering the desert raids. After his death the ‘Diary’ passed to Mayne’s brother Douglas. Douglas gave access to it to Cowles (who described it as a scrapbook assembled by Mayne),19 to Marrinan (who did not refer to it but made use of it) and to Bradford and Dillon (who claimed that it had been appropriated by Mayne).20 Later, Douglas donated it to the SAS Regimental Association. Then there are, from 1943 onwards, the war diaries of the unit and the reports and evaluations Mayne himself wrote. Contemporary documentation can be illuminated by personal accounts, and this work is informed by written transcripts of extended interviews with a number of people who knew Mayne. These transcripts then became the basis of further dialogue with the respondents, and were cross-referred to contemporary documentation.

Stripping away the legend leaves Mayne not diminished but enhanced. He emerges as a reflective man; a man of mental strength, moral integrity and sensitivity; a very modest man, who was complex, who had some local neuroses, which in the later stages of his life were overlaid to some extent by his war experiences. Mayne’s leadership and his contribution to the SAS Regiment will speak for themselves.


2

IRELAND 1915–1940

Many times man lives and dies
 Between his two eternities,
 That of race and that of soul,
 And ancient Ireland knew it all.
 Whether man dies in his bed,
 Or the rifle knocks him dead,
 A brief parting from those dear
 Is the worst man has to fear.

W.B. Yeats, ‘Under Ben Bulben’

Robert Blair Mayne was born in Newtownards, County Down, Ireland on 11 January 1915. He came from a family that had been associated with business and the law for three generations. His great-grandfather William Mayne was a prominent businessman and property owner in Newtownards early in the nineteenth century, and a Justice of the Peace at a time when that office was regarded as having considerable honour. His grandfather Thomas Mayne was widely respected in the community for his upright character; and his father William Mayne continued the family tradition, owning property and running a retail business in the town.

Blair, as he was to be known, was the second youngest of a family of four brothers and three sisters. He was named Robert Blair after his mother’s cousin, who at that time was serving as an officer in the trenches in France. The First World War that was to end all wars had been prosecuted for less than six months; the Easter Rising was a year into the future; and Ireland was not yet partitioned.

When he was four years old, his younger brother Douglas was born. When he was ten, his oldest sister Molly got married and moved to Belfast. The two remaining sisters, Barbara and Frances, got on well with their four brothers – Tom was the oldest, Billy was younger than Barbara – but they had a very warm big-sister relationship with the two younger brothers, Blair and Douglas. The family home, Mount Pleasant, a graceful building set in about forty acres of woodland on high ground overlooking the town of Newtownards, was ideal for childhood play. The family was of the Presbyterian faith, although churchgoing was not assiduously practised. But the parents encouraged their children in sport and outdoor activities. William Mayne set an example, for he was a noted athlete and a champion cyclist. On a par with physical activities, the parents esteemed education as preparation for a career in business or the professions. When he reached secondary-school age, Blair attended the local grammar school, Regent House. In time the oldest brother, Tom, went into the family business with his father; Billy joined the Royal Ulster Constabulary; Barbara began a career in nursing; and Frances trained to become a teacher.

As a boy, Blair began to show superb hand-and-eye coordination; he excelled at ball games; and at an early age he was a marksman with a .22 rifle. He played cricket and rugby at school and he took up golf. In his aptitude for sport, he was not an exception in the family: Frances was a very good golfer, Billy boxed for the Royal Ulster Constabulary and Douglas played rugby and golf. Among field sports, Blair went in for fly-fishing, horse riding and deer stalking. Physically he developed very early: he grew in height and breadth of shoulder and was exceedingly strong.

At school he inclined more to the arts than the sciences. He responded sensitively to literature, but he had a poor opinion of the usefulness of his English-language curriculum, with its tedious parsing and general analysis, for when he was sixteen, he wrote in his diary that his studies had not given him the skill to write even a love letter.1 Socially he was rather shy.

When he was at school, sport played the dominant part in Blair’s life. And it was then that early indications of his leadership qualities first emerged. He played rugby for Regent House School and, shortly before his seventeenth birthday, he was picked to play for Ards Rugby Football Club Second XV; and in little over a year he was captaining the team. The following season, he captained the First XV. He was young to be appointed captain, but the feedback from his own performance the previous two seasons was positive and he had sufficient self-reflection to accept the responsibility and quickly showed that he was able to handle the challenge of leading older, more experienced players. For under his captaincy the club were winners in the B Division of the junior league; and when he was presented with a club honours cap, it was recorded in the club minutes that ‘His enthusiasm and thoroughness made him an ideal leader’.2

He chose an avenue for a career and in 1933 was articled to a firm of solicitors, T.C.G. Mackintosh of Newtownards; and in 1934, he matriculated at Queen’s University, Belfast to study law.

By the time he went up to university, Mayne had reached physical maturity: he was six feet two inches tall, very powerfully built and exceptionally strong. And it was when he was a student that he was encouraged to take up boxing. He was a heavyweight and showed some promise; he was nimble on his feet; he carried a heavy punch and quickly learned ringcraft; and within two years he was ready to fight for the Irish Universities’ crown. In August 1936, sport was the focus of attention across the world when the Olympic Games were held in Berlin, amid spectacle designed to impress foreigners with the achievements of the Third Reich. It was also the year that Mayne won the Heavyweight Championship of the Irish Universities. Next, he reached the final of the British Universities’ Championship, but was beaten on points.

However, he did not forsake his other sports. He kept up his golf – he had a handicap of eight – and in 1937 won the President’s Cup at Scrabo. He was also a member of his local swimming club. But rugby was his first love; he had been a rugby blue at the same time as he represented the university at boxing. Then in April 1937 his international career in rugby began when he was selected to play for Ireland in the final game of the season – the match against Wales. In this, his first international, he played well, and the following season he won two more caps for Ireland. But such a level of commitment came at a price: with him, like many high-achieving males at university, relationships with girls were relegated behind achievement.

But while 1937 was a memorable year for the family, with the third son representing his country, it was overshadowed by death. The oldest son, Tom, died from gunshot wounds. It may have been an accident, or it may have been suicide.

In April 1938, Mayne passed his final examinations as a solicitor and graduated from Queen’s University. But before he became a qualified solicitor, his sporting career soared: he was selected to join the British Rugby Touring Team, drawn from the four home countries – England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales – to tour South Africa. The tour lasted over four months, and the conditions were very gruelling. It is a mark of Mayne’s fitness that he played in twenty of the visitors’ twenty-four provincial and test matches. The first test was won by the Springboks, but, according to one South African paper, Mayne ‘was outstanding in a pack which gamely and untiringly stood up to the tremendous task’.3 The press in Newtownards reported that Mayne had been ‘generally voted the best lock forward ever seen in that country’ and after a game between the visitors and the Border XV it was said that he ‘again gave a brilliant display and was described as the most outstanding forward on the field’.4 The visiting team was referred to at one point as ‘the lions’ and in time that title was adopted as the British Lions. Although Mayne was at the peak of his form, by one of those anomalies of the game, he failed to score in the test series. The tour was a great success: the visiting team won the test series against the Springboks and eighteen of their twenty-four games; but they were ambassadors of sport as well, and both on and off the field they were in the limelight. They were made welcome wherever they went; sightseeing trips were arranged to a game reserve and they visited a gold mine.

On one occasion, Mayne joined a group of South Africans who were going out hunting and he shot a buck and brought it back to the hotel where the team were staying. When the team was at Pietermaritzburg, he had a drink one evening with a South African called Niddrey, a meteorologist, whom he was to meet again in different circumstances eight years later.5 At one stage of the tour, someone noted at the time that in discussing South Africa Mayne said, ‘South Africa has an ugly face. That must be to conceal her riches underneath.’6

During the final part of the tour, political concerns about Europe dominated the media in the UK, and disconcerting images appeared in newsreels and the papers of Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain meeting Reichskanzler Adolf Hitler. But then the frenzy abated with pictures of the Prime Minister reassuringly holding up a piece of paper for the cameras; and the Sudetenland could now become part of Germany. One lone voice spoke out in the House of Commons on 5 October: ‘We have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat. . . . And do not suppose that this is the end. It is only the beginning.’7 But Winston Churchill was not in government and had no power. For many it was a seven-day wonder, and life quickly got back to normal.

When Mayne was in South Africa, his progress had been closely followed at home, and on his return he was feted. That someone from Newtownards had been selected to play for the British Rugby Touring Team and had acquitted himself so well was regarded as an honour for the town. (It was the sort of response that was to be repeated later with his wartime achievements.) A reception was held for Mayne and he was presented with a gold watch. One of the speakers, Mr T. McCartney, said that what impressed him about Mayne was ‘his unfailing modesty and charm of manner’.8

Within weeks of his return, Mayne was playing rugby again. He joined a new team, Malone RFC, and was elected captain. Then his law career caught up with him. He was accepted as a solicitor at a Hilary sitting and joined the busy city practice of the Belfast firm of solicitors, George Maclaine and Company.9 He had been articled to T.C.G. Mackintosh for five years, and on 10 January 1939 they wrote of him: ‘Blair Mayne is a young man of very good instincts. He has pleasant manners, and is good-tempered and most obliging.’10

He continued playing for Malone throughout the winter of 1938/39. Then he was selected to play for Ireland again. The first game, on 11 February 1939, was against England, and two weeks later he played in the Irish side against Scotland. Ireland won both games. One report referred to two of the Irish forwards, O’Loughlin and Mayne:


Mayne, whose quiet almost ruthless efficiency is in direct contrast to O’Loughlin’s exuberance, appears on the slow side, but he covers the ground at an extraordinary speed for a man of his build, as many a three quarter and full back have discovered.11



The next game followed two weeks later, and Mayne again represented Ireland, this time against Wales on 11 March. It was an important match, for if Ireland had won they would have gained the Triple Crown. But the final result was 7–0 for Wales. It was to be the last time that Mayne wore the Irish jersey. On 6 March 1939, he had joined the Territorial Army. Newtownards was unusual in that, at the time, it had five different TA units. Mayne opted for and was commissioned to the 5th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery, Royal Artillery. There was now no denying it – war was imminent. But the rugby season closed with a game comprising an Irish XV versus one chosen from the British Lions’ touring party. The British Lions won, and Mayne scored a conversion with one of the last kicks of the match.12

Years afterwards, stories of Mayne being involved in fistfights on the pitch came into circulation – Marrinan had him felling three Welsh forwards – but these tales lack credibility. However, in a book by Gavin Mortimer, one of the Welsh team of the time tells of Mayne and Travers squaring up after an incident.13 Now, that seems more credible, for while rugby is a game of violent contact, gratuitous violence on the scale of Marrinan’s description was not part of the sport and would certainly have been written about at the time, for these games were closely reported. Then the frequency with which Mayne was selected to represent his country and his inclusion in a British team on a high-profile foreign tour means that the selectors had confidence in his reliability. And when he played for his local side, he tended to be elected captain, which indicates that he was looked on as a leader, not a maverick, during play. The risk of injury in top-class rugby was high but Blair once said to Douglas that no game ever had to be halted while he had an injury attended to – even on the occasion when it was discovered later that he had broken his left collarbone.

During his time at university, Mayne had not been particularly ideological, but he was passionate about Ireland. He had been born before the country was partitioned; he had strong feelings for its history and its cultures. Although he came from a Presbyterian background, he was not sectarian-minded; he celebrated St Patrick’s Day;14 and the international rugby team he played for was all-Ireland. When he was in the army and went overseas with the commandos, he took anthologies of poetry with him. Some of these poems he committed to memory; and under the desert stars at Christmas 1942, a group of soldiers were singing, each person making his own contribution. Mayne’s was to recite poems about Ireland, ‘and becoming so enrapt with their spirit that, even as he did so, his brogue became marked enough for us to find the verses hard to follow’.15 Later, when he went on to command the unit, Mayne followed the tradition of the ancient Ulster chiefs who accorded status to their bards and minstrels. Mike Sadler was one of Mayne’s colleagues and recalled of him:


He had a very unsatisfactory batman whom he kept on for years and promoted to sergeant, mainly, I think, because he was a very good singer and knew a huge range of Irish songs. Late in the evening he would be wheeled in and made to sing.16



However, when it came to assuming what Mayne’s standpoint was, some of his colleagues did not have a fine sensitivity for the Irish or the situation in Ireland. Pleydell, a medical officer, had some awareness of Mayne’s appreciation of the irony in the following tale:


Yes, Paddy was Irish all right; Irish from top to toe; from the lazy eyes that could light into anger so quickly, to the quiet voice and its intonation. Northern Irish, mind you, and he regarded all Southerners with true native caution. But he had Southern Irishmen in his Irish patrol – they all had shamrocks painted on their Jeeps – and I know he was proud of them; he never grew tired of quoting the reply given by one of the Southerners in answer to the question, why was he fighting in the war: ‘Why?’ he had replied. ‘Of course it’s for the independence of the small countries.’17



David Stirling was wide of the mark when, decades later, he told his biographer of an after-dinner story about Mayne which was predicated on the idea that Mayne was prejudiced against Roman Catholics.18 Both Pleydell and Stirling were in the position of outsiders giving their interpretations and making their judgements. The Northern Irish writer Lynn Doyle, who lived in the latter part of the nineteenth century and up until the middle of the twentieth, summed up this tendency and its failings: ‘Yet none but an Ulsterman can fairly criticise Ulstermen. The foreigner, looking at the surface of things, judges both sides too hardly.’19 Roy Farran, who came from the Roman Catholic tradition in Northern Ireland, and who was second-in-command of 2 SAS, appears to give some weight to Doyle’s argument, for he wrote that Mayne was not bigoted.20 Certainly, what Mayne himself wrote in his journal does not point to partisanship. He described a fellow Irishman, O’Sullivan, as ‘Gaelic Irish’ and he wrote that the two were in a club talking and drinking one Christmas Eve until O’Sullivan left to attend Midnight Mass. And although Mayne would not have described himself as a religious man, he had what Fraser McLuskey, the padre of 1 SAS, described as ‘a typically Irish respect for the Church’.21

Enduring characteristics of Mayne’s personality were formed in those early years. Some, such as standards of courtesy and charm of manners, of course, reflected his upbringing and were shared with his brothers and sisters. His employers and those giving expression to public recognition of his sporting achievements acknowledged such qualities in him. Nor were they mouthing shallow platitudes; for their assessments are compatible with what Mayne revealed of his attitude to others. Describing someone, he wrote ‘I like good manners in people.’22 But what there is no evidence of in these early years – it was to become more assertive with greater experience – was his implacable intolerance of people who were proud and conceited. Mayne, himself, although a high-achieving sportsman, was truly modest; it was a characteristic that never left him. For example, in a journal – where his only audience was himself – he wrote that he had been publicly honoured some weeks earlier, and he described the experience in one word, ‘embarrassing’. Those early years, of course, were also a time when lasting friendships were formed; and since his background was that of a small town, whose institutions he had attended and whose clubs he had joined, these friendships naturally crossed social boundaries.

As boys and as young men, Blair and Douglas were very close. The tone and content of Blair’s letters to Douglas are redolent of this, with allusions to their shared experiences of hard-drinking sessions, sometimes to shared values, or references to earlier philosophical questions they had discussed concerning fate, chance and providence. Douglas, too, was a keen sportsman, and after leaving school in 1939 he went up to university to study dentistry. He, too, gained a rugby blue and later, recommencing his studies after the war, became a golf blue.

A view that was expressed first by Marrinan and then echoed by others stated that Mayne was particularly close to his mother. Indeed, Bradford and Dillon, using Freudian analysis, attempted to break new ground by suggesting that, as a result of Tom’s death, Mrs Mayne concentrated her attention on Blair and that such a ‘boy who is his mother’s favourite’23 succeeds in life. When Tom died, Blair was twenty-two, at university and representing his country at rugby – rather late to be still at the early developmental stage. But the idea that he was very close to his mother is hardly supported by Mayne’s correspondence in the first two years after he left home. In one letter to his mother, he described conditions in his billet as near perfect because he could leave his wet clothes lying about without any women coming round tidying them up; in another he less than tactfully told her that he had recently met an old woman who reminded him of her; and he finished off a cheery epistle to his father with ‘Give my regards to your wife.’24 Now, there is no doubt that Mrs Mayne was a very strong character. Not only that, however, she had an extended period of parenting a large family: only Molly had left the nest, having married and moved to Belfast (Billy both married and divorced in 1933, and returned to the family home). So, from another perspective, the siblings may have considered that the mother was a bit of a dragon, but they were genuinely very fond of her.

However, of the personal qualities that were to become so important in Mayne’s military career, one, at least, can be traced back to his upbringing: his ability – an outstanding leadership attribute – to give support to his men in stressful situations. From a soldier’s acknowledging that Mayne gave him great confidence in those situations, to a general, visiting the unit, observing the high respect and regard in which Mayne was held by his men, all accounts point to a man who was secure in himself and in his early family attachments.

This misconception about Mayne having a special relationship with his mother appears to be connected with the assumption made by earlier writers that he had little interest in women. But their assumption is wrong. Mayne was certainly interested in women: he thought about them; he wrote about them; and he invited one or two of them out – as this narrative will reveal. All that can be inferred at this stage in his life is that he was naturally shy, and that his precocious physical development may have contributed to awkwardness in relationships. There was possibly a degree of sexual suppression in the family’s Presbyterianism, but that would be overcome in time as he gained experience. However, he committed himself completely to his sport – research shows that, during high-school and college years, men, more than women, see relationships as secondary to achievement and are more dismissive of attachment than women – and failed to practise personal interaction skills with girls when he had greatest opportunity, at university.

So Mayne was now twenty-four; he had been dependent for a prolonged period because of his education, and his commitment to rugby had delayed his qualifying as a solicitor. In the usual course of things, he would have expected to become established in the new law practice, leave home and, with the realism of the high-performing sportsman, knowing that his athletic days were short in number, he would have given some thought to his long-term future. But for a generation of young men and women the usual pattern was disrupted. On 1 September 1939, Germany invaded Poland. Forty-eight hours later, Britain went to war.

The Territorial Army had already been called up, and on 24 August Mayne reported for duty. Officers from among these weekend warriors, who had not previously been in the regular army, had to be inducted in a short space of time into traditional military discipline. However, what these young soldiers had not anticipated was the disappointment of anti-climax after their initial enthusiasm over fighting for their country; for after the fall of Poland no aggressive land action was initiated by either side. Some seven months passed in this way in what became known as the ‘phoney war’. Certainly, there was fighting at sea and in the air, but it was a period of frustration for many. By the beginning of March 1940, the months of inactivity showed no sign of ending. Mayne was in Sydenham, and on 17 March, St Patrick’s Day, he celebrated in style, although he later confessed that the detail of it was a bit blurred in his mind.25 But this was to be the last St Patrick’s Day that he would celebrate in Ireland for seven years.

In 1939 it was not uncommon for friends to go along to the recruiting office together or jointly to complete their forms for the TA. That is what Mayne did: he and a friend of his, Ted Griffiths, applied to join the Royal Artillery Territorial unit, and his brother Douglas followed suit. And all three transferred to other units or branches of the services: Ted Griffiths and Douglas Mayne went to the Royal Air Force, and on 4 April 1940 Blair transferred to the Royal Ulster Rifles.

The Royal Ulster Rifles (RUR) up until 1923 had been the Royal Irish Rifles. But after the partition of Ireland a decision was taken to rename it. It seemed logical enough, since, historically, the regiment had recruited mainly from the province of Ulster. Mayne was posted to Ballymena, the RUR depot.

While he was in the Royal Ulster Rifles, Mayne became friendly with Eoin McGonigal. It was to become one of the closest friendships of his life. McGonigal’s family originally came from the south: his father had been a judge in the county of Tyrone; and the oldest brother, who was about thirteen years older than Eoin, was a senior counsel in Dublin. After the separation of Ireland, the family moved north (later it moved back to the south). Eoin and his older brother Ambrose went to Clongowes Wood College in Kildare. Eoin was a keen sportsman who played cricket and rugby. After leaving school, Eoin followed the same path as Ambrose and in 1938 matriculated at Queen’s University in the Faculty of Law. And at the outbreak of war the brothers joined the Rifles. Eoin was about four years younger than Blair. They may first have known each other through rugby circles or the legal fraternity, but it was in the RUR that they really got to know each other. When they were on leave, Blair and Eoin visited each other’s homes and met the other’s family. But they had joined up to defend their country, not to have an extended period of playing at soldiering and socialising, and they were restless.

Why, in the late spring of 1940, the Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) asked for officers on attachment from the Royal Ulster Rifles in not spelled out in the regimental history of the Cameronians. What is known, however, is that there was a request. Douglas Mayne confirmed – so Blair must have told him – that it related to internal dissension in the Cameronians. This was not a bizarre situation: there is anecdotal evidence of a long-standing, friction-relief arrangement between these two regiments – the Irish and the Scottish Rifles – which may have been introduced by Lt Col R.M. Rodwell, a First World War veteran. Why Mayne and, it would appear from what transpired, McGonigal should have been prepared to go on detachment was probably simply to alleviate boredom. It was not a transfer to the Cameronians, it was a secondment. True, crossing the Irish Sea was scarcely comparable to an overseas posting, but life in the army had been frustrating for months. The reality, of course, was that it was no more stimulating in the Cameronians, as Mayne reported in a letter to his family.

But that was soon to change. In May, Germany invaded Denmark, followed by Norway; Britain responded and assisted the Norwegians, but the campaign was soon over. King Haakon and his cabinet fled to the UK. Germany then unleashed a blitzkrieg in France and the British Expeditionary Force was evacuated from Dunkirk. Churchill became Prime Minister, and within a month of his taking office he initiated action that led to the creation of an elite force within the army. Circulars requesting volunteers were sent to all the Home Commands. In response to the circular which was sent to Scottish Command, Mayne and McGonigal applied.


PART II

3

11TH (SCOTTISH) COMMANDO


Their country, which they have become soldiers to defend, is slipping away into the misty night and they are asleep. The place which will fill their thoughts in the months to come is gone and they did not see it go. They were asleep. They will not see it again for a long time, and some of them will never see it again.

John Steinbeck, Once There Was A War



Three infantry landing ships, Glengyle, Glenroy and Glenearn, slipped from the Tail of the Bank and into the Firth of Clyde late on the night of 31 January 1941. They set a course due west in convoy with some warships and a Cunard liner, its speed trimmed to that of the ‘Glen’ ships. Once it was considered that they were out of reach of aircraft bases in occupied Norway, the ‘Cunarder’ steamed at full speed without escort on its transatlantic run; the remainder of the convoy turned south. On board the three ‘Glen’ ships were No. 7 Commando, No. 8 (Guards) Commando and No. 11 (Scottish) Commando.

It was little over six months since Lt Col Dudley Clarke came up with the idea of such units in response to the prime minister’s challenge that new, aggressive and highly mobile units be created: ‘What’, asked Churchill, ‘are the ideas of the C-in-C Home Forces about “Storm Troops” or “Leopards” drawn from existing units?’1 Dudley Clarke had been turning over in his mind models of irregular warfare and, among other works, had been influenced by Deneys Reitz’ book, Commando, about Reitz’ experiences in the Boer War. Clarke outlined a scheme on one sheet of paper and submitted it to his boss, Chief of the Imperial General Staff Sir John Dill, who in turn informed Churchill. Within forty-eight hours, the idea was approved. A veteran soldier and journalist of the Boer War, Churchill did not demur at the choice of the name ‘Commando’. He gave his full support, and his only stipulation was that no unit should be diverted from the primary task of the defence of the UK. On 17 July 1940, he appointed Adm Sir Roger Keyes as Director of Combined Operations, within whose structure the Commandos would be placed. As a seal of approval, as it were, on these units, Churchill’s son Randolph volunteered for the Guards Commando and Keyes’ son Geoffrey for No. 11 (Scottish) Commando.

However, while the Boer Commando usually recruited from a town or district,2 volunteers from existing units cut across the traditional regimental strengths of the British Army. This would forever be a source of tension. One of the Commandos was drawn principally, but by no means exclusively, from Scottish regiments. It was called No. 11 (Scottish) Commando and its rallying point was the Borders town of Galashiels.

In previous centuries, Galashiels had been a staging post for the Border Reivers; in mid-1940, volunteers for a new unit of seaborne raiders began to assemble in its quiet streets; and since selection for No. 11 Commando was to lead to a new direction in their soldiering, many of the volunteers would always associate its starting point with the place where they gathered. Edwin Muir described the town at that time as giving


an appearance of having been dropped completely into a pastoral landscape, where it pursues a life at once cut off and autonomous. One gets a somewhat similar impression from the little towns which decorate medieval and early Renaissance Flemish landscapes.3



Blair Mayne was one of those for whom Galashiels was a landmark in their military career. For three years later, long after No. 11 Commando had been disbanded and by which time he commanded the Special Raiding Squadron, he wrote in a letter to his family that one of his soldiers had been killed; and he identified him as a man who ‘had been with me right since the time we started as a Commando in Galashiels’.4 The boredom of the preceding months began to evaporate.

Those who volunteered had no preconceptions of what they were joining: there was no existing model, nor had special service troops become glamorised in the press or on newsreels – indeed their existence was not public knowledge at this stage. But the criteria were challenging and that was sufficient. Volunteers were to be trained soldiers, physically fit and able to swim, and their personal attributes had to include endurance, self-reliance and initiative.5 The first part of the process was one of self-selection: all recruits had to be volunteers. Jimmy Storie, Royal Scots Fusiliers, was stationed in Forres; his reason for volunteering was, ‘There seemed to be more scope, more freedom in the idea of the Commandos.’6 Reg Harmar came along with eight or nine others from the Wiltshire Regiment, who were stationed in Scotland at the time. Sir Tommy Macpherson, now President of the Commando Association, was a lieutenant in the Cameron Highlanders.


I was then with 5th Camerons up in Caithness and not very enthralled with defending the coast of Caithness. So I volunteered and I myself picked from the various companies the other ranks that I thought suitable. I went down to Galashiels, clocked in and found that the administrative man was a Major Ramsay, also a Cameron Highlander who had been my Company Commander in September 1939. He was a First World War veteran with a Military Cross and one arm and so was considered the bee’s knees by all concerned; he was also very convivial and liked his dram. He was responsible for assembling all the personnel.

The first thing that happened to me was that my Commanding Officer – of the Camerons – decided that the people I picked were too good and he wasn’t going to let them go and signalled down that a substantially different body of men was about to be sent. I got Major Ramsay to call in higher authority and got 90 per cent of the personnel I selected and they remained my troop throughout the active period of Scottish Commando – and very good they were.7



Macpherson’s experience of the reluctance of his parent regiment to part with some of its best men was an indication of the feelings in other units. So the men who had to lead these Commandos had to be capable of standing up to higher authority.

One of the early leaders who was chosen by Dudley Clarke to lead a Commando was Dick Pedder, Highland Light Infantry (HLI).8 Pedder was a strong character, single-minded and, as a young subaltern, had shown that he was not prepared to conform to the rigid patterns of behaviour expected of an officer in the peacetime regiment. But such attitudes could cause friction in the mess; and he was regarded in the regiment as something of an eccentric.9 Early indications of his character emerged when the regiment was stationed in Cairo in the mid-twenties. There had been a political assassination of a British official and in an attempt to reduce risk to military personnel, neither officers nor men were supposed to go out alone after dark in Cairo. But Pedder was no conformist and one Saturday night absented himself from the mess.


Consequently, when Pedder, a newly joined subaltern, was found to be absent without leave on church parade – a commanding officer’s parade held every Sunday with considerable ceremonial – a great deal of anxiety was caused and all military and civil police in Cairo were alerted. It was therefore something of an anti-climax when, as the 74th swung along the road to the Kirk, it passed Pedder sitting in the back of an open taxi by the side, dressed in a dinner jacket, somewhat dishevelled, with a dazed expression on his face. The instant the battalion returned from church he was summoned to the presence of the Colonel, whom he attended in understandable trepidation after being assisted into his uniform and sword by some sympathetic friends. He reported on his return, however, that the Colonel had been so interested in the tale of his adventures that he had quite forgotten to issue any reprimand.10



Both by background and predisposition, he was a very appropriate choice to lead a Commando. In this, his first command, he was entirely focused on the unit; he knew exactly what he wanted and how to go about getting it. He left it to his second-in-command, Maj Ramsay, a territorial officer with experience of the First World War, to act as the buffer with higher levels, and he devoted his priorities to the selection and training of his men. He led by example: he was as demanding on himself as he was on others. Like school pupils probing their new teacher, the soldiers assessed this CO who was so much among his men, enduring the same rigours – and they were impressed. As Reg Harmar put it, ‘Pedder was a great soldier: he would not ask a soldier to do what he could not do himself. He was a soldier through and through.’11 His officers had opportunities to assess him closely. Tommy Macpherson recalled him:


Yes, we had to pass muster with Pedder (HLI), the first Commanding Officer. It’s worth recording a few things about Pedder. Of course over the period of the Commando training in Arran, we got to know Pedder very well – all of us. Nobody liked him; he was an unlikeable man; he was a loner; he was extremely authoritarian, with a very quick temper. But he was a good man in welding and training the battalion, the Commando, and he was extraordinarily detailed: he even produced and distributed to every man in the Commando a list of what they should take in their pocket if they went into action – string, lavatory paper, all this sort of thing. But he was not liked. It was sad that he was killed at the Litani river action, where the extent of the casualties eventually led to the disbandment of the Commando, because I think he would have been able to hold it together. He had a very strong personality and he was not afraid at all to stand up to higher authority outside.

No, he was very clear on what the Churchillian remit for the Commandos was, as passed on by Adm Keyes, and he stuck to it; that was his remit and higher authority should not interfere with it.

But it was typical of his character – you remind me of rank – that second lieutenants who had been commissioned before or at the very beginning of the war were due, under wartime regulations, to get their second pip on the 1 January 1941. He refused flatly to allow us to have it until he had decided for himself that we should have it. Now, that was typical in a way of his authoritarianism, his independence and his fundamental meanness. So, as I say, he was not liked, but everybody considered him efficient and efficacious. And he certainly created a unit that could function, for we were trained in everything we should be trained in: a great deal of night work. In retrospect, possibly a slight lack of emphasis on sheer physical fitness, which he thought would come in the arduous exercises, but, in fact, you have to do more direct things to obtain complete physical fitness.12 



Pedder’s first test of his men is still recalled by veterans. Their early training began in Galashiels, and while it was strenuous, it was only a series of warm-ups for what lay ahead. The Commando role envisaged assault from the sea on enemy positions – they would be seaborne raiders; they needed beaches on which to practise. Galashiels was but a mustering point; their Commando training was to take place on the Isle of Arran; and Pedder’s first test of the volunteers was simple and effective: he marched them from Galashiels to Ayr. Opinion among the officers varied as to the arduousness of the march: Geoffrey Keyes referred to the first day’s march as ‘a shocker’.13 But some were unimpressed: ‘A number of the men had had difficulty on that, mainly with their feet rather than with any arduousness of the march. But they, the officers themselves, did not think it a very powerful test.’14

As an indicator of physical endurance it was perhaps not overly demanding, but it had another element as well. The second day’s march was as gruelling as the first, but for those who dropped out trucks came along, picked them up and drove on, overtaking their marching comrades. Those who continued marching, however, were now tested by the tantalising spectacle of an easy alternative mode of transport; and some on the trucks, thinking that they had cracked the system, threw a few taunts to their footslogging mates: ‘I remember them crowing to us as they passed.’15 But they were deceived: those who had dropped out of the march, on reaching Ayr, received the chit from Pedder, RTU (Return to Unit).

How did Mayne fit in to this regime? The idea of Commandos strongly appealed to him and suited his temperament. He found it far more stimulating than the earlier months; and the year he spent in No. 11 Commando was to be an important period in his military service: the training developed his potential and allowed the tactical genius that he was to be known for to begin to emerge. And his effectiveness during the large-scale raid that the Commando was to carry out brought him to the attention of those who were able to advance his career in Special Services. For it was not the result of serendipity – as has been assumed – which caused him to be approached to join the unit in which he was to find fame. Time was also to show that Mayne was not just a brilliant exponent of the aggressive spirit: he was a reflective individual. The leadership characteristics of those he served under interested him.

Mayne respected Pedder and he cited the subsequent change of regime after Pedder’s death as his reason for leaving the Scottish Commando.16 However, in the early months of training, Mayne did not draw a lot of attention to himself. But what was noticed, by both officers and men, was the bond of friendship between Mayne and Eoin McGonigal.


Blair and Eoin McGonigal came together; they were absolutely inseparable friends, although one came from the north of Ireland and one from the south. They came from the same regiment and they couldn’t have been more different: Blair, a very large Irish forward, fair-haired, open-faced; Eoin McGonigal, dark-haired, dark-faced, slim and neat. They had slightly different tastes in young ladies; Blair liked dark ones and Eoin liked fair ones, but apart from that they seemed to have almost every other taste in common. When they came, perhaps because of the different atmosphere, the predominance of Scotsmen and so on, they were in fact very quiet in the early days in Arran and one didn’t see or hear a lot of them.17



The Commando was based at Lamlash on the Isle of Arran; they were billeted with the local population, who soon adopted them and made them feel welcome in the community. Mayne’s billet was at Landour. One of his letters to his mother in this early period is redolent of a young man freed from the constraints of living at home:


I like this place – we are very comfortable here and the mess is fine. I don’t live in the mess, as I think I told you. Five of us are in a small parlour house, only for sleeping of course. I prefer it. We keep a fire going, have a gramophone, and there is a pot of tea made in the evening. I think this is the sort of place I’ll live in. No women about it, and clothes lying about all over the place, dirty teacups on the floor, wet boots on the fender, a perfect existence. We have lots of labour-saving devices also, e.g. the coal is in very large lumps. To split it we just fire a revolver shot into it; it cracks it wonderfully.18



By definition, Commando training had to be arduous, but it also had to include a wide range of skills such as canoeing, rock climbing, unarmed combat and night landings. Mayne found no difficulty in acquiring new skills. He had excellent hand-and-eye coordination, and the level of physical fitness he had reached in the world of sport meant that the endurance tests were well within his capability. Being wet through seemed to become a part of everyday life. Their training, however, gave them more than physical fitness and new skills: it promoted a keen sense of esprit de corps; they felt themselves to be something of an elite and their morale was high, as this vignette from Mayne’s letter to his mother shows. It is headed, ‘Sunday Night, Machrie Bay’:


We left Lamlash about two o’clock and walked over here, about seventeen miles. For the first four miles there were odd showers. They didn’t hinder us much since we quickly dried, but after it wasn’t so good, as the final shower lasted for the last thirteen miles and there was a regular gale blowing off the sea into our faces. I waded through a river the other night and I don’t think it was any wetter!

This book was in my pocket and is still wet. We got in here about seven o’clock and then started to find somewhere to sleep. We were carrying nothing except some food; we would not demean ourselves by carrying blankets. It is a smallish hamlet, eight or nine houses, and I started going to them to find somewhere for my twenty-five men to dry their clothes. They were all decent; one old lady reminded me of you. I knocked at the door and the girl who opened it seemed scared. I think at first she thought I was a Jerry parachutist, though Father Christmas would have been more like the thing, what with all the equipment I had on. At any rate, I told her who we were, that we intended sleeping out and wondered if she could get some clothes dried.

She rose to her feet – ‘You’ll not stop outside as long as I’ve a bed in my house’. – and then went into a huddle with her two daughters and her clatter of children and then announced that she could take six. To cut a long story short, I am sitting in borrowed pyjamas and an overcoat made for a much smaller man than myself, so much so than when one of my lads saw me he said, ‘Let Burton dress you!’19



One of Mayne’s strengths as an officer, which comes across in the letter, is the relaxed relationship that he was able to generate with his men. But they were impressed with him too.

Adm Keyes visited the unit two or three times during its training and on one occasion was accompanied by Churchill. That the son of the Director of Combined Operations was a lieutenant in the unit did not unduly trouble Pedder, although he may have shown him a little more favour at times than he did the other officers. Geoffrey Keyes, unlike most of his fellow officers in the unit, was a regular officer, and in October 1940 he was made Acting Captain. There were by then two other Commando units training in the north of the island, Nos 7 and 8 Commando. The War Office was against the idea of special headdress for the Commandos, wrongly assuming that men would rather wear their regimental headwear and insignia.20 But No. 11 (Scottish) Commando wore the balmoral into which was inserted its distinctive emblem, the Black Hackle. (The Green Beret, which in time became the issue for Commandos, was not then in use.) It adopted for its motto the slogan ‘No Quarter’. The battalion piper composed a 6/8 march and asked Pedder’s permission to have it called Colonel Pedder. Pedder refused. Instead it was titled No. 11 (Scottish) Commando.

However, in time the high level of training began to lead to frustration that the Commando was not being used. Keyes, in a letter to his father on 19 November, referred to ‘The men longing for a show’.21 After all, the reason for raising Commando forces had been to bring the war to an enemy who already controlled most of Central Europe, Norway and Denmark. An opportunity seemed to present itself in December:


In December, it appeared that we were going off on a raid: the rumour was ‘into Norway’ and we were all mounted, not once but twice, I think, on two ships. Mine was a fast ferry ship called the Royal Scotsman and all I can recall of that was that it was extremely comfortable. The first time, I think, was an exercise, and we did a landing at Lochranza; the second time we believed it was for real. But after a few hours we were recalled to Arran, disembarked and sent on Christmas leave.22



Then options for using Commandos in the Middle East surfaced: Churchill urged that the island of Pantelleria be stormed and occupied; and the Director of Combined Operations felt that its capture was an essential element in dominating the central Mediterranean.23 Plans for an attack on Pantelleria, code-named ‘Workshop’, were drawn up; and Nos 7, 8 and 11 Commando would be used. First it was postponed, then it was on again and the three units embarked on 29 January, only to be told that ‘Workshop’ had been cancelled: the Luftwaffe had arrived in Italy and an assault fleet would be vulnerable to air attack.
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The Middle East, however, was still to be their destination, and two days later Glengyle, Glenearn and Glenroy left the Firth of Clyde with Nos 7, 8 and 11 Commando on board. Their route was via the Cape, calling at Freetown and Cape Town – where Pedder put No. 11 Commando through a four-hour march in full kit. Throughout the voyage, No. 11 Commando trained indefatigably until they sailed into the Suez Canal and finally landed at Geneifa on 7 March.

However, the military situation in the Middle East was very different from the European theatre, where raiding parties could attack parts of the vast coastal perimeter of Axis-occupied Europe. Commando raids had already taken place in Norway, the Channel Islands and on the coast of France. In the Middle East a land war was already being prosecuted against the Italians successfully by Britain and Commonwealth forces. But Hitler’s decision to support his faltering Italian ally resulted in the charismatic Gen Erwin Rommel being summoned to the Führer’s presence on 6 February 1941. Rommel’s reputation was already high after his part in the blitzkrieg throughout Europe the previous year; it would rise even higher in the Middle East. Within weeks a new German troop title, Deutsches Afrika Korps, was born.24 Thereafter, the tables were turned; earlier Allied gains were reversed: the British were pushed out of Cyrenaica and the Afrika Korps threatened Egypt and the Suez Canal. How would Commandos be used in this context; would their original purpose remain inviolate; would there be at least some imaginative use of the additional value that their selection and training guaranteed?

The three Commandos along with two locally raised units were combined into Layforce under Lt Col Bob Laycock, who hitherto had commanded No. 8 Commando. For security reasons the term Commando was not to be used: Nos 7, 8 and 11 Commando became respectively A, B and C Battalion. Security was indeed an important consideration, for they were now based in Egypt where, at that time, intrigue and espionage were endemic. Pedder, for example, put out a special order incorporating a summary of an address on the topic of security by their divisional commander and underneath it, with the customary thoroughness and attention to detail that he was known for, issued his own precise instructions.

THE SCOTTISH ‘C’ BATTALION
 LAYFORCE
SPECIAL ORDER

With the approach of specialised training for our specific operation, a certain amount of speculation, criticism and discussion by all ranks is inevitable. In fact constructive criticism and reasonable discussion are to be encouraged – BUT ONLY IN THE RIGHT PLACE AND ON THE RIGHT OCCASION.

The maintenance of strict secrecy is the responsibility of each individual.

A few careless words by one man will jeopardise our enterprise and hazard unnecessarily our lives.

Learn the following simple orders, obey them to the letter, AND SEE THAT OTHERS DO LIKEWISE.

SECRECY ORDERS

1. Don’t discuss matters of naval or military importance with ANYONE IN ANY OTHER UNIT – whether in the canteen or elsewhere in camp.

2. Don’t discuss important matters with anyone in public places of amusement, such as cafes, restaurants, bars or brothels.

3. When talking in the Officers’, or Sergeants’ Messes, or in your tents, see that the servants ARE NOT LISTENING. They have long ears and understand English better than they can speak it. Send them all (including the barman) outside. DON’T TRUST ANY ONE OF THEM.

4. Don’t boast to women. We can boast when our operation has reached a successful conclusion.

REMEMBER THAT

1. Egypt is a neutral country, and the Japanese Embassy is still in residence.

2. From Geneifa to Cairo by road is a short distance. From Cairo to Rome or Berlin by radio wireless is shorter still. This is a plain fact – not an alarming threat.

Geneifa Camp 

29–3–41

(signed) R.R.N. Pedder

Commanding the Scottish ‘C’ Battalion, Layforce.25

Raids were planned, and some were executed. For example, No. 7 Commando carried out a raid on Bardia. But there were other priorities for Middle East Headquarters, and Layforce fragmented. On 24 April, Laycock informed Pedder that his Commando was to be temporarily detached from Layforce in readiness for action in Syria;26 but for the present it was to be used for garrison duty in Cyprus. It was ordered to move to Cyprus on 26 April and on that same day resumed its original title, No. 11 (Scottish) Commando.27 It arrived in Cyprus on 29 April. Meanwhile, Greece fell to the Germans and their paratroopers invaded Crete. No. 7 Commando was sent to help in the defence, and Laycock went with them.

Underlying frustration – not only with the failure or inability of Headquarters to make imaginative use of Commando forces, but with the problems of accurately delivering a raiding force to the right beach and extricating it – had already prompted some junior officers to consider alternatives to seaborne raiding. For example, Lt Jock Lewes of No. 8 Commando had received permission from Laycock to experiment with some parachutes, which had somehow come their way. In this enterprise he was joined by Lt David Stirling, who was also in No. 8 Commando.

For No. 11 Commando, the assignment to garrison duty seemed the last straw; and in Cyprus frustration was coupled with boredom. Both had an effect on Mayne:


Paddy Mayne began to get a little excitable: he had not been an enormously heavy drinker before, but a mixture perhaps of boredom and the Cyprus wine – at a shilling a bottle or something – certainly tempted him. And when he was in his cups he really was extremely difficult to deal with: he was so prodigiously strong, and headstrong as well. He would just get an idea into his head, however eccentric, and go ahead and do it. And Eoin McGonigal used to be in the forefront of trying to restrain him but to very little avail. I remember one particular incident, in a nightclub in Nicosia (I wasn’t present but I was involved in the upshot), where he and Eoin were the last to leave and he reckoned, probably correctly, that he had been heavily gypped in his bill. So he summoned the manager and the manager proceeded, unwisely, to be rather rude to him. So he forcibly stood the manager in the middle of the wooden dance floor and emptied his revolver in the floor round his feet. As a result of it, he was arrested and I was his supervising officer. He was strictly sober at that time. Blair and I got on extremely well, mainly because of an overpowering interest in rugby football between us.28



Mayne had forty-eight hours open arrest under Macpherson’s supervision for that escapade. The men in the Commando knew that Mayne and McGonigal, in off-duty hours, were always in each other’s company. Reg Harmar was in McGonigal’s No. 4 Troop and he recalled, ‘Paddy Mayne and McGonigal were great mates’.29 Jimmy Storie, who was in No. 6 Troop, used much the same terms: ‘They were best mates’.30 By this time Mayne commanded No. 7 Troop and McGonigal No. 4 Troop.

But from the Commandos’ perspective, their specialised training was not being utilised, and discontent may have been symbolically expressed. According to the novelist Evelyn Waugh, who served as Laycock’s intelligence officer, a ‘substantial majority’ of No. 11 Commando’s officers had tendered their resignation before leaving for Cyprus, but had been refused.31 But on the other hand Macpherson refutes this, pointing out that morale was then high. Nonetheless, there was discontent; and when it became clear that it was simply a question of time before Layforce disbanded, officers and men started thinking of transferring to alternative interesting soldiering. Mayne was not only of their number: he put in for a transfer to a military mission to the East. On 2 June 1941 he wrote to his father, and bearing in mind censorship he simply put it that he had applied to join another unit for the East and felt confident that he would get it.32

However, on the wider front, the military situation in the Middle East was worsening, and a new complicating element materialised. After the armistice between Germany and France, Vichy became the de jure power over France’s overseas territories, inheriting the French mandate for Syria. And it began to allow the Luftwaffe use of airfields in Syria to carry out bombing in support of an Axis-inspired revolt in Iraq, which was part of the British Mandate. The situation would greatly increase the threat to the British position in the Middle East, unless, of course, there was pre-emptive action taken against the Vichy forces in Syria. On 10 June 1941, when Winston Churchill rose in the House of Commons to review the war situation, he elaborated on the decision to attack:


It did not take much intelligence to see that the infiltration into Syria by the Germans, and their intrigues in Iraq, constituted very great dangers to the whole Eastern flank of our defence in the Nile Valley and the Suez Canal. The only choice before us in that theatre for some time has been whether to encourage the Free French to attempt a counter-penetration by themselves or, at heavy risk in delay, to prepare, as we have done, a considerable force of our own. It was also necessary to restore the position in Iraq before any serious advance in Syria could be made. Our relations with the Vichy Government and the possibilities of an open breach with it evidently raised the military and strategic significance of these movements to the very highest point. Finally, and above all, the formidable menace of the invasion of Egypt by the German Army in Cyrenaica, supported by large Italian forces with German stiffening, remains our chief preoccupation in the Middle East.33



The plan for the attack envisaged the use of Commando troops. Pedder was summoned. He left Maj Napier in charge of the Commando; and on 1 June 1941 he and two of his officers flew from Cyprus to Palestine. Maj Napier issued his orders regarding equipment and kit and summoned the various troops that were on detachment in parts of the island. But late on the night of 3 June a telegram arrived from Pedder, containing final instructions on kit and scale of ammunition, ordering Napier to remain behind with No. 5 Troop as the rear party, and bestowing the command on Maj Keyes. And at 0030 hr on 4 June, No. 11 Commando embarked on the destroyers Hotspur and Ilex at Famagusta and sailed for Port Said.

Pedder had to report not to Laycock (who had returned from Crete), but to Gen Wilson in Jerusalem. Nevertheless, the plan for the deployment of the force was entirely consonant with the purpose of Commando troops. The Litani river flows southward through deep gorges before turning west to meet the sea, north of Tyre; it forms a natural barrier to an army advancing north. The plan was for No. 11 Commando to land from assault craft on both north and south banks of the Litani, where it flows into the Mediterranean; to seize and hold the Qasmiye bridge over the river, allowing the Australian 21st Infantry Brigade to advance into Syria. The Commando embarked on Glengyle on the night of 7 June and sailed to the north of Tyre, arriving four miles west of the mouth of the Litani river at 0038 hr, illuminated by moonlight. A heavy swell was running, but eleven landing craft were lowered into the water. However, part of the difficulty with Combined Operations raids was the sharing of responsibility; and at this stage of the war there was not a unitary command structure. For Mayne, it was a situation that would be repeated two years later when he led a Combined Operations assault in daylight – against the advice of the Royal Navy. But at the time of the Litani operation, responsibility for the decision to land lay with the naval officer. While the landing craft were in the water on the lee side of the ship, an accompanying Royal Navy patrol boat came alongside Glengyle and Lt Potter advised Capt Petrie that heavy surf along the beaches would make landing impossible.34 Pedder, however, still wanted to go ahead, having been told that the loss of landing craft was acceptable, the flotilla was visible and the enemy aware of their presence. Capt Petrie did not. ‘I was of the opinion,’ he wrote later, ‘that the boats would be capsized before reaching the beach.’35 The landing craft were taken inboard and Glengyle turned and sailed back to Port Said. The defenders on shore had been treated to a son et lumière and what they doubtless believed was the prologue to a later show. And as far as the Commando was concerned, it was the naval equivalent of the Grand Old Duke of York, for within an hour of reaching Port Said at 3pm on 8 June, Capt Petrie was ordered to put to sea immediately and carry out the landing that night. Meanwhile, the Australian advance into Syria had begun.

The military and political situation for Vichy was also delicate and complex. Its forces in Syria, under Gen Denz, amounted to some 30,000 men, a number of aircraft, two naval destroyers and a submarine. Gen Denz called on Marshal Pétain, Head of State for Vichy, to request the aid of the Luftwaffe units based on its soil, and in particular Stuka dive-bombers (which had been so effective in the invasion of Poland and during the blitzkrieg). But Pétain decreed that the situation in Syria amounted to a baroud d’honneur (a gallant last stand) – nothing more, nothing less. It would be better not to resist than to call on the Germans to come to their rescue. 36 And since honour was at stake, it would be no token resistance. Its forces blew up the Qasmiye bridge.

On board Glengyle Pedder briefed his officers in the light of the changed situation. According to intelligence, they would be confronted by two French colonial battalions holding strong positions on the north side of the Litani river. His intention was to seize the enemy’s position and hold it long enough to allow the Australian brigade to cross the river and pass through.37 Accordingly he divided his force into three fighting parties: X Party, comprising Nos 2, 3 and 9 Troops, under Keyes had the principal task of landing north of the Litani river, seizing the redoubt which overlooked the river and thus allowing the Australians to cross in force; Y Party under Pedder, composed of Nos 1, 7 and 8 Troops, would attack the barracks further north and act as reserve to the main attack; Z Party, with Nos 4 and 10 Troops, under More were to land furthest north and seize the Kafr Badda bridge, which the enemy had not destroyed. The Kafr Badda bridge on the main Beirut to Tyre road spanned a long narrow valley, which numerous small valleys intersected herringbone fashion, at the foot of which a road ran east to west to meet the coastal road. The terrain north of the Litani was very hilly: one troop could move along the floor of a small valley unaware of the presence of another troop nearby. Good communications would be crucial, both within the Commando and with the Australian forces. There were two types of radio: a type 18, for internal communication among the three fighting parties, and a type 11 for contacting the Australians. The password for the operation was ‘Arran’ and the visual signal, if the Commando found itself fired on by Allied forces, a white flag.

At 0420 hr on 9 June, in the stillness before it was quite light, the first landing craft debouched its troops. Z Party were in three landing craft. The first of these beached successfully, but the second and third both encountered underwater rocks, forcing the troops to wade about eighty yards to the shore. This had the effect of rendering useless both Type 18 and Type 11 radios.38 Nevertheless, the party rapidly cleared the beach, meeting little opposition at first, and made its way some distance before encountering resistance from machine-gun posts.

Of Y Party, Pedder with his HQ and No. 1 Troop moved forward through a gully towards the barracks. Mayne was in command of No. 7 Troop. They landed and came under fire from heavy machine-gun emplacements and had one man killed when they were on the beach. They engaged these emplacements, then moved north along the beach for about four or five hundred yards.39 During this movement, they were supported by B Section of No. 8 Troop under Bill Fraser. But both sections of No. 8 Troop lost contact with one another; A Section under Glennie linked up with the northern Z Party and continued to act with it for the rest of the operation, and Fraser’s Section operated pretty much independently. Quite early on in the raid Mayne’s officer, Lt R.C. McCunn, was wounded in the shoulder and unable to carry on; he was sent with Pte Paxton in the direction of the Australian forces, and Mayne then kept both Sections of the Troop together.

The southernmost fighting party, under Keyes, got away from Glengyle in four landing craft. Lt Collar RN was the leader of the naval division taking the party ashore. His orders were to land it north of the Litani river; his landmark, according to army maps, was a large white house; but there were no aerial maps showing the mouth of the river; and from seaward the river mouth was obscured by a sandbank. However, whatever reservations he had about the accuracy of his bearings, Collar managed to keep a detached observer’s eye as they came close to the beach. He noted in his report:


Apart from some momentary qualms when a cypress grove was mistaken for a platoon of the enemy, no signs of opposition were seen during the landing and the troops cleared the boats in quick time, one officer, perhaps the keenest of all, going in up to the tin hat; the remainder were almost all dry from their knees up.40



All three groups landed without suffering major casualties on the beach. But to appreciate the outcome of the raid and the subsequent series of operational reports, each group’s progress needs to be looked at, beginning with X Fighting Party.

As light began to grow, Keyes saw the masts of feluccas to the north and realised that they had been landed on the wrong side of the Litani river: they were on its south side, along with the Australian infantry whose crossing of it they were meant to facilitate. Keyes decided that there was nothing for it but to attempt what the infantry had been unable to do – a daylight crossing of the river. The Australians loaned the party some boats, and the slow, painful process commenced of working their way to the south bank of the river in full view of a well-positioned enemy.

The impasse lasted for hours; but Keyes persevered, in the face of automatic fire, with the daunting task of crossing the river in broad daylight. Then, in a lull in the firing, Lt Garland managed to get six men across the river. Next, however, came the task of cutting through the coils of barbed wire on the northern bank. It was a painfully slow and costly process. It was not until around 1800 hr that Keyes was able to hand over the position to the Australians. However, the Australian advance was initially repulsed and it would be about midnight before it successfully pushed forward. The consequences of this delay would fall on the two fighting parties north of the river for the whole of that long June day.

Pedder’s HQ and No. 1 Troop, having reached their objective, engaged in fierce fighting before overrunning the barracks and capturing the French flag. They also knocked out a 75-mm gun battery. Lt Bryan’s section of No. 1 Troop routed the crew of a 75-mm gun emplacement – the right-hand gun of a battery of four. There were Royal Artillery men in the section and they succeeded in priming it, swivelling it and firing it at one of the remaining guns with spectacular results.41 However, No. 1 Troop and Pedder’s HQ came under concentrated automatic fire from the higher ground. Soon they began to sustain very heavy losses. First Lt Coode was killed, then Pedder was killed and Lt Bryan badly wounded and captured. Lt Farmiloe took over from Pedder but then he, too, was killed. With the death of all of the officers of HQ group and Bryan’s capture, RSM Tevendale took over command of the troop.

Mayne led No. 7 Troop in the direction of the coastal road, reaching it at around 0530 hr. He spotted a group of soldiers directing fire northwards and it occurred to him that they might be Australian forces who had crossed the river and made rapid northward progress (for he had no idea, at this stage, that X Party had been landed on the wrong side of the river). As there was good cover, he crawled forward until he got within earshot of them. Having ascertained that they were French troops, he stormed their position, throwing hand grenades, and his men brought fire to bear.42 The defenders soon surrendered and Mayne found that they had netted forty prisoners, two machine-guns and a mortar. At this point, Mayne sent a runner to find Pedder and report the capture of the post. However, the runner returned later having been unable to find Pedder’s HQ.43 Mayne then ordered the troop to move further into the hills and, leaving that group of prisoners, they continued in that direction, passing north of the barracks. Then they turned south-east and headed for Qasmiye; there was little opposition and on the way they took some more prisoners.44

The secondary purpose of Y Party was to act as a reserve to X Party, and so, at around 0630 hr, Mayne ordered the troop south towards the river. On the way, they passed Fraser’s Section of No. 8 Troop. About an hour later, they reached an explosive store where they took more prisoners, this time about thirty, whom they brought with them. But at about 0800 hr, as they came nearer the river, they came under fire from the Australians on the south side of the Litani river. Accordingly, the Troop displayed a white flag – the earlier agreed symbol if the Commando found itself under friendly fire – but it had no effect. They remained pinned down for about an hour before they were able to retire under cover and concentrate their prisoners at the explosive store.45

Their primary objectives had been achieved, but the troop could not carry out its secondary purpose, for it was clear that X Party was not on the north side of the river; the Australians were still stalled on the south side and treated any troop movement on the north as hostile. So while surprise, speed and aggressive spirit had achieved much initially, they were a lightly armed Commando and as that long June day wore on the balance would inevitably tilt against them. Mayne decided to move further east into hilly country; he took over the forward section and found a track which led them to some tethered mules. Mayne was sure that it would lead them to another enemy emplacement. It did, and Mayne, in the lead and with revolver in hand, surprised a group of about thirty French colonial soldiers, mostly mule drivers. He called on them to surrender, but one of them raised his rifle and Mayne shot him instantly. The others surrendered and he found that he had made a particularly good haul: not only was it a small arsenal, it was also a store and contained victuals.46 It was the best part of six hours since they had left the landing craft, so they fell upon the food and drink. However, their repast was interrupted by the phone ringing in the store; so they followed the telephone wires and surprised another enemy position, capturing forty prisoners and a selection of automatic weapons.47

Mayne decided that the only reasonable prospect of reaching their own lines was to take a long detour east, then south. This took the best part of five hours, and they reached the river at about 1700 hr. Again they were fired on by the Australians, and this time it cost No. 7 Troop a man killed.48 However, this time their signal was understood, and just before dark they got across the Litani river by a pontoon bridge, which the Australians had thrown across not far from the bridge that had been blown up. The troop had about seventy prisoners with them, and next day they marched them down to Tyre.

In a letter to his brother Douglas, Mayne gave some insights into his grasp of battlefield tactics, and he also created vignettes of both friend and foe. But the letter reveals more: there is some indication of his relationship with his men. He made more use of the first-person plural than the first-person singular and, for the most part, he described the action in terms of teamwork. In addition, the letter shows another important soldierly quality: he did not exult in the death of an enemy – there was an expression of regret at the unnecessary death of the soldier he had to shoot.


We did a good piece of work when we landed behind the French lines at the Litani. We were fired on as we landed, but got off the beach with a couple of casualties – then we saw a lot of men and transport about 600 yards up the road. I couldn’t understand it as they seemed to be firing the wrong way, but might have been Aussies: there was quite a lot of cover – kind of hayfield. I crawled up to fifty yards or so and heard them talking French, so I started whaling grenades at them and my men opened fire. After about five minutes up went a white flag. There were about forty of them – two machine-guns and a mortar – a nice bag to start with. We had only a couple of men hurt. They had been firing at McGonigal’s crowd, who had landed further north. We left those prisoners and pushed on. McCunn, a Cameronian, was in charge of my forward sections and he got stuck, so we went round him. I had about fifteen men, it got hilly and hard going and [there were] Frenchies all over the place. Eventually we came to a path which we followed and came on a dozen mules and knew that there must be something somewhere – we came on it just round the corner – about thirty of those fellows sitting twenty yards away. I was round first with my revolver and the sergeant had a T. [Tommy] gun. Were they surprised! I called on them to ‘jetez vers à la planche’, but they seemed to be a bit slow on the uptake; one of them lifted a rifle and I am afraid that he had not even time to be sorry. This was a sort of HQ place with typewriters, ammunition, revolvers, bombs, and, more to the point, beer and food. We had been going about six hours and were ready for it. While we were dining the phone rang. We didn’t answer it but followed the wire and got another bull – four machine-guns, two light machine-guns, two mortars and forty more prisoners. We lost only two men (sounds like a German communiqué). It was a long time since I had a day like it. Eventually, about eight hours later, we came back through the Aussie lines. We were rather tired, so the prisoner laddies kindly carried the booty and equipment. The rest of the story can keep until I see you.49



But the remainder of the Commando to the north, Z Fighting Party, had also made rapid progress on its key objective, and, although they suffered casualties, No. 10 Troop captured the Kafr Badda bridge just over an hour and a half after running ashore. Macpherson and MacDonald adopted positions on the nearby commanding heights, thereby preventing enemy reinforcements coming down from the north. McGonigal’s troop took up a position on the hills about 500 yards to the east, above the lateral road. McGonigal engaged an armoured truck and an armoured car on the road running east from the Kafr Badda bridge. They destroyed the truck, but the accompanying armoured car escaped eastwards.50 The fighting party’s secondary task was to support Y Party, but they could not communicate with it by radio. So Capt More, who was a Royal Engineer and happened to be a keen motorcycle enthusiast,51 found a motorbike among the enemy transport, commandeered it, and used it as a means of keeping in touch with groups of his party before setting out on it to find Pedder’s Y Party. At around 0800 hr, he sped south down the main Beirut to Tyre road, but, rounding a bend from where he could see the river, was fired on by the Australian forces on the south side, his motorcycle shot from under him despite the large white towel he was carrying.52 This was roughly about the same time that Mayne’s troop came under fire from Allied forces.

Fraser’s B Section of No. 8 Troop, after having supported Mayne’s No. 7 Troop for a while, pushed eastwards and after some time met a section of No. 4 Troop, commanded by Richards, who then joined them. They encountered some French dismounted cavalry, engaged them and took some thirty prisoners. Veering south, the combined group came to the crest of a hill overlooking the Litani and were fired on by the Australians, first with small-arms fire and then, for good measure, by their artillery. They retired northwards and lined up with Z Party.

Although the raiders had cut his lines of communication between the barracks, the bridge and the rear, the enemy had a comprehensive capability: mortars, 75-mm field guns well hidden, mountain guns, heavy Hotchkiss machine-guns, armoured cars; by early afternoon, McGonigal recorded that a French reconnaissance plane flew repeatedly overhead;53 and two French destroyers, Guerpard and Valmy, appeared. Macpherson recalled his impressions of their arrival.


It was a beautifully clear day, absolutely calm, and there were these warships lazily cruising offshore, and through binoculars you saw their twin turrets coming round until you thought that you actually were, through the binoculars, looking down the barrels, and off came these heavy shells. It just was a slightly unnerving experience until you realised that they weren’t pointing at you, because they couldn’t see you and they were just guessing.54



The shelling from offshore lasted until the French warships in turn were engaged by the Royal Navy.

It was just a question of time until they were overwhelmed and so, as the afternoon wore on, the troop sections of Z Fighting Party, like Mayne and No. 7 Troop, extricated themselves from their positions and made their way towards the Litani river at different points. Under cover of darkness Fraser brought his troop southeast to the river. It was swift-flowing and treacherous in places. Sgt Cheyne and Sgt Nicol both swam across and found a suitable fording place, and a line was set up by which the troop crossed. Macpherson moved his section towards the river but he had an added encumbrance – a number of prisoners.


The prisoners I really didn’t know what the hell to do with, because you couldn’t withdraw potentially through enemy lines in the dark with a lot of prisoners, so I took their trousers and their boots and turned them loose. And we turned south. Now, what you would hardly believe is that each company, squadron or whatever only had one map, and of course MacDonald had gone off with the map. This is part of what I regarded as inadequate preparation, in hindsight – although we were full of enthusiasm, but that was just because of war. Anyway, I got them back. We ran into a patrol just on the Litani river; then we crossed the river by fording it – it was actually quite deep (up to about chest height in the middle) and I got terribly ticked off by Keyes afterwards because we lost a couple of weapons. But I thought we had done well enough in getting all the chaps through. We lost the anti-tank rifle – it was a most unwieldy thing, .55 – and I think we lost one Bren gun, but everything else came through.55



More and McGonigal conferred and agreed that they should attempt to cross the Litani near where it entered the sea. But in the early hours of the morning they were trapped under fire on two sides; they had no option but to surrender to the French. However, in the course of the night their positions were reversed when the Australians succeeded at their second attempt during the night to drive north; and the French in turn surrendered to their captives; More took their surrender. The Australians moved through and pushed on towards Beirut.

On 11 June Keyes, the senior surviving officer, and More, the adjutant, went to Jerusalem to report. Gen Wilson congratulated them, applauded the Commando for its action at the Litani river and expressed his satisfaction at the outcome. After three days’ rest and recuperation in Haifa, the remnant of No. 11 Commando returned to garrison duty on Cyprus, disembarking at Famagusta at 0830 hr on 15 June.56 But returned to what? The die had been cast: Layforce was to be disbanded. Nos 7 and 8 Commando were already in the process of being disbanded; No. 11 Commando would follow suit when relieved of garrison duty in Cyprus. The losses that Layforce had sustained in Crete and now in the Litani operation could not be replaced. The options that emerged from GHQ Cairo for the Commando were either that they could return to their own or a similar unit in the Middle East; or they could express an interest in joining the Long Range Desert Group; or they could go to the Middle East Commando Depot and await developments.57 By this time Mayne had already put in for a transfer to a military mission to the Far East.

Pedder’s death had far-reaching consequences for No. 11 Commando. When he departed from Cyprus to meet Gen Wilson in Jerusalem, he left Napier in command; but when he sent for the Commando, he bestowed the command on Keyes and ordered Napier to remain with the rear party. When the remnant of the unit returned after the Litani action, there was tension between Majs Napier and Keyes. Napier had as good a claim as Keyes to be acting CO: his substantive rank was captain and he was a temporary major; Keyes’ substantive rank was lieutenant and he was an acting major. Keyes had joined the Commando in August 1940 as a lieutenant; by October he had been promoted to acting captain; five months later, in March 1941, he was advanced to acting major, and on 10 June he became acting commanding officer. But an acting commanding officer lacking experience – even a son of the director of combined operations – was not in a strong position to influence policy within GHQ. Indeed, by the end of his first week in the new role, Laycock told him that MS Branch considered that he was ‘too young and had too little service to be a battalion commander.’58 As a regular officer he was, quite naturally, concerned that he should not drop below the substantive rank of major when the war was over. But while he was ambitious, Keyes worried about his responsibilities.

However, there was not only tension between Keyes and Napier, there was also antipathy between Mayne and Keyes. Macpherson observed how Keyes related to both officers and men:


Yes, Geoffrey was not everybody’s cup of tea. I wouldn’t say that he traded on his father’s name – although, I think, Pedder on a number of occasions showed him a degree of favour – but he was slightly an odd man out. We were – I suppose we were – very simple young officers, simple enthusiasms (in 1940 I was nineteen) and we were committed to what we were doing and so on; Geoffrey was, I’m quite sure, committed to what he was doing, but he was a much more complex character, withdrawn to some degree. I think he was hugely conscious of his heritage and the need to do well in a situation where he was not terribly well equipped to do well in the physical side of soldiering: he was not strong; he was tall and, you might say, weedy in build; he also was slightly more Bertie Wooster-style spoken than the rest of us. But because he was not a natural athlete-soldier, I think he had a slight chip that he must do well: he was absolutely determined to excel somehow as a soldier – and frankly that is how he got himself killed. He was an odd man out and he did have an uneven way of dealing with people: he would be extremely fair on one occasion and extremely unfair on others, dealing with both officers and senior NCOs when he became Commanding Officer. Again, he commanded a degree of respect, but again, he was not particularly liked and perhaps he didn’t have a capacity of making friends. I’m not aware, even his contemporaries like David Blair and Charles Major (both of whom I knew well after the war as well) – they were not his friends and yet they were the ones at his level.

Yes, he didn’t get on with Blair Mayne. Blair thought him a little insincere and Geoffrey thought Blair a little unreliable, which was certainly not true, because Blair was very reliable – he was merely eccentric. And off duty he was certainly unreliable; on duty he was thoroughly reliable and his troop thought the world of him.59



Antipathy between Mayne and Keyes did not matter much while Pedder was CO, but it mattered when Keyes became acting commanding officer. Within a week of No. 11 Commando returning to Cyprus, Mayne had left it. He wrote to his brother Douglas, ‘I have left the Scottish Commando now; it wasn’t the same since our CO got written off.’60 Matters quickly came to a head.


When Geoffrey was carrying out his Acting Commanding Officer role, there was not a mess night, because that was too grand for our circumstances in Cyprus, but a dining-in night, and Geoffrey came over and interrupted what Blair and Eoin were doing (it may have been a chess game) and Blair stood up and pushed him away. Geoffrey fell over and had a slight cut from the edge of a table. He made loud noises about putting Blair under close arrest, but he never did. It is doubtful, in the hierarchy, if an acting officer had the authority to make an instant close arrest.

I was not there at the time: I must have been out at Karpasso at that point. But I was informed of it later – it was the topic of substantial conversation in the mess.61



An expression that Mayne used later, in referring to someone with whom he simply would not work, was ‘he really gets my goat’. In this case it was worse. Mayne left the unit, wasted no time in departing from Cyprus, returned to Egypt and reported to the Commando Base at Geneifa. Keyes, for his part, was probably relieved that Mayne had taken this course; for it was not unusual: earlier, another officer, Tommy Murdoch, had left the unit after a difference of opinion.62 However, Keyes did not officially record in the war diary until 23 June that Mayne had left,63 but, as we shall see, he had already left Cyprus before then.

Some days after arriving in Egypt and reporting to the Commando Base, Mayne went down with a bout of malaria and was admitted to No. 19 General Hospital at Geneifa. Jane Kenny was a 31-year-old Nursing Sister from Longford in the South of Ireland who worked in No. 19 General Hospital in the officers’ wards. She particularly remembered Mayne as one of her patients, for he was a fellow countryman and he loaned her his copy of the works of Percy French. He also told her that he had a sister who was a nurse in Belfast; and Jane Kenny later wrote to Barbara Mayne, ‘He was a patient of mine last June, had a mild attack of malaria – much to his disgust.’64 When he was discharged from the general hospital, Mayne went into a convalescent hospital on 13 July, where he remained until 27 July. And it was here that he wrote to Douglas on 15 July, giving his address as Commando Base, MEF.


I have just written a paragraph card to you at home, much quicker than this.

I told you that I’m in this convalescent hospital here two days, another twelve to go. It’s quite pleasant, with nothing to do, and good food and comfortable bed and the bathing very pleasant; you would like it well. I’m feeling quite fit now, although, with all the sweating I was doing, I must have lost quite a lot of weight; sometimes in the morning I could waken up to find myself right down to the mattress sopping wet.

I have left the Scottish Commando now: it wasn’t the same since our CO got written off. Nearly a year I was with it then; I liked it well enough but I think that commandos are finished in the Middle East.65



He then wrote about the Litani action and finished off this letter by saying, ‘The job is not bad, but I can’t stand the natives!’ In the shorter card letter to Douglas he added, ‘I’ve put my name down for another move to the East. I think I should get it.’66

Meanwhile, on the island of Cyprus, Keyes had a new troop structure drawn up for the Commando. He also called for operational reports of the Litani action to be written up. He himself wrote a detailed report of X Fighting Party’s actions; he ordered More to write a report of Z Fighting Party, and he asked for reports from McGonigal, who commanded No. 4 Troop, and from Fraser and Glennie, who respectively commanded B Section and A Section of No. 8 Troop. All of these were handwritten and signed. In addition, an unsigned, typed report of No. 10 Troop’s actions was provided; it was not written by Macpherson, who had been posted on detachment to the east of Cyprus to the province of Karpasso for a short time, and must have been prepared by the novice typist MacDonald.67 Keyes naturally had an oversight of all these reports, for he endorsed a statement made by Fraser in his report to the effect that he had been slightly wounded, suffered from concussion but had been able to carry on. Only two reports were dated: those of the commanders of the two fighting parties, X and Z; More’s report was dated 20 June and Keyes’ 21 June.68 All these reports of the Commando’s action were then held in readiness for Laycock’s imminent visit.

Two days later, on 23 June, Laycock flew to Cyprus. He inspected the Commando, congratulated it on its action and then discussed the reports with Keyes. At this point, however, Laycock saw that there was a problem: he would use these troop and fighting party reports as the basis for his own assessment of the operation and in recommending particular individuals for recognition; but there was virtually no evidence of the detailed actions of Y Fighting Party, commanded by Pedder. Most of Y Fighting Party’s officers had been killed and Bryan of No. 1 Troop, who had been severely wounded and captured, was still in captivity (Vichy Forces and the British had not yet signed an armistice in Syria). To be sure, there were two reports from No. 8 Troop, but the reality of the situation was that A Section of No. 8 Troop had early on in the action lost contact with its B Section and joined with Z Fighting Party; and B Section, under Fraser, after some initial contact and joint action with No. 7 Troop, operated independently for a while and then, for the remainder of the action, linked with a Section of No. 4 Troop from Z Fighting Party.

However, No. 7 Troop, commanded by Mayne, had been in Y Fighting Party, and Mayne’s leadership had been highly effective: he had taken his objectives and, in the course of the day, assembled the largest group of prisoners, held them throughout the action and succeeded in bringing them through enemy territory and across the river to the Australian lines. Indeed, from Laycock’s standpoint, Mayne had brilliantly exemplified some of the intended characteristics of the Commandos: independent action, speed, ingenuity and capacity for dispersion.69 But Mayne was no longer in Cyprus. And so Laycock on 23 June asked that a report of No. 7 Troop’s actions be compiled on the basis of interviews with the troop. Keyes delegated the adjutant, Capt More, to assemble and interview the members of No. 7 Troop who had been present at the operation, and to write a record of the troop’s actions. The structure that More adopted for the task – time followed by event – is the same as he used in his own report on Z Fighting Party, but this new report is much briefer and more focused.

Now, this is at odds with the claim made later by Elizabeth Keyes. Sister of Geoffrey, she published a book about her brother in 1956 (the year after Mayne’s death). She had access to these reports and made use of them for her narrative; but she did not quote from them at any length – with one exception. She wrote:


Mayne meanwhile pushed on towards the river, and according to his very bald account:

0700 Passed Lt Fraser’s section. Took twenty-five prisoners at French explosive store.

0730 Attack on strong mortar post covering river. There was also some form of observations post beside this. Another thirty prisoners taken.

0800 Pinned down by Bren-gun fire from Australians on other side of river. No notice taken of white flag.

0900 Had to retreat to obtain cover.

1000 Collected and concentrated all prisoners.

1100 Started to move east from explosive store.

1200 More prisoners, mostly mule drivers taken.

[1200 to 1700 not accounted for except by march.] 

1700 Reached river after long detour. 

1730 Again fired on by Australians, one OR killed. 

1800 Reached small house beside river – spent the night there. French still sniping.

0430 Crossed pontoon bridge and marched down to Australian camp. Prisoners escorted to Tyre.

Signed Lt R.B. Mayne, RUR70



However, this claim is false: Mayne neither wrote this report nor signed it. The report of No. 7 Troop, written, signed and dated by More, is as follows.


Report on Action at the Litani river on 9 June 41 by Capt More RE as obtained from personnel in No. 7 Troop present at the action.

Preliminary

No. 7 Tp Under Lt R.B. Mayne was in ‘Y’ Fighting Party under Lt Col R.R.N. Pedder. Troop Strength (2 off. 43 ORS)

0422 No. 7 Troop landed successfully, under fire, one OR killed. 

0515 Reached main road under fire from two heavy MGs on road. One OR killed. About forty French colonial troops surrendered. 

0530 Advanced towards Qasmiye. No opposition but took several prisoners.

0630 Turned down towards river.

0700 Passed Lt Fraser’s section. Took twenty-five prisoners at French explosive stores.

0730 Attack on strong mortar and MG post, covering river. There was also some form of observations post beside this. Another thirty prisoners taken.

0800 Pinned down by Bren-gun fire from Australians on other side of river. No notice taken of white flag.

0900 Had to retreat to obtain cover.

1000 Collected and concentrated all prisoners.

1100 Started to move east from explosive store.

1200 More prisoners, mostly mule drivers taken.

1700 Reached river after long detour.

1730 Again fired on by Australians, one OR killed.

1800 Reached small house beside river – spent the night there. French still sniping.

10 June

0 30 [hour is smudged] Crossed pontoon bridge and marched down to Australian Camp. Prisoners escorted to Tyre. 

(signed) G.R.H. More 

Capt R.E. 

Salamis Camp 

23 June 4171



That Elizabeth Keyes was able fairly accurately to transcribe part of More’s report but ignore his introductory remarks – which show that it was written in the third person – as well as his signature, rank and date at the end of the report, instead misattributing the report and the signature to another officer of a different rank and regiment, is puzzling.

However, the expedient of More writing No. 7 Troop’s report – bearing the hallmarks of afterthought and haste, and carried out two days after Keyes had written his final report – appeared to be the best that could be done in the circumstances, and it satisfied Laycock’s purposes. But it shed little light on what happened to No. 1 Troop and to Pedder’s HQ. However, although the report of his former troop’s actions had been written without any contribution from him, Mayne was to be called upon to give information about the action in the future. So it is therefore necessary to jump forward briefly.

Not everyone in the War Office, it would appear, agreed that the Litani operation had been a great success. About six months after the operation, the War Office sent Combined Operations Headquarters in London some notes from MO 5 on Combined Operations in the Middle East, and among them was reference to the Litani river operation. Whatever the content and however it was couched, the information in those notes roused the indignation of the man to whose desk they were directed, Brigadier Charles Haydon. He responded robustly that the references to the Commando at the Litani river were unfair and misleading, and he sent his respondent a copy of Laycock’s appreciation of the action. Laycock’s precis was based on the limited information he had received on his visit to Cyprus,72 and it shed no light on the activities of the HQ party. So thought Brigadier H.W. Wynter of the Offices of the War Cabinet Historical Section who, three years later, had to draw up an account of the action. At this time Mayne was Lt Col 1 SAS and based in the UK. Brig Wynter wrote to him on 12 May 1944, reminding him that they had quite recently met at the Army and Navy Club before getting to the burden of his letter.


I am trying to write an account of the Litani river operation at which you were present. I understand you were with ‘Y’ Party and in command of 7 Troop. I should be very grateful if you could let me know:

1. How, when and where Col Pedder was killed.

2. Were Farmiloe and Coode with him or elsewhere, and do you know the circumstances in which they were killed?

3. What happened to No. 1 Troop (also in ‘Y’ Party) and who was in command of it?

The Naval Officer in charge of the ALCs says that you came under fire directly you landed. No. 7 Troop’s report confirms this, but No. 8 Troop’s report says that they were not fired at.

I am sorry to bother you with this but I must list what information I can.73



Wynter had read the troop reports and he knew that Mayne was not the author of No. 7 Troop’s report. From what he learned from Mayne, Wynter was able to describe the support Mayne’s Troop had received from Fraser’s B Section of No. 8 Troop, that he had sent a runner to find Pedder’s HQ, and the fact that the troop and its prisoners had crossed the pontoon bridge before dark on 9 June, not the following day74 (More had got that wrong when interviewing the troop). So three years after the Litani operation Mayne finally had the opportunity to comment on his Troop’s action.

But back in June 1941, Mayne’s departure from No. 11 Commando was but the start of what in August became an exodus to the LRDG, the fledgling L Detachment SAS, and other units. Throughout the month of July, the Commando continued with its garrison duty on Cyprus. But Laycock had spelled out to Keyes when he met him on 23 June that its disbandment was imminent.75 Morale plummeted. No less affected was Keyes himself. In a letter to his family, Keyes summed up No. 11 Commando’s plight as their passing into oblivion unless his father, Director of Combined Operations, could manage to take them back into the fold.76

When the details of recognition for the Litani action were later announced, Keyes, More and Bryan each received the MC, and Garland a Bar to his; Mayne received a Mention in Despatches.77

Pedder, one of the original officers chosen to raise a Commando, who had selected his men, trained and motivated them, who welded them into an efficient and effective unit and led it in the biggest Commando raid to be carried out in the Middle East, received no official recognition. But Pedder’s legacy was his impact on others: his understanding of the Commando role, his dedication to the task, his ability to motivate and his insistence on training – these qualities won lasting respect. And because the Commando was No. 11 (Scottish) Commando, a tradition was followed, and the regimental piper’s earlier composition was renamed Colonel Pedder.

Mayne was certainly among the beneficiaries. He was to put what he had absorbed to very good effect two years later when he commanded his own unit, which, for a period in Sicily and mainland Italy, operated in all but name as a Commando. And the French connection in Mayne’s military career reflected the complexities of that country’s experiences during the Second World War: it began with his firing on the flag of France and it ended with him receiving that country’s highest honour.

Of the 500 officers and men of No. 11 Commando who sailed from the Firth of Clyde on the night of 31 January 1941, over 100 died at the Litani river. On paper, No. 11 Commando would soon be disbanded, then reconstructed to carry out what was to be its last raid.


4

THE DESERT RAIDERS

But this is the struggle not to be avoided,
 the sore extreme of human-kind,
 and though I do not hate Rommel’s army
 the brain’s eye is not squinting.

Sorley MacLean, ‘Going Westwards’

The birth of the Special Air Service, like many creation stories, over time became rich in myths. One of these concerned the circumstances in which Mayne joined the unit.

In reality, however, during July 1941, while David Stirling awaited approval to establish his new unit, Mayne was enjoying a fair portion of what a convalescing combat soldier would wish for: good food, a comfortable bed, some of his books, bathing in the Great Bitter Lake and being cared for by nubile young nurses.1 He began this pleasant regime on 13 July, when he left No. 19 General Hospital, and he had two weeks of it before returning to the ME Commando Base. His former unit, No. 11 Commando, was still in Cyprus, for it was not due to complete its tour of garrison duty until the following month. When it did, Layforce would finally disband. As early as 2 June, Mayne had applied for a transfer to the Far East, and in a letter to his father he felt fairly confident that his application would be successful. By mid-July he was still of the same mind when he told his brother Douglas, ‘I think I should get it.’2 What he could not tell them was that ‘it’ was a Military (Commando) Mission assigned to act as guerrilla-warfare instructors to the Chinese Nationalist Army of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek.3

Japan had now been at full-scale war with China for some time; and as early as 1940, Churchill wrote to Commonwealth prime ministers and Britain’s commanders-in-chief overseas expressing the government’s estimate that Japan would soon join Germany in the conflict. He anticipated that they should organise paramilitary warfare, and to this end he would send them ‘well-equipped experts in this form of warfare’.4 Then, in November 1940, Chiang Kai-shek appealed to the USA and Britain for aid. After lengthy discussions with the Chinese, the British Commander-in-Chief Far East in April 1941 was given the task of recruiting men for a guerrilla operation; and he was promised a British contingent from Commandos in the Middle East, and an Australian contingent, for what was to become No. 204 Military Mission to China.5 They would be sent to the Bush Warfare School in Burma, where one of the instructors was Capt Mike Calvert (who would later become Brigadier of the SAS); and in July 1941 the Australian contingent was already on its way to Burma; when Layforce disbanded, the British contingent would follow. The complement that Laycock was looking for was about ten officers and 100 other ranks.6 No. 204 Military Mission was secret: it would be politically embarrassing if Japan got wind of it, for, of course, Britain and Japan were not yet at war. So it is understandable that Mayne was confident he would get the transfer: with his record in the Litani operation, he had to be a very credible volunteer; and the whole idea appealed to him. Unless some better offer turned up.

David Stirling, who was a lieutenant in No. 8 Commando, was among those who were disillusioned with the way Commandos had been used. But he was convinced that small groups of highly trained men would be effective in attacking enemy airfields and lines of communication that were particularly vulnerable in the desert. At the General Staff level, Auchinleck had replaced Wavell as Commander-in-Chief, Middle East Forces, but continued with Wavell’s policy decision to disband Layforce. So when No. 11 Commando returned to Egypt, the final dissolution of Layforce would take place. It was therefore an opportune time for Stirling both to put forward his ideas and to discuss them with Col Laycock, head of Layforce (and formerly Stirling’s CO of No. 8 Commando). Stirling got Laycock’s enthusiastic support.7 The two met in Cairo on the eve of Laycock’s departure by air to the UK, where he was to take part in discussions on the future of Special Service troops in the Middle East. Stirling wrote a brief letter to his mother which Laycock would post in the UK.


I am not sure what I shall do now but I am attempting and may succeed in establishing a permanent parachute unit. It would be on a small scale but would be more amusing than any other form of soldiering.

. . . I wish I had known earlier that Bob Laycock was leaving tomorrow. I have got to give him this letter tonight and it is very late . . .8



In their discussion Laycock and Stirling talked about personnel, for, if Stirling received authority to form a unit, its members would be drawn from Layforce.

Stirling wanted Jock Lewes from No. 8 Commando, who had already experimented with parachuting and whose ideas he valued. Names of other officers in Nos 7 and 8 Commando may have cropped up as well. But Laycock suggested that Mayne, formerly of No. 11 Commando – and of whom Stirling had no knowledge – would be a good choice. Now, by all accounts, Laycock was a shrewd individual. Stirling had no combat experience at this stage and he needed someone who had proven himself a highly competent troop commander in action – and Mayne was such a person. Laycock was the only senior officer in Egypt at the time who knew the details of the individual troop actions in the Litani operation, for he had used them as the basis of his recommendations for recognition.9 He learned that there had been antipathy between Mayne and Geoffrey Keyes, but he reasoned that Mayne would be a considerable asset in a unit whose leader had a more relaxed management style. Laycock’s recommendation was more than sufficient for Stirling; and neither of them regretted it. Indeed, in the years that followed, as we shall see, Laycock had a patron’s interest in Mayne. For example, two years later, when Mayne led his unit in an outstandingly successful raid, Laycock described him in a letter to a general as ‘Major Mayne DSO, ex 11 Cdo’.10

When Stirling got authority to establish the unit, he set about recruiting. He probably went first to Lewes, because he knew him and needed his ideas and organising skills; he went to see Mayne because he had been commended by Laycock. Stirling always made clear that it was he who approached Mayne and that Mayne, initially, was sceptical. He was sceptical with good reason: he had peremptorily left No. 11 Commando because of its new leadership, and here he was being offered a job by a man his own age, who had just received permission to form a unit – through what looked like an old boy network – and who had no combat experience. The offer was all too redolent of the frying pan and the fire. He had already expressed a wish for a transfer to a military mission to the Far East, so Mayne had quickly to assess both Stirling and his ideas. What Mayne thought of the encounter he probably never committed to paper; but later he wrote that Stirling was a master of the art of making you feel a most important person.11 Mayne probably observed that characteristic over the eighteen months that they worked together, rather than deduced it from their first meeting. But Stirling’s description of a close-questioning, critical Mayne rings true, for a few years later, when Mayne was to join another small unit, he committed his thoughts to paper and he closely analysed the qualities of its leader. Here he was satisfied that he could work with Stirling and, equally importantly, convinced by his ideas. He agreed to join. And he probably recommended to Stirling that, when opportunity arose, he should speak to Eoin McGonigal; for, as we shall see, Mayne adopted a sense of responsibility for what befell his friend.

[image: image]

North African Desert 1941–3

However, at this point McGonigal was still with No. 11 Commando on garrison duty in Cyprus. Although the Commando continued nominally to be part of Layforce, it temporarily ceased to come under its control and was therefore not open to recruitment until its garrison duty was completed the following month.


The proselytising started in Cyprus: we had one or two visitors who came to the mess, sewed their seeds and then departed. But the hard recruiting did not begin until we went to Egypt.12



By the time the Commando returned to Egypt on 7 August, though, the policy climate concerning Commandos in the Middle East was beginning to change. When Laycock arrived in the UK in July, he met, among others, the Prime Minister. As a result, Churchill wrote a minute on 23 July to the Chiefs of Staff. There was no ambiguity about Churchill’s wishes (although he prematurely promoted Laycock) and he did not mince words over the way MEHQ had handled Layforce.


I wish the Commandos in the Middle East to be reconstituted as soon as possible. Instead of being formed by a committee of officers without much authority, Gen Laycock should be appointed the DCO with his forces placed directly under Adm Cunningham, who should be charged with all combined operations involving sea transport and not exceed one brigade. The ME Command have indeed maltreated and thrown away this valuable force.13



But an earlier decision had been made to establish L Detachment, SAS Brigade with the proviso that it recruited from Layforce. Now, while Nos 7 and 8 Commando were no longer viable as units, this was not the case with No. 11 Commando, which was now based at Amaryia.14 It would have to be a reduced force, so there would be some rich pickings for other units, but Keyes was not in the business of offering up personnel. So Stirling made his visit to Amaryia and set out his stall.

Most accounts of the forming of L Detachment have dealt with personalities from Nos 7 and 8 Commando, but No. 11 Commando provided twelve other ranks – about 20 per cent of the new unit’s complement – and of the six officers Stirling recruited, three had seen action in the Litani river operation: Mayne, McGonigal and Fraser. McGonigal was posted to L Detachment on 15 August 1941, Fraser on 18 August and the twelve other ranks on 28 August.15

Rumour came too. Because Mayne, the esteemed commander of No. 7 Troop, left without any ceremony, speculation was rife. It had been fuelled by low morale as the Commando continued its duties in July; a sure indication of this, in an elite unit, was that court martial proceedings were initiated against six other ranks, four of whom were NCOs.16 Colourful accounts of Mayne’s progression from the Commando to the SAS came into circulation.

And so it was revealed to Cowles, whose book appeared in 1958, that in the beginning, when the SAS was created, Mayne was brought forth from prison and invited to join.17 However, the problem with this revelation was why on earth Stirling should have taken the trouble to approach someone in prison in the first place; Cowles supplied the solution that Stirling had earlier recruited Fraser and McGonigal and, at the end of his interview, McGonigal came up with a ‘By-the-way-I’ve-got-this-friend-but-unfortunately . . .’ kind of request. This, too, became part of accepted belief. But the absurdity of this version has been obscured for years. It is inconceivable that McGonigal would produce such fiction about his friend: Mayne ‘wasn’t ever under close arrest’,18 said Tommy Macpherson, who later became Adjutant of No. 11 Commando and had access to the files. Secondly, the version falls because McGonigal was not even in a position to be interviewed by Stirling until after the first week in August. And from what is now known from Jock Lewes’s letters, Lewes had not initially committed himself to join Stirling.19 Which would mean that (unless the remaining two officers, Bonnington and Thomson, had joined first) less than three weeks from the vesting date for the new unit,20 Stirling had not recruited any officers. Thirdly, whimsy could not have accounted for Stirling – in forward-planning the structure of his unit – dividing it into two troops: No. 1 Troop commanded by Lewes and No. 2 Troop commanded by Mayne. (Stirling understandably placed Fraser and McGonigal in No. 1 Troop.) The next step in the development of the myth came two years later, when Marrinan, writing about Mayne, set reason aside and followed Cowles in blind faith. For although he had read (because he quoted part of it) the letter that Mayne had written in hospital, he painted a scenario of Mayne in a hellhole of a prison in the desert, about one hundred miles from Cairo.21 It was in the tradition of the Foreign Legion stories of P.C. Wren (Mayne had read some of these too, for he referred to them) – all that was missing was a touch of the cafard. But with Bradford and Dillon the fabrication attained its apogee when they proposed that the incident had been triggered by Mayne’s resentment at a decision taken by Keyes;22 a decision that Keyes was not in a position to make until some point after 4 October 1941.23 By this time Mayne had been gone from the Commando for three and a half months, and, far from in a huff at being excluded from the Rommel Raid, he had in fact been in the SAS for the previous month and a half. So for decades until now a fiction about how Mayne progressed from the Commando to the SAS has been accepted and remained unchallenged.

Mayne’s own account of joining L Detachment is quite unexceptional and fits the pattern of his looking around in June for a more interesting posting. He told it to Mike Blackman, who edited the unit’s chronicle, ‘Birth, Growth and Maturity of 1st SAS Regiment’, which is now referred to as the ‘Paddy Mayne Diary’. Its introductory paragraph about Mayne reads:


Chafing under too many cancelled operations, his restlessness drove him in September 1941 to throw in his lot with Lieutenant-Colonel David Stirling’s band of desert raiders. This was work which appealed to him.24



On 1 September, L Detachment’s structure was shown as two troops, each commanded by an experienced officer: Lewes commanding No. 1 Troop and Mayne commanding No. 2 Troop. Mayne enjoyed the work from the start. On 9 September he wrote to his sister Barbara that he was in a new unit and that ‘McGonigal is here with me’.25 An ethos began to develop: Stirling’s qualities as a person and a leader earned respect and he set a tone for the unit; Lewes’s technical brilliance and ability to find solutions to problems helped imbue a spirit of inter-dependency; people were motivated; the creative skills of others like Jim Almonds helped devise means of simulating parachute falls. The response of the men was expressed by Jimmy Storie, who was one of the twelve who came from No. 11 Commando: ‘In the SAS you were treated as men; in the rest of the army you did what the sergeant said or the lieutenant said, but in the SAS . . . you got your say.’26 This culture of trust and challenge stemmed from the basic idea of what could be accomplished by small groups. Training was the key. If Commando training was rigorous, L Detachment’s was much more so. There were two deaths in training when the parachutes of Duffy and Warburton failed to open. Throughout, however, morale was much higher than it had been in the Commandos. The unit’s conception had come from junior officers and it was characterised by enthusiasm and commitment.

Meanwhile, on 23 September, No. 204 Military Mission to China left Egypt on the first leg of that long journey that would take them along the Burma Road and then across the border into China.27 Had fate not intervened, Mayne would probably have been in their number.

However, when Laycock returned to the Middle East in mid-September, after successfully lobbying the Prime Minister, he found that in MEHQ there was still no overall rationale for the use of Special Service forces. Keyes wrote that Laycock was having difficulty in making headway and facing all kinds of obstruction from staff officers.28 Then a conference was held in early October where it was proposed that a Middle East Commando could be reinstated by designating L Detachment as 2 Troop; 11 Commando as 3 Troop; the former Middle East Commando divided into 4 and 5 Troops and the Special Boat Section as 6 Troop. It was a bureaucrat’s solution that met the letter of the requirement. Laycock ‘condemned’ the proposal; its implementation was first postponed and finally abandoned.29 Nonetheless, L Detachment had a clear focus for its work: airfields, lines of communication, transport Lager deep behind enemy lines. On the other hand, No. 11 Commando, by then a force of about 110 men, as late as the end of September had no clear purpose. Until, that is, 4 October 1941, when a plan emerged for it to carry out a raid synchronised with one undertaken by L Detachment to precede the forthcoming Allied offensive.

The timing of the offensive, Operation Crusader, was scheduled for 17/18 November. On the assumption that the headquarters of Gen Erwin Rommel was situated at Beda Littoria, Middle East HQ authorised No. 11 Commando to carry out a raid at midnight on 17 November whose purpose was the capture or death of the commander of the Afrika Korps. At the same time, L Detachment would be in place to attack enemy aircraft on the airfields of Timimi and Gazala at precisely fifteen minutes after midnight.30 L Detachment would go in by parachute, No. 11 Commando by submarine. Whatever the contribution of these raids might turn out to be for the offensive, their successful prosecution was vitally important for both units: one trying to establish itself as a credible force, the other anxious to re-establish a role for a smaller Commando.

Both Stirling and Keyes felt the strain. Stirling was informed a few days before the due date that the weather forecast predicted high winds, and was advised to cancel.31 However, if he did so, he would be following the pattern of frustration that all who had been in the Commandos knew too well and the morale of the unit was paramount. On 13 November, the commander-in-chief visited the unit and watched an exercise and, as he left, thanked them for being a unit in whom he trusted.32 Keyes, for his part, was excited about the raid, but he had a reservation, too. On 13 November, he wrote a letter to his parents which was only to be sent in the event of his being posted missing, taken prisoner or killed. He described the nature of the raid he was undertaking as ‘dirty work at the crossroads with a vengeance, on the old original conception of Commandos’.33 However, he added, ‘I am not happy about the future really.’ Two days later, on 15 November, Stirling also wrote to his mother, but in a lighter tone: ‘It is the best possible type of operation and will be far more exciting than dangerous.’34 During the run-up to the raid, Mayne’s letter to his mother on 4 November because of its brevity suggests that he was very much occupied. He said that that he was fine and told her, ‘McGonigal is also well’.35

Almost the whole of L Detachment was committed to the raids on the airfields at Timimi and Gazala – five sections of ten to twelve men in five aircraft. They proceeded in two stages: on the morning of Sunday 16 November, they flew first to Bagoush and from there they were flown to the dropping zone that evening. At Bagoush, to relieve the tension, some of L Detachment broke into a cupboard, which served as the drinks store for the RAF Officers’ Mess, and removed some of its contents to their tent. While they were drinking a libation to the success of the raid, they were interrupted by the RAF station commanding officer, who reported the matter, and they were subsequently upbraided by Lewes.36

It has been generally assumed that there is no extant operational report of that first raid, but Mayne’s report of the raid on the airfield at Timimi exists – he retained a copy. Entitled ‘To Commanding Officer, SAS Brigade’. In structure and style it follows the pattern of the Commando troop commanders’ reports of the Litani river action and as such may reflect Pedder’s manual on report writing. In its detail it reveals Mayne’s methodical approach to an action; and it shows that on that first raid Mayne’s party came closest to destroying aircraft – they were in a position to attack the airfield. Mayne’s report begins with the plan of attack and their arsenal of hand weapons and bombs. The unit’s Nos 1 and 2 Troops had been further subdivided for the raid. Mayne had responsibility for B Troop, which comprised No. 3 Section, including Lt Bonnington and nine other ranks, and No. 4 Section, which came under Mayne’s command. He had with him ten other ranks: Sgts McDonald and Kershaw, Cpl White, Parachutists Seekings, White, Hawkins, Arnold, Kendall, Chessworth and Bennet.37 Both sections were to make contact after dropping, advance as a troop with No. 4 Section leading, and lie up for the day about five miles from the airfield. On the night of 17 November at one minute to midnight, No. 3 Section would attack planes on the east side of the airfield; No. 4 Section would attack those on the south and west sides. Contact with the enemy was to be avoided until fifteen minutes after midnight; thereafter Thomson sub-machine-guns and instantaneous fuses could be used if necessary.

According to the plan for B Troop, on the evening of 16 November, No. 3 Section were to leave Bagoush on No. 4 Flight at 1920 hr, with Mayne’s Section on No. 5 Flight twenty minutes later. They were well supplied with explosives, and food and water was carried in the bomb racks: No. 3 Section had five containers of two packs each, one container with two Thomson sub-machine-guns and one container of reserve dates and water; No. 4 Section had six containers of two packs each and two containers of submachine-guns, as well as personal equipment in accordance with, as Mayne put it, ‘squadron arrangements’. In the event, both planes left forty minutes behind schedule: Mayne’s plane took off at 2020 hr, twenty minutes after No. 3 Section had left. Mayne wrote, ‘I did not see them again.’ His report continued:


No. 4 Section left at 2020 hours and reached landing ground at 2230 hours. There were no incidents on the flight there and we were dropped as arranged.

As the section was descending there were flashes on the ground and reports which I then thought was small arms fire. But on reaching the ground no enemy was found so I concluded that the report had been caused by detonators exploding in packs whose parachutes had failed to open.

The landing was unpleasant. I estimated the wind speed at 20–25 miles per hour, and the ground was studded with thorny bushes.

Two men were injured here. Pct Arnold sprained both ankles and Pct Kendall bruised or damaged his leg.

An extensive search was made for the containers, lasting until 0130 hours 17/11/41, but only four packs and two TSMGs were located.

I left the two injured men there, instructed them to remain there that night, and in the morning find and bury any containers in the area and then to make to the RV which I estimated at fifteen miles away.

It was too late to carry out my original plan of lying west of Timimi as I had only five hours of darkness left, so I decided to lie up on the southern side.

I then had eight men, sixteen bombs, fourteen water bottles and food as originally laid for four men, and four blankets.

We marched for three and a half hours on a bearing of 360 degrees covering approximately six miles and laid up in a small wadi which I estimated was four to six miles from the aerodrome.

Daylight reconnaissance made on 17/11/41 showed the aerodrome to be some 6 miles due north. There were seventeen planes on the southerly side. Some AFVs and motorcycles were seen also. There was one tent between us and the aerodrome.

I decided to leave our lying-up position at 2050 hours, leaving the packs there, taking one water bottle and two bombs per man, two group leaders carrying the TSMGs and returning by groups to that position after the attack and then proceeding as a section to our RV.

It had rained occasionally during the day and at 1730 hours it commenced to rain heavily. After about half an hour the wadi became a river, and as the men were lying concealed in the middle of bushes it took them some getting to higher ground. It kept on raining and we were unable to find shelter. An hour later I tried two of the time pencils and they did not work. Even had we been able to keep them dry, it would not, in my opinion, [have] been practicable to have used them, as during the half-hour delay on the plane the rain would have rendered them useless.

I tried the instantaneous fuses and they did not work either.

I remained there that night hoping to dry the fuses, but the next day was cloudy and there was insufficient sun.

Also, I found that a deep wadi about twenty-five yards wide, running between us and the aerodrome, was full of water.

I withdrew that night, 18/11/41, some twenty miles on a bearing of 185 degrees. The next night I did a further five miles on that bearing and then turned due west for approximately three miles, where we contacted the LRDG.

There was nothing of importance seen on the withdrawal except two Italian tents . . . We moved up to them at dusk hoping to get rations but we found them empty.

The whole section having behaved extremely well and although lacerated and bruised in varying degrees by their landing, and wet and numb with cold, remained cheerful.

Sgt McDonald, the Section Sergeant, proved himself an extremely good and able NCO.

I am certain that given normal or even moderate weather our operation would have been entirely successful.38



Stirling’s section had been dropped far from their original dropping zone; the containers with their explosives had been scattered and could not be found. In addition, most of the section had been injured on landing and one man was lost; only Stirling and Sgt Tait were fit enough for action. Without explosives and far from their target it was hopeless; Stirling ordered the injured to set off for the rendezvous under Sgt Yates, but as a result of a navigational error the group ended in an area where they were picked up by an enemy patrol. Stirling carried out a reconnaissance of the coast road with Tait before setting off for the rendezvous. Lewes’s section, too, had landed far from the dropping zone; all were accounted for, but one of them was too badly injured to move and had to be left where he was. They recovered sufficient numbers of explosives to enable them to carry out an attack on planes, but they were far from their target. Lewes’s decision that night was to make for the rendezvous. The remnant of these three sections were all who returned. The first L Detachment raid had ended ingloriously. As we shall see later in Brig Wynter’s letter to Mayne, it appears that none of the reports written by Stirling, Lewes or Mayne was sent to HQ. But Mayne kept a copy of his.

At Beda Littoria, the raid by No. 11 Commando ended in failure. Laycock accompanied Keyes and the party from two submarines, Torbay and Talisman, but not all of those on Talisman were able to get ashore that night due to the heavy sea. Laycock lay up in the rendezvous wadi for its return the following night. The group under Keyes went ahead and attacked the house at Beda Littoria at midnight and a brief firefight ensued. (The raid is visually very effectively re-enacted in the pre-credit sequence of the film about Erwin Rommel, The Desert Fox 1951, directed by Henry Hathaway.) Keyes and Capt Campbell started a room-by-room search, but, on reaching the second room, Keyes, illuminated by the light in the hallway, threw open the door, received a burst of gunfire and fell fatally wounded.39 Of the group who landed, Laycock and Sgt Terry (who would later join the SAS) were able to reach Allied lines after a long march through the desert. That the Rommel raid had been misconceived became apparent: it had never been Rommel’s headquarters; it was the headquarters of Rommel’s quartermaster. As for Rommel, ‘he himself would never have pitched his tent so far from the front.’40 Keyes, for his gallantry, was posthumously awarded the VC. But the ill-fated raid was the death knell for No. 11 Commando; it was finally disbanded. On the face of it, something similar might have been expected with L Detachment. Yet this did not happen.

Although the first raid turned out a failure, Stirling was convinced, as he observed enemy traffic on the coastal road during his reconnaissance with Tait, that the basic concept of the unit was correct. Mayne had even more reason for such conviction. Of course it was due to the skills of the aircrew that they had reached the dropping zone; it was luck that no more of the section had been badly injured on landing; but, thereafter, it was Mayne’s competence and determination that had brought them to within striking distance of Timimi airfield. Next time they would succeed.

For the remnant that returned, disappointment was overlaid by the loss of friends and comrades. Jim Almonds expressed the sense of loss when he wrote in his diary on 26 November, ‘In our tent, the beds remain empty and their personal effects lie strewn where they left them. I don’t have the heart to alter things.’41 Among those who did not return was Mayne’s friend McGonigal.

Lessons were learned from Operation No. 1. Parachuting, as a means of reaching a target, had its limitations: not only could the group be scattered far and wide, the level of injuries sustained on landing could prevent a small group from operating. However, if they could be brought out by truck from a rendezvous after a raid, they could also be brought in accurately to a point from which they could proceed on foot to the target.

On the wider front, ‘Operation Crusader’ was not going according to plan: Rommel, with characteristic dash, had counter-attacked brilliantly, but his position was precarious. This development notwithstanding, Auchinleck replaced Gen Cunningham, Commander of the 8th Army, with Gen Ritchie. As the consequences of ‘Crusader’ preoccupied MEHQ, Stirling thought it better to move the remnant of L Detachment further from MEHQ and deeper into the desert. He was recommended to move to Jalo Oasis, which had recently been taken from the Italians. Stirling had to come up with success and, confident now about their means of progression to the area, he boldly planned four separate raids. The landing ground at the end of the wadi at Tamet was to become what is described in the chronicle as Operation No. 2 (B), and Mayne had with him Sgt McDonald, who had been in his section at the attempt on Timimi, and Parachutists Chessworth, Seekings, White and Hawkins.

His group was transported by S1 Patrol of the Long Range Desert Group, which was navigated by Mike Sadler, formerly of the Rhodesian Anti-Tank Battery. Sadler had been brought up in England but as a teenager had left to study agriculture in Rhodesia. In September 1939, on the outbreak of war, he volunteered for the Rhodesian forces. Thereafter, he transferred to the LRDG where, the SAS soon learned, he was a highly skilled navigator. It was his first encounter with Mayne and it made a lasting impression on him. Before they reached the drop-off point, one of the SAS team, Hawkins, asked Sadler if he could borrow a rather attractive dagger that Sadler had showed them: it had the Nazi emblem on, for Sadler had bought it on a cycling holiday in Germany in 1936. After the raiders set off from the rendezvous, the LRDG, deep in a wadi, waited. Hours later, when it came, the effect of the light and sound caused by planes, bomb dumps and fuel dumps exploding, though not experienced close up by those waiting, was impressive nonetheless. The six returned without any casualties (the only loss, it seemed, was Sadler’s dagger) and as the LRDG team drove them back to base, some of the raiders graphically described what had happened. Mayne said little. His written report is brief. In marked contrast with the report of Operation No. 1, its style would characterise the remainder of his reports on his desert raids – it may well have been the style that collectively they agreed suited their work.


Execution

Party left Jalo Oasis to reach Wadi Tamet being lightly and inefficiently strafed by Italian air force on the way.

Left LRDG trucks at 1830 hours, returned at 0300 hours. Party was then conveyed to Jalo.

Results

(a)   Bombs were placed on 14 aircraft.

(b)   10 aircraft were destroyed by having instrument panels destroyed.

(c)   Bomb dump and petrol dump were blown up.

(d)   Reconnaissance was made down to the seafront but only empty huts were found.

(e)   Several telegraph poles were blown up.

(f)   Some Italians were followed and the house they came out of was attacked by machine-gun and pistol fire, bombs being placed on and around it. The inhabitants there appeared to be roughly thirty. Damage inflicted unknown.

Remarks

The guards were slack and when alarmed wasted many rounds in misdirected fire.42



Shortly afterwards, the newspapers printed embellished accounts from what was presumably a briefing paper Stirling issued for release to the press. Interestingly, copies of some of these newspaper accounts were inserted back-to-back with Mayne’s report in the unit’s chronicle, in ironic juxtaposition. Two of them give a flavour of their tone, and were to provide the basis of different variations over the years:


Raid on Tamet Landing Ground, Newspaper Cuttings

In the officers’ mess of an Axis aerodrome just beyond Sirte 30 German and Italian pilots sat one night drinking, laughing and talking. The campaign was not going too well for them. Rommel was retreating. But they were still a long way from the fighting line. The mess snugly blacked out, a bright fire was burning, some of them were playing cards.

Suddenly the door flew open. A burst from a Tommy gun swept the card players and drinkers at the bar. Drinking songs turned to shouts of fear, and those who were not killed or wounded desperately trying to make for the doors and windows were mown down. They were 500 miles behind the front line, but a British patrol was in their midst. Not one left the room alive.



The second more specifically points to the leader of the team:


A British lieutenant, a famous international sporting figure before the war, walked into the mess with one man. They pushed the door open and pressed the triggers of their Tommy guns. It was all over in a minute. He threw a time bomb on the roof of the mess. Then on to the next job.43



These newspaper accounts, however, were merely the harbingers of what was to come for both the unit and for Mayne.

Of the other three raiding parties that night, only Fraser had success, the biggest bag of all, his group destroying thirty-seven aircraft. This was vindication indeed for the unit, and Stirling sensed that, without pausing, they should strike again.

On 24 December, Mayne raided Tamet airstrip for the second time. This time he had some rotation of personnel: Sgt McDonald, Parachutists Bennet, White, Chessworth and Hawkins. They drove to within three miles or so of the airfield and then made an approach by stealth. They found that the enemy had taken heed of their previous visit: guards were sited in groups of seven or eight around the field and there were signs of greater vigilance than a fortnight earlier. The raiders silently went about their work, placing bombs on twenty-seven planes. They had enough bombs for some transport parked nearby and for a fuel tank. However, the technology of the fuses of the Lewes bomb was not flawless, and one exploded before they had finished their work. Silhouetted by burning planes, the raiders came under machine-gun fire and had to use grenades to fight through an encircling cordon. It was an impressive achievement, for they had destroyed twenty-seven aircraft without suffering any casualties. Tamet airstrip henceforth became known in the unit as ‘Paddy’s Own’, since his groups had damaged or destroyed fifty aircraft there within two weeks.44

Stirling also made his second attempt on the Sirte aerodrome, but found that an armoured enemy division was moving along the coast road. Hours were lost before they could approach, leaving insufficient time to carry out the raid. On 27 December Fraser’s party reached their objective and lay up to observe it. They found it used by planes during the day for refuelling and bringing reinforcements, but deserted by night. For three frustrating days this pattern continued; and then Fraser withdrew. On their return, there was some confusion about the rendezvous point and they began to run short of water, so they had to resort to stalking any isolated enemy trucks they came across. It took them until 11 January to reach base camp. Lewes and his men reached Nofelia and found forty-three planes on which they began placing bombs. When the bombs exploded, however, the effects were not as spectacular as they had hoped because the planes’ fuel tanks were empty. Next morning the party was spotted and strafed by a Messerschmitt 110, and Jock Lewes was killed.

The military hierarchy now began to take notice of the unit’s achievements: Stirling and Mayne were each awarded the DSO – a distinction usually awarded to more senior officers – and Stirling was promoted to major and Mayne to captain. A unit of Free French parachutists under George Bergé was by now attached to L Detachment and undergoing training. But Jock Lewes’s death was keenly felt in the unit, for he had made a unique and lasting contribution to its rationale and development.

When it came to replacing Lewes as training officer, for such a flexible thinker Stirling showed a certain rigidity in his assumptions. Fraser and Mayne were his two experienced officers, but Fraser was still missing. So Stirling appointed Mayne, presumably reasoning that he had no alternative. However, Mayne was to remain at Kabrit and supervise the training while Stirling left with a raiding party. It was Cowles who first reported that there was discord between Stirling and Mayne over this arrangement; but, as with much of this early period, there is no documentation, such as a war diary, to examine. Stirling gave his version of events, but Mayne’s case was never put. Certainly, in later years Stirling seems to have indulged in rationalisation by arguing that Mayne must have had a blockage with administration; he seems not to have asked himself how it was that Mayne was so effective as a manager and administrator when he later took command of the unit. For, as we shall see, Mayne was a very capable organiser. Cowles depicted him as Achilles, sulking in his tent while the battle raged outside Troy’s walls, and had him growing more disgruntled when he heard that Rommel had launched an attack – the emergence of a caricature of the one-dimensional action man. But, in truth, Mayne seemed not to have too much difficulty in keeping his mind off the disappointing war news. For example, during the last week in January he met Jane Kenny, the Nursing Sister from Longford whose patient he had been the previous June. They arranged to meet again, but, before they did, on 4 February Jane Kenny wrote to Barbara Mayne:


I met your brother one day last week and when I congratulated him on winning the DSO and said how well he looked, he replied, ‘I wish you’d write and tell my sister, because I’m afraid my letters are a bit erratic, and I know they worry about me at home if they don’t hear from me.’ So I promised I’d drop a line and tell you how well he is. . . . When he was a patient he loaned me one of Percy French’s books, which I hadn’t time to finish before he went away. He tells me now that he has a second copy, so I’m going to borrow it again – any little bit of Ireland out here is welcome.45



When Mayne wrote to his sister Frances on 8 February, he made no reference to his present duties, but mentioned his forthcoming promotion.


I am becoming a captain. I am rather sorry, as I was fond of my two pips. I have had them a long time, but it is backdated to 1st September so it means a few extra shekels.46



When Stirling returned, he had second thoughts about whether the training role had to be fulfilled by an officer, for he did not appoint Bill Fraser, who was back on duty, but Sgt Maj Riley.

In the meantime there was a new urgency on the military front, for the momentum of Rommel’s advance at the end of January had brought the Panzerarmee to Gazala, so the airfields in the Benghazi area were to be attacked. With the loss of Jalo Oasis, the LRDG moved to Siwa as a base. Siwa Oasis, a large fertile settlement, was one of a chain of oases in the outer Libyan desert. It had a long history: for centuries it had been a halt on the caravan routes and indeed had been developed as a Roman settlement. There were artesian wells; Cleopatra is supposed to have bathed in its waters. In addition, it had had an important oracle, which was said to have been consulted by Julius Caesar, among others. However, long before the Second World War, its former glory had departed. While there was still the grandly styled, but unprepossessing-looking, Farouk Hotel, the houses had fallen into decay. Crumbling mortar had been picked over by the wind and fine dust lay all around. Yet to the raiders, just as to travellers in the past, it offered welcome respite.

On the ides of March, defying augury, Stirling left Siwa. And, sure enough, on the 17th, two days later, one of their transports struck a thermos bomb and two men were injured; but, more importantly, Stirling’s ultimate aim for the raid was to be thwarted. He was determined to extend the unit’s capability. Rommel’s supply lines were relatively short across the Mediterranean; his supplies via Italy were landed at either Tripoli or Benghazi. Stirling’s idea was to attack shipping, not by a seaborne assault, but by an overland approach, penetrating a harbour town under cover of darkness, blending the raiders’ transport with vehicles used by the Axis forces, launching collapsible Folboats (folding kayaks), attaching limpet mines to supply ships, and retreating as they had come. He had tried out the idea at Bouerat and had got as far as the harbour. Their destination, from where they would launch their attacks – the Jebel Akhdar, the Green Hills, a range of rolling hills with deep valleys, water and trees – was very much of a contrast with the desert terrain. Accompanying the party was a Belgium, Bob Melot, who served with General Staff Intelligence. He was older than most of the others; born in 1895, he was a veteran of the First World War, having served as a pilot in the Belgian Air Force where he received the Croix de Guerre.47 He spoke several European languages, and having married and lived in Alexandria for years, he also spoke fluent Arabic. He and Mayne formed a friendship at Siwa which was to last until Melot’s death in 1944.

The qualities of individualism and determination which characterised many of those who had been recruited were further developed by the unit’s work, as the next operation shows. On the night of 20 March, Mayne had with him Bennet, Rose and Byrne when he left to raid Berka satellite airfield. Their target lay between the coast road and the sea. Progress was slower than expected; boulders impeded the truck’s progress and it was an hour and a half after midnight before the team set out on foot. First they came upon the airfield defences and found two German sentries guarding an anti-aircraft gun. They also spotted some bomb dumps. As they were behind schedule, Mayne subdivided the group into pairs, taking Bennet with him to look for aircraft and leaving Rose and Byrne to deal with the bomb dumps. While they were silently at work, one of the Lewes bombs went off prematurely; this was followed by the bomb dumps exploding. Unhindered, both pairs of raiders disappeared into the darkness. Rose and Byrne made for the foothills and took stock. They had been given two rendezvous points: the first in the foothills and the second, a vehicle rendezvous, some thirty miles further on. In Byrne’s view they were too late for the first rendezvous and he was for going on to the second; Rose felt equally strongly that they should go to the first rendezvous. Unable to agree, they separated.48 When he failed to find the second rendezvous, Byrne decided to walk south the two hundred miles or so to the fort of Bir Hacheim. He eventually ran out of water but met some Arabs, who fed him and filled his water bottle. Striking out again, he made further progress but was later picked up by the Germans and taken prisoner. However, Rose met up with Mayne and Bennet. They were indeed too late for the first rendezvous so they set off for the second, but their map was lacking in detail and they were unable to find it. There was no alternative but a long walk through the desert, so Mayne decided that they would make for Tobruk. There were Senussi tents in the area and in preparation for their walk they approached one and asked for water. What happened after that is conveyed in Mayne’s own words of the time, in a letter to his brother Douglas.


At the moment I am about fifteen miles from Benghazi, so I won’t be able to post this for some time. We did a raid on the local aerodrome three nights ago and one of the party hasn’t returned yet, so we are waiting for him. It’s a very pleasant country here, great change from the desert. Some of the people who know the South Downs say that it is very like it – low hills and valleys, lots of wild flowers and long grass. It’s like a picnic; only annoying thing is the Jerry planes flying about, but we are well camouflaged. Luckily, the Italians treat the Senussi very badly so they will do anything to help us. The day and night after the raid we couldn’t find our rendezvous. The maps are awful, we had been walking from 1.30 am to 7 o’clock the next night and couldn’t find the damn place anywhere. We must have covered about fifty miles, first of all getting to the drome and then coming away. It was dark and we were due here at dusk. It was no good walking around in circles in the dark and I had more or less resigned myself to a 250-mile walk to Tobruk, and so we (three of us, two corporals and myself) went to the nearest Senussi camp for some water and, if possible, a blanket.

The Senussi were very suspicious at first, but once they were sure that we were ‘Inglesi’ everything changed and we were ushered into one of the tents, our equipment brought in, blankets put down for a bed. There was a fire just outside and everyone crowded in. First of all they boiled us some eggs, which were damned good, then platters of dates and bowls of water and a huge gourd of goats’ milk was brought in. I think that the form is that they never wash the gourd, and the sourer it gets the better they like it, and I think they must have liked this stuff very well. This gourd kept going round and round and we soon gathered that the best-mannered people take a great suck and the real connoisseurs a hearty belch. The belch wasn’t difficult. This went on for a long time. We knew no Arabic and they no English, but everybody knew what everybody else was talking about. Then they started brewing tea, awful stuff, must have been made with dandelions, talk about bitter – this was in little glasses. After the first round I pretended to be asleep.

Eventually the party finished and everyone started for their own tents, the three of us lying on the blanket. I don’t think that I have ever been more tired. Nearly every one of the old fellows, before they left, tucked the blanket round, pushing it in under our feet and in at the side – there was a chorus of ‘Sidas’ and the show finished.

All this time the host’s wife had been lying on her bed with two or three smaller Senussi, who looked about three years old. The Lord of the Manor then went out, brought in a goat and three kids, tied them to the tent pole, and we settled down for the night.

And now listen to this and never disbelieve in luck again or coincidence, or whatever you like to call it. The men who were waiting for us at the rendezvous – and they would have left next morning – had got a chicken which they had bartered for some sugar. They wanted it cooked and had an English-speaking Arab with them, so they sent him to get it cooked. In that area there must have been thirty or forty different encampments spread over the three-odd miles we were from each other and he picked the one that we were lying in to come to so we won’t have to footslog it across the desert!

We have been here now for two days and the trucks for three and I imagine that every Arab for miles around knows where we are and not one of them would go and tell the Jerries or the Eyeties where we are.49



Unaware of Byrne’s capture, the party left on the deadline and on the morning of 24 March, Mayne and his two companions returned to the Jebel.50

Of the raiding party leaders, only Mayne was successful: he accounted for fifteen aircraft destroyed. Dodds, who had led another group, was unable to get onto Slonta airfield because of its defences; another party under Alston failed to find Berka main airfield; Fraser discovered only one aircraft on Barce; and Stirling got onto Benina on two occasions, only to find it each time bereft of aircraft. However, what Stirling wanted to prove was the unit’s ability to raid Benghazi. And this he did. But having successfully penetrated the town to its harbour, Stirling was stymied, within a stone’s throw of shipping, by being unable to assemble the folding boat. But it was only a technical problem – he would not be deterred from trying again. He had earlier recruited a number of officers to whom the unit appealed. As far as political connections were concerned, he could not have gone higher when he secured the interest of Randolph Churchill. He also recruited Fitzroy Maclean and the Earl Jellicoe.

On 8 April L Detachment was due to begin training for further parachute operations; Stirling wanted to build the unit up to and beyond its original establishment, but in the meantime some leave was due. Unknown to his colleagues, Mayne went to Gazala to look for the grave of Eoin McGonigal. Grief at the loss of McGonigal was not something he shared with others; nor did he show his feelings. In time, though, he did talk about him, for Fraser McLuskey, the unit’s first padre, said, ‘Paddy often spoke of McGonigal’51 and Sadler, too, recalled that he often talked about McGonigal.

Now, Gazala, between 31 January and 24 May 1942, was not high on the list of places to visit for a British officer on leave. It was defended by the Allies as the northern bastion of the Gazala Line which stretched southward to Bir Hacheim. To its west lay a minefield and beyond that was No-Man’s-Land. Gazala lay some five hundred miles west of Alexandria, so Mayne may have negotiated a lift with the RAF or the Army. When he got there, he spent some time making enquiries and searching, though in vain. On his return to Kabrit, he wrote to McGonigal’s mother and told her of his quest and its failure. On 2 June 1942, Mrs McGonigal replied:


My Dear Blair

I have just got your very kind letter and really feel that I can’t thank you enough for all your great kindness. It was terribly good of you to have gone to Gazala and taken so much trouble to try to find Eoin’s grave. I know he did not have an identity disk – I think he just wanted to be an unknown soldier – but I had hoped he had been found and buried, as I meant to go to Gazala after the war. However, you know how much he hated a fuss so it is PERHAPS BETTER as it is – just as he wanted. I miss him so much – more in fact every day – but I know he is safe and happy and terribly interested in what you are all doing. I am sure he has been with you in your operations since he died. . . .



She ended:


Thank you so much for all your goodness – it has made such a difference.

Yours very sincerely

Margaret McGonigal52



Some who lose a close friend in combat try to immure themselves thereafter by adopting an attitude of indifference. Mayne did not.

It is something of a paradox that Gen Ritchie, the senior officer at MEHQ, who is credited with seeing the potential in David Stirling’s original memorandum and who gave his support to the raising of a unit which so eminently suited desert warfare, should have been the one to preside over the preparations for the defensive concept of the Gazala Line. The line stretched from Gazala to Bir Hacheim and comprised mine-marshes between a series of boxes, behind which was placed the armour capability. It was reminiscent of the Western Front in the First World War. This against an opponent who had already proved himself in desert warfare to be a master of agility and speed of movement! And, as though to prove it again, on 26/27 May Rommel swept south of Bir Hacheim then struck north behind the Allied line, heading for Tobruk. The earlier gains made under ‘Operation Crusader’ were reversed, and Egypt and the Suez Canal were once again under threat. With this development, Rommel’s airfields in the Benghazi area had to be attacked again.

On 8 June, three groups of raiders left Siwa Oasis. Stirling went to Benina, Mayne was allocated Berka satellite airstrip for a second time and Lt Zirneld led a group of Free French to attack Berka main airfield. With Mayne were Cpls Lilley, Storie and Warburton (this was the second of that name in the unit: Kenneth Warburton had been killed in parachute training on 16 October 1941). At Benina, Stirling had success, destroying five planes and attacking aircraft hangers in addition to between twenty and thirty aero engines.53 The French party destroyed or damaged fourteen aircraft.

Lack of coordination among the services compromised Mayne in this attempt. Waiting for the return of the raiders, the LRDG party at the rendezvous were under the impression that ‘an ill-timed’ attack on Berka airfields by the RAF had hampered the raiders.54 Storie, who is now the only survivor of the raid, put the emphasis on the timing of the French raid.


The French went in before the arranged time and the Germans were alert and in their armoured cars and there we were in the drome. It was hopeless, we split into two: Paddy and I went together and Warburton and Lilley went together.55



Lilley and Warburton separated and Warburton was later captured. At daybreak, Lilley found that he was still within the perimeter of a very large enemy camp and set off openly walking to the perimeter. He was stopped by an Italian soldier, who tried to take him prisoner; Lilley had to overpower and strangle the man before he could get away. Next morning, Mayne and Storie found in their line of march, a German command car with a line of soldiers searching for them. They took cover immediately and lay waiting as the line of men came closer. Suddenly, the advancing troops stopped, some little distance short of where the raiders lay, and grouped round the command car. Then, apparently in response to a radio message to discontinue the search, they departed. Hardly believing their luck, Mayne and Storie continued on their way and reached a Senussi encampment where they joined Lilley, who had got there ahead of them.

Back at the rendezvous, Stirling and Mayne decided on a hitherto unplanned reconnaissance behind the enemy lines. What followed was an audacious face-to-face confrontation between members of the unit and the enemy. There was no subterfuge about their vehicle or their uniforms; but they did have with them Karl Kahane, who had previously served in the German Army before emigrating to Palestine and who was a member of the Special Interrogation Group (SIG). In its various narratives, this incident appears not to have been written up in exaggerated form. Several of the group who were there – Stirling, Cooper, Storie and Mayne – have retold it. The earliest account must be Mayne’s; and, as always with his most vivid letter-writing, it was addressed to his brother Douglas:


I have been up in the desert on one of our raids – got back three days ago. It wasn’t for my liking. I prefer the long nights, more time to get away, though my luck was as good as ever. Still after aircraft. In the last month I got forty off. I was shot up a couple of times and, bar losing some kit which was burnt – the blighters set my car on fire – I was OK. I had a party last time I was back in the Sergeants’ Mess. I had just broken the century in planes so it was fairly hectic, a dangerous place to go to – you are never quite certain what is in your glass. I remember in one of your letters you were complaining of not having seen a Jerry – that came to me forcibly about a week or so later. I had been raiding Berka drome and after I got back to our rendezvous we decided, the CO and myself, to have a look at Benghazi – so we took a truck. I was driving, the CO beside me and four of our lads in the back, also a Free Austrian. Well, we drove onto the road and started gaily down with headlights on. We got about five, six miles and then we saw a red light being swung. That didn’t worry us as always before it was only Italians and we shout ‘tedesco’ (German) and drive past. But they were getting wise to us and this time we see a bloody big contraption like a five-barred gate that was mixed up with a mile or so of barbed wire and so we stopped. The sentry was in the headlights and right enough an Italian. Our Austrian started to do his little piece and shouted out that we are Germans in a hurry and to open the blankety gate. The wop wasn’t so sure so he hollered for the guard – about ten Germans headed by a sergeant major, Tommy guns, grenades and rifles. I was scared to look further in case I saw tanks and machine-guns. I gathered later that the conversation ran like this:

Fritz: ‘What’s the password?’

Karl (our Austrian): ‘How the — do we know what the — password is, and don’t ask for our — identity cards either. They’re lost and we’ve been fighting for the past seventy hours against these — Tommies. Our car was destroyed and we were lucky to capture this British truck and get back at all. Some fool put us on the wrong road. We’ve been driving for the past two hours and then you so and sos, sitting here on your arses in Benghazi, in a nice safe job, stop us. So hurry up, get that – gate open.’

But Fritz isn’t satisfied, so he walks to about three feet from the car on my side. I’m sitting there with my Colt on my lap and suddenly I remember that it isn’t cocked, so I pull it back and the Jerry has one look and then orders the gates to be opened. Which they did in a chorus of ‘Guden Nachtens’ (sic) [and] we drove on. We thought later that he came to the conclusion, the same one that I had come to, that if anyone was going to be hurt he was going to be a very sick man early on.

We drove on at any rate and came on a lot of tents and trucks and people (at Lete) got our machine-guns up from the bottom of the truck and started blowing hell out of them – short, snappy and exhilarating. The story is far too long and I am fed up writing – at any rate we cut into the desert, chased by armoured cars. We climbed the escarpment. We had 40 lb of explosives, which blows when set off by our own delayed-action fuse. The fuse had got set off by the bumps but it is so fixed that after it cracks there is twenty seconds. We all got out at any rate. But there is no use writing this stuff, people think you are shooting a line – the most fantastic things happen every time we go out.56



The account loses nothing in its understatement – especially the escape from the truck as the fuse burned. Storie’s perspective on the incident where the fuse burned is equally laconic.


But to get up the gradient we had to get out and shove the truck, then get back in again. And all of a sudden there was the smell of burning. Someone had stood on a pencil so the fuse was burning. We jumped off the truck and, in a few seconds, up in the air it went.57



There were many resourceful, competent and courageous men in this unit, but an aura began to surround Mayne: he was a most incredibly successful operator. He, himself, in two letters to Douglas, put it down to luck. And luck certainly played a part. But it was much more than that: he had extraordinary abilities when it came to reading the situation in the field. There have been indications of it in what he wrote, from the Litani river action report, the Timimi report and implicit in his understated reports of other raids. And those who served with him recognised it. In No. 11 Commando, as Macpherson put it, ‘His troop thought the world of him.’58 But as his sustained record of achievement grew, raid by raid, it became clear to all that he was an outstanding leader. Mike Sadler had by this time transferred to L Detachment from the LRDG; he referred to Mayne’s qualities:


He was terribly observant and concentrated. He really concentrated on the job in hand and he really knew what was going on. Most of us, I think, when the bullets were flying, probably shut our eyes and ducked, but he went on and was quite conscious of what was happening and who was where and all that kind of thing. I thought that perhaps his legal training helped him concentrate – I don’t know whether it did or not – whereas David was more inclined to be focusing on the strategic considerations – lessons learned – and planning for the next operation. But Paddy was a tremendous operator – there’s no question about it. And he gave you great confidence in those situations.59



What accounted for his success, as Sadler has alluded, included cognitive powers, intuitive skills and a strong bonding with his men. Yet some of his contemporaries found it difficult to describe Mayne in the round; they tended to express his qualities in single characteristics: fearless, quiet, morose, fond of drinking sessions. And again, Sadler points to reasons for this:


I can always see him, in the desert, particularly. I can picture him very clearly – he made such a clear impression on one. I think I knew him better later in the war; I saw quite a lot of him then. But he was an enigma at that stage. I didn’t know him well enough to think about him I suppose, other than as a very keen operator, and so I really didn’t think about him, his basic character: well I was only about twenty-two, I suppose, and I never thought of that sort of thing at all. So I was really badly briefed or badly trained to think about him.60



It took the arrival of a non-combatant, someone who was trained to observe not only physical symptoms but human behaviour – the medical officer, Malcolm James Pleydell – to begin to give a pen portrait of some of Mayne’s qualities and to assess the calibre of man he was. And, interestingly, Pleydell’s insights are consonant with those of a second non-combatant who would later join the unit, and some of them are confirmed by Mayne’s later wartime correspondence and, especially, his postwar journal. Pleydell was fascinated by the range of characters in the unit and the way they went about their work. He took notes, and two years after leaving the unit, he wrote the first book about the SAS, Born of the Desert. Published under his first and second names, his account not only evokes the beauty and harshness of the desert landscape, it provides vignettes of Stirling and Mayne, as well as some other figures in the unit. Mayne was no self-publicist: he would not discuss far less boast of his achievements. Nor was he a loner. Pleydell noticed that Mayne made friends with many of the Royal Navy personnel whose mess the unit shared. But balancing that convivial spirit was an important skill in a combat leader – the ability to assess others. And that was a characteristic brought home early on to the new medical officer.


On this particular evening, however, I did not know him so well. One only sensed that here was a quietly forceful and rugged leader who could be relied upon in any emergency; a man who was as ruthless as he was quick-witted in action. Later on I used to think that you were as safe as you possibly could be when you were with Paddy, because he took such great care of the people who were under him. But there was one thing that it did not take long for you to find out, and that was his shrewd judgement of character. ‘Shooting a line’ cut absolutely no ice at all with him and he could detect it straightaway. Some people, anxious to create a favourable impression, thought that because he was so quiet then they had better do most of the talking, but he could ask the most discomforting questions in the blandest of manners, and he could cut a person short with hardly a word spoken. No, it did not pay to pretend when you were with him, and this evening you could almost see him sizing people up from the very questions they were asking.61



This was a characteristic that remained with him throughout his life.

However, on 21 June 1941, when Stirling and Mayne reached Siwa after the Berka and Benina raids, they found the LRDG in the process of moving out. The Gazala battles were over: that day Tobruk had fallen to Rommel’s Panzerarmee; and later that same day Rommel learned that the Führer had promoted him to Field Marshal. Four days afterwards, Auchinleck dismissed Gen Ritchie as Commander, 8th Army and took on the role himself, in addition to his responsibility as General Officer Commanding Middle East Forces.

Changes also came about in the way L Detachment operated. Hitherto, the unit had been conveyed by the LRDG, but, according to the official account of Special Forces in the Middle East, in June 1942 ‘Capt Mayne suggested to Major Stirling that Jeeps should be provided to carry men of L Detachment during the last stages of the approach to an objective, in order to save walking.’62 The idea was adopted, and then adapted by installing two Vickers K guns on each of fifteen Jeeps. According to Jellicoe, the unit had only four days in which to prepare them.63

On 3 July, the unit left Kabrit, but with the enemy now as far east as El Alamein they had to head south to the northern rim of the Quattara Depression, and four nights later Stirling and Mayne made for Bagoush. The airfield was close to the road, where Stirling positioned himself with a small group, setting up a road block. Mayne and five men went on foot to stalk aircraft. Pleydell, at the rendezvous some distance to the east of the airfield, described the effects: ‘There was a terrific flash which lit up the skyline like summer lightning.’64 Mayne and his group had destroyed twenty-two planes. But Mayne was far from satisfied: there had been about forty aircraft lined up on the field; he subdivided the group and systematically placed bombs on all planes; yet they counted only twenty-two explosions. When he examined some bombs in his sergeant’s bag, he discovered that the primer was damp because it had been inserted in the plastic too long in advance.65 Frustrated, he rejoined Stirling and told him what was wrong. They had a brief discussion, then both of them drove their Jeeps back to the airfield and onto the runway and opened up with the Vickers K. The result was that another twelve planes were destroyed; they had developed an alternative to an approach by stealth.

Stirling had to return to Cairo for replacement vehicles and supplies on the evening of 12 July; Mayne also went, bringing back wounded. While he was in Cairo, Stirling received an Instruction (No. 99) from HQ 8th Army giving a revised set of targets and a new order of priorities: tank workshops, tanks, aircraft, water, petrol.66 Returning to Bir el Quseir on 23 July with reinforcements and new vehicles, Stirling decided to try out a new tactic of making a mass attack with Jeeps in full moonlight. Three nights later, on 26/27 July, in a grand finale to the month’s work, Stirling led this mass attack with eighteen Jeeps on Sidi Haneish airfield. Sadler navigated them to the perimeter, then they formed up in two columns and Stirling’s Jeep, like the Fighting Temeraire at Trafalgar, led the formation through the rows of planes with spectacular effect. Storie was one of the raiders:


On that night we had only one man killed. It was very successful. I was in the last Jeep and it got caught in barbed wire; we had to drag it for miles before we could stop and cut it.67



About thirty planes were destroyed although only about eighteen burst into flame.68 So it was all the more galling for Stirling at the end of July, at what must have been a high point for him, to be ordered back to Cairo to take part in planned future operations.

On the wider military front, Auchinleck (still operating as commander-in-chief and commander of the 8th Army) had fought Rommel to a standstill at the first battle of El Alamein. The Allies knew from the code-breaking work of Ultra that Rommel had been stretched to the limit and was desperately short of fuel and tanks; the same source revealed that he was unlikely to be resupplied until September. In addition, Maj Gen Dorman-Smith’s appreciation of the situation pointed up that Rommel had only three serviceable ports at which supplies could be landed: Benghazi, Tobruk and Matruh. Stirling found in Cairo that, in a sense, he was a victim of his earlier determination to carry out significant damage at Benghazi harbour. Continuing with its policy of making strategic use of the unit, Middle East Headquarters determined that L Detachment should be part of a larger force, which Stirling was to lead and which would attack and paralyse Benghazi harbour. Operation Bigamy incorporated L Detachment, a naval detachment, part of the Special Boat Section and two LRDG patrols, the whole group being called ‘Force X’, whose objectives were: block the main harbour; sink all shipping and lighters in the harbour; and destroy oil storage and pumping plants.69 Stirling had reservations. Compared to the way L Detachment’s raids were planned, too many people were involved and he had doubts about the security of the plan.70 Between the early planning of Operation Bigamy and its execution, the Prime Minister had visited the Middle East and there had been further changes at the top. Auchinleck had been replaced by Gen Alexander as commander-in-chief, and Gen Gott had been appointed to command the 8th Army. However, his subsequent death when his aircraft was attacked resulted in Montgomery being given the appointment.

On 4 September, Mayne led the advance party, which consisted of 5 officers and 118 other ranks. When he arrived at the first rendezvous, Mayne sent Bob Melot along with Lt Maclean and a private from the Libyan Arab Force to carry out a reconnaissance.71 The information that came back was ominous: about 5,000 Italian troops were dug in, apparently prepared for an attack. Stage one of the operation involved attacking the fort on the escarpment; Melot led a small group, bluffing his way to the gates, calling out in Italian that they were Germans sent to relieve the garrison; but the ruse was spotted. In the short engagement that followed, the defenders capitulated but Melot was wounded. Without him, they had no other guide who knew the route from the escarpment in detail and so by the time the force reached the approach to Benghazi, it was four hours late. Not only that, the enemy was lying in wait. After a fierce and costly exchange, Stirling ordered a withdrawal. The operation was a disaster. The internal GHQ report of the raid listed seven factors contributing to its failure: the first was that ‘The strictest control must be exercised on those who are brought into the planning.’72 But the failure did not redound on the unit. It had achieved a higher profile, having been at the centre of what was MEHQ’s brainchild; indeed, moves were afoot for its enlargement and redesignation.

On 28 September 1942, the unit was reorganised and called 1 SAS Regiment; Stirling was promoted to lieutenant-colonel; Mayne advanced to the rank of major and was given command of A Squadron. He chose his men from among the most experienced of L Detachment and from the more recent recruits. The Allied build-up was almost completed; the assault on Rommel’s forces was imminent; and A Squadron’s role would be integral to the development of the forthcoming battle: attacking lines of communication, ammunition dumps and transport, followed by airfields and retreating enemy transport.73 The period that followed was a very successful one for the unit. Bill Fraser, now a captain, was Mayne’s second-in-command, Mike Sadler was commissioned and was now a lieutenant and among the newcomers to the squadron, of whom more will be heard, were Harry Poat, Sandy Wilson and Tony Marsh. While its priorities were clearly enumerated, it was up to the judgement of the Squadron Commander as to how and when they were carried out. Mayne’s plan was to establish forward bases in the Sand Sea and from these to harry and impede the enemy.

They arrived at the remote oasis of Kufra, deep in the Great Sand Sea, on 13 October. The following day, Fraser left with a party on the first leg of the long drive north to the railway line east of Fuka; Mayne, with Donohue, Ward and Allan, met with Marsh’s group and attacked a convoy. These were the first of numerous raids, but the period is not comprehensively documented; most of the information comes from radio signals. Throughout October and November they continued their attacks, changing the priorities as they were instructed in the light of the 8th Army’s progress. The railway line, convoys and, later, airfields were their targets. It was also a time of exceptional individual achievement. This was when Sillito carried out his epic walk of 180 miles to reach the squadron’s forward rendezvous in the Sand Sea; it took him eight days.

Mayne, in a letter to Douglas, gives a vignette of their work:


I am lying here beside a three-tonner, under its tarpaulin, in the sand, and listening to the wireless. It is pleasant now, cool and fresh, but in the summertime it is no place for any Christian body. We are in the Sand Sea about 200 miles from the nearest oasis and just going out and acting the fool from here. The loot question has looked up very well in the last few days – inside a week first of all we came on a Heinkel, which had force-landed. The crew were tapping for assistance – they got it. Out of it we got automatics, a shotgun and a Rolleiflex camera. It is a nice one with the reflex viewfinder. I bought it off the laddie who found it. Then I was on a job and on the way back I ran into a nice soft convoy. We were like a lot of pirates – 10 days’ beard – the poor wee Jerries and Eyeties driving along as happy as you like, 160 miles behind their lines. We whipped in from behind and the first they knew was our bullets, smacking through their three-tonners. Out of it I got another camera, a very nice little one, £15–£20-worth. I’ll send you some photographs, not snaps.

Funniest thing were the prisoners – we can never afford to take many, as they eat too much of our rations, so I intended only to take one. I put him on the truck and told the others to beat it, but he started to cry and the others looked so pitiable at being left that I took a couple more – they are useful at washing dishes and keeping my equipment clean.74



Mayne’s gleeful description of their acquiring and trading for loot, set alongside his more restrained account of his prisoners at the Litani operation, carrying his men’s booty for them, shows that he had no scruple about following the age-old practice of troops helping themselves to the spoils of war. Indeed, to this day, in his old home are his high-powered German binoculars – courtesy of the Wehrmacht.

Expanding the unit while at the same time increasing its operational activities meant that new recruits lacked some of the induction lessons that their senior colleagues had received. Storie was the most experienced member of a two-jeep patrol that ran into trouble.


This time they were all new except myself: even the officer was new. We went into this recce and came across trouble and we had to get out. The Jeep I was in was hit by an armour-piercing shell; it took the engine right out of the Jeep. But what used to happen with the old hands – if you got hit, one of them would swing right round and pick you up – but they were new boys and had not been taught this. So we were left high and dry. We got out of the Jeep and got away.75



They walked to the rendezvous area, which they estimated to be twenty-five miles distant, but found that the others had gone. Running short of water, they made their way north to the coastal road. They found an abandoned British truck and started to drain its radiator when they were surprised by a German patrol. Next morning, Storie found himself on a plane bound for Munich.

The second battle of El Alamein marked the opening of the final phase of the desert war. With Rommel in retreat, A Squadron was ordered to move further west to Bir Zalten to keep pressure on a retreating army. The squadron had been active over the previous two months while B Squadron was built up and trained. Then Stirling came out to Bir Zalten and outlined the situation to Mayne. In the short term, A Squadron was to operate between Agheila and Bouerat while B Squadron covered further west. Beyond that, however, Stirling envisaged that the regiment would be involved in mountain warfare in the Balkans, so when A Squadron’s work in the desert finished, it would undergo ski training at the Cedars Warfare Mountain Training Centre in Syria. In the meantime, Stirling would join B Squadron; he took Sadler with him as navigator, for he intended at some point to link up with the 1st Army, which had landed in Algeria.

When its operations were over, A Squadron began to move back to base. Mayne and one other rank arrived at Kabrit on 7 January 1943; the bulk of the squadron followed.76 A spell of leave before beginning new training had to be delayed a few days, for Commander-in-Chief Gen Alexander visited Kabrit on 14 January. He was shown demolitions with Lewes bombs and treated to a demonstration of the firepower of the jeep-mounted Vickers K. Then, for Mayne, the world of family and home was brought in sharply when he received news that his father had died suddenly on 16 January. The following week, though, on 24 January, along with the sixty-five officers and men of A Squadron, he left Kabrit for the ski school of the Cedars of Lebanon where the resilient Bob Melot, recovered from his wounds at Benghazi, joined him as a member of the unit.

The unit’s final days in the desert – like those of its beginning – are rounded off by a myth centred on Mayne. However, this is not part of the ‘revelation according to Cowles’: it first appeared from anecdote in Bradford and Dillon and duly became a tenet of accepted belief.77 The theme is by now familiar: a victim, a persecutor and a rescuer. It went along the lines that Mayne, aggrieved because he had been denied leave to go home on the death of his father, sought out the well-known BBC correspondent Richard Dimbleby at his Cairo hotel to give him a doing for allegedly reporting from the safety of the city instead of being at the front experiencing what the war was really like. Intercepted before he could reach his quarry, in one account he knocked out (not three or four or even five, but) six military policemen before being taken to the cells, from where next morning he was released following a signal from (an amazingly swift and responsive) MEHQ to the effect that this officer was too valuable to be reduced to the ranks.78 Of course, in reality, at the time of Mayne’s father’s death on 16 January 1943, Dimbleby had already been in London for seven months, having been recalled by the BBC in June 1942.79 If there had been a problem with Dimbleby’s credibility with the military, it was not because he broadcast from Cairo: it was because of his concern for verisimilitude, recording a particular unit or squadron’s progress at the front and extrapolating from that to the general military situation.80

But beneath that tale, there probably lie half-remembered grievances with the media. For example, while the press printed gung-ho versions of Mayne’s first raid at Wadi Tamet airfield and referred to a well-known international sportsman, the unit was not named. Perhaps the most flagrant example of the achievements of the SAS not being acknowledged by name occurred as late as the 1944 short official account, The Eighth Army, September 1941 to January 1943, prepared for the War Office by the Ministry of Information. This account said ‘The Long Range Desert Group, under Lieut-Colonel (then Captain) David Stirling, and the Middle East Commando carried out two remarkable raids on Sirte and Agedabia airfields, destroying, in all, sixty-one machines.’81

It was not surprising that these raids were attributed to the LRDG, for they had been the unit that had principally carried out such attacks in the past. What is surprising is that David Stirling should later write that Mayne was callous on that first Wadi Tamet raid, because his own actions on a couple of operations were broadly similar.82 One occasion, which was referred to earlier, was recorded by Mayne about the time he, Stirling and some others attacked enemy tents and trucks with their machine-guns. A similar opportunity turned up when Mike Sadler set out with David Stirling in a three-jeep patrol to destroy enemy communication lines near the coast and turned their machine-guns on some soft-skinned transport. Comparing their actions is rather pointless, for according to the war policy of the time, these attacks were but one aspect of a strategy which had been pursued by the Allies. As early as January 1941, the LRDG took completely by surprise a fort at Murzuk and shot down some soldiers strolling outside it.83 The details of how Mayne led his attack on the building at Wadi Tamet may be impossible to get at now. There is his own brief summary of results which suggests that he used his favoured weapon at close quarters, his Colt revolver; there are the newspaper articles based on Stirling’s press release; and Reg Seekings, who was in the team, said that fire was returned from the house. The LRDG, however, kept a log of each of their patrols; and while they were not present with Mayne on the airfield, they had to have a verbal report from him for their own records. Their account is close to what he wrote, and concludes, ‘a house containing about 40 of the enemy was “soundly shot up”’.84 Over the period of the desert war, surprise attacks of this kind were carried out by Special Service units. No moral opprobrium was attached to them by the High Command: Gen Wavell wrote of the enemy’s lively apprehension of the work of the LRDG; and his successor, Auchinleck, sanctioned the attack by No. 11 Commando on the house at Beda Littoria. So there is no sound basis for singling out Mayne’s actions that night for judgement in isolation.

As the part the SAS played in the desert war drew to an end, news began to percolate through that Stirling and most of a small group with him had been captured in his attempt to reach the 1st Army in Tunisia. But not until 14 February was it announced that he was missing presumed captured, though Sadler, Cooper and a French sergeant who were with Stirling managed to escape.

Stirling had achieved much: the efficacy of the idea had been proven; a new unit had been born, which recruited men who had qualities of individualism and initiative and a strong sense of discipline. It was the end of a remarkable period of his leadership. But the period of the nascent unit was also rich in myth. Seen through European eyes, of course, there has always been a mystique about the desert, particularly through the meeting of two cultures. Then there was also the nature of the desert war: armies fighting in the open without involving the civilian population. There was also the esteem in which Rommel was held by his enemies; and of course the Afrika Korps did not have the sinister trappings of the SS and Gestapo. Mayne’s part in the unit’s success had been that of a soldier who was supremely professional. His competence and leadership qualities were the stuff that myths are made of, but he also had a very powerful strength of mind. For example, Pleydell noticed that some in the unit used euphemisms of war, describing raiding as good sport or good hunting. But Mayne did not. As Mayne was leaving to go on a raid one night, Pleydell wished him good luck. Mayne responded that he thought there might be some ‘good killing’. Pleydell reflected not that this characterised some savage beast slouching off into the desert night (as some have supposed), but someone having intellectual grit, for he concluded, ‘I wondered if I could ever think of “good killing” and felt rather weak-minded and unwarlike in my inability to do so.’85 Rommel’s army, nonetheless, represented the Third Reich; and when the poet Sorley MacLean, who fought in the 8th Army, expressed his conviction that he was fighting a just war, he adopted a hard logic like Mayne: ‘And though I do not hate Rommel’s army/ the brain’s eye is not squinting.’ For Mayne, motivation and strength of mind were to be important qualities in the years ahead: if the unit was to have a future, it now lay with him.


5

SPECIAL RAIDING SQUADRON


They boarded their assault craft several hours before dusk . . .

Collectively, they lent something to each other, seemed harder and meaner than they would if isolated.

Norman Mailer, The Naked and the Dead



After the official news of Stirling’s capture was announced on 14 February 1943, Combined Operations and MEHQ planners did not take long to come up with options for the unit: restructuring, merging with 2 SAS or absorption into the Commandos. There were two stages to a consultation process, and both required input from Mayne. The first was a face-to-face encounter. Even before he went to MEHQ, Mayne knew that some sort of compromise was necessary, but he had to fight for the unit’s continued existence. A new side of Mayne began to emerge.


In response to a summons, Major Mayne – as he then was – went to GHQ in Cairo to discuss the future of the regiment. In some quarters, the suggestion was made that it had outlived its usefulness, but Major Mayne fought hard for the preservation of the regiment in whose development he had played a leading part. The outcome of his efforts was the formation of the Special Raiding Squadron, with himself as commanding officer.1



On the one hand, Mayne had to concede that the unit would not be able to operate in the European theatres of war – which were about to open – as it had in the desert. But, on the other, he argued that it would be irresponsible to allow a highly trained unit, whose members had parachute training and could operate for long periods behind enemy lines, to be fragmented among other units. Its adaptability, the calibre of those who were drawn to it, the high state of their morale were its additional value; it should be retained with a distinctive identity.

An indication of the strength of Mayne’s resistance is discernible in a letter which Col Anthony Head, Chief Military Planner with Combined Operations, attached to MEHQ, sent to Lord Mountbatten, Director of Combined Operations. On 26 February 1943, he wrote, highlighting the problem of what they were to do with the SAS. One idea which he said had been mooted was to retain only a small amphibious force of about 150, while the remainder formed a Commando. But Col Head indicated to Mountbatten that the SAS did not like the idea.2 Then there was an obvious alternative. Bill Stirling, David’s brother, had received permission to form 2 SAS, which at the time was training in Algeria. Were two SAS Regiments one too many? The idea of a merger of both SAS Regiments under Bill Stirling was discussed but rejected.3

The next stage, on 8 March 1943, was the distribution of Directive MO3/3201/1 which really had the status of a consultative document. Mayne and Jellicoe were asked to give comments or suggestions which would then be incorporated into a later directive, to be issued on completion of the reorganisation. Basically, the paper envisaged that a small HQ Raiding Forces would control two smaller units, one commanded by Mayne and the other by Jellicoe. They were styled, at that point, ‘SAS Commando Squadron’ and ‘SAS Small-scale Raiding Squadron’. The latter in due course would have attached to it the Greek Squadron, upon its release from the 8th Army.4 Responses were swift and changes were made in about one week. And on 19 March 1943, the commanding officer designate for the new HQ Raiding Forces, Lt Col H.J. Cator, recorded that the regiment had been reorganised into two parts: the Special Raiding Squadron, commanded by Mayne, and the Special Boat Section under Jellicoe.5

Mayne was not promoted to lieutenant-colonel at this point, as Bradford and Dillon claimed.6 He was a major in charge of a unit of about 280 including all ranks. Lt Col Cater, who had formerly commanded No. 1 Palestine Company Pioneer Corps,7 was duly confirmed as Commander HQ Raiding Forces. His responsibilities were limited and tightly prescribed: oversight of training, the specific administration of the two units, including stores and equipment, and overall discipline. The limitations of his powers were carefully drafted: ‘You will not command in operations. Units or sub-units will normally be put under comd of a local commander for operations.’8

Anomalous it may have seemed, but the drafting of the respective remits for the Commander HQ Raiding Forces and the Commander Special Raiding Squadron showed that military regulations made provision for such a situation. An officer could receive additional, per diem payment – command pay – if certain criteria were met. However, he would have to make a claim retrospectively. And to do this successfully, he would have to be aware of the regulations and he would have to keep good records. All of which, with his legal training, was straightforward to Mayne.

However, Mayne had not won outright; and in the months ahead, during training as well as the period when the Squadron carried out excellent operational work in Southern Europe – in fact because it performed so well – Mayne was to come under renewed pressure to agree to change the unit’s composition and purpose.

The squadron’s advance party left on 21 March for the unit’s new base at Azzib in Palestine. Its personnel were largely those from A Squadron. Bob Melot, recovered from his wounds of the Benghazi raid, was posted to 1 SAS with effect from 25 January and hence to the SRS, 1 SAS. Mike Sadler rejoined the squadron. He, along with John Cooper, had been with David Stirling when Stirling was captured. But Sadler and Cooper had both evaded capture and succeeded in getting through to the American lines. In Sadler’s case, having transferred from the LRDG, his navigational skills were of such value to the raiders that he missed out on parachute training. He therefore left for parachute training at Ramat David and after that he went to Rhodesia on leave. On 14 March, RSM Riley left to undergo officer training, and Bill Fraser returned from operations in the desert and rejoined the unit.

From this time on, however, Mayne’s organisational abilities had opportunity to develop. He was now a commanding officer who had to train and fashion a unit for Commando work. No longer could it be assumed that because a man had joined 1 SAS Regiment he had previously undergone Commando training – as had the original recruits to L Detachment. Mayne therefore devised and carried out an intensive training programme. (Lt Col Cator merely oversaw that both squadrons were undertaking appropriate and effective training – he did not direct their training.) Mayne directed the training; he knew what he wanted to achieve, and he had a model – Pedder of No. 11 Commando. Night landings from landing craft and rock scaling were carried out repeatedly, and Mayne’s regime for physical fitness was severe. On 12 April, the commander-in-chief visited both squadrons and observed their training.9 A wide range of skills was covered. Tony Marsh and nine other ranks were sent on a snipers’ course.10 Throughout late March and all the month of April, Mayne, it appears, did not once leave camp, apart from weekend leave for the squadron. Jellicoe and Cator went to a conference in Cairo for two days, but Mayne did not. Cator was presumably invited to give a lecture on security to the SBS and stayed overnight; there is no record of his giving a lecture to the Special Raiding Squadron. But not all the training was undertaken at Azzib. Cliff scaling took place in the Gulf of Aqaba, where the heat, combined with low humidity, caused rapid dehydration. Even in Commando training degrees of rigour were to be found, and comparisons among the different units were not uncommon. For example, when the three Commandos that had made up Layforce had been on the voyage from the UK to the Middle East in 1941, the novelist Evelyn Waugh, who was in No. 8 Commando and who had then been Laycock’s intelligence officer, observed differences in their training. He wrote that No. 11 Commando were overdisciplined and ‘They trained indefatigably all the voyage. We did very little except PT and one or two written exercises for the officers.’11 An outsider might well have concluded that Mayne was overtraining his men.

His men began to see Mayne in a new light, too. As Macpherson reported that Pedder was authoritarian but very efficacious in his training,12 some of those who underwent Mayne’s regime said much the same of him. Sillito, who had undertaken that painful 180-mile march for survival in the desert when he was in A Squadron, illustrated the severity of Mayne during the period of their training. They were in the Gulf of Aqaba at the time, carrying out mock raiding, and had been cooped up on board ship and in landing craft for days. Mayne felt that the confinement was affecting them and ordered a route march. Sillito, then a sergeant, wrote that on their return:


I halted the men and pulled them to attention. One man moved and Paddy was on him like a ton of bricks. That was when he appeared to be a bit unfair. But this was the discipline he was demanding and he insisted on having it.13



Harrison was another who recorded the experience of endless training in and out of landing craft: ‘Paddy worked us into the ground.’14 But Mayne’s leadership style during this training period was not designed to make him popular: he knew what he wanted and he knew what he had to do to get it – unremitting training. However, in retrospect this approach was seen to pay off, as the chronicler of 1 SAS recorded:


His untiring efforts, his insistence on a proper discipline, and his instinctive realisation of the really important things, soon welded the Special Raiding Squadron into a formidable fighting unit.15



Evelyn Waugh, six months after Pedder’s death, describing a colonel in the Royal Marines who believed in intensive training, wrote, ‘He is like Pedder, but without passion or eccentricity.’16 But Mayne had both; he may have out-Peddered Pedder.

During this time, David Stirling was being held in an Italian prisoner-of-war camp. Among his fellow prisoners was Capt Tommy Macpherson of No. 11 Commando. Macpherson had been captured in November 1941 carrying out reconnaissance for the ‘Rommel Raid’. Stirling told him about Mayne’s work in the desert. Some months later, Macpherson managed to escape and succeeded in returning to the UK. He was recruited to Special Operations Executive (SOE) and learned of Mayne’s whereabouts and wrote to him, ‘From what I heard of your work from David S. it [Mayne’s DSO] was damn well earned.’17 Certainly, Stirling thought highly of Mayne’s work. However, his knowledge of Mayne and his assessment of Mayne’s potential was based on the first eighteen months of the unit’s existence and its style of working in the desert. As a result, his overall reflections on Mayne, long after the war, tended to fall short.

For Mayne had developed in the role of officer commanding the Special Raiding Squadron. Although committed to the training regime he had introduced to make the unit effective in carrying out Commando work, Mayne was still determined – insofar as it lay within his power – to try to hold on to its original concepts. Indeed, from 1943 on, Mayne had become the standard-bearer of the original unit’s principles; its continuation and development lay not with 2 SAS under the command of Bill Stirling, but with Mayne.

Taking the war into Europe, the Allies had agreed as early as January 1943, would be most effectively achieved by invading Sicily. The Combined Chiefs of Staff decided that the invasion should take place during the favourable period of the moon in July.18 But there were formidable difficulties. Gen Alexander, who had been appointed operational commander-in-chief for the operation, which was code-named ‘Husky’, described Sicily as a heavily fortified island. According to early intelligence assessments, there were two German divisions, six Italian mobile divisions and five Italian coastal divisions.19 Part of the island – to the north and the north-east – was beyond Allied fighter cover, while the enemy, on the other hand, had numerous airfields in Sicily. Moreover, there were only four ports on the island with the necessary capacity to provide the flow of supplies which an invading army required: Messina, Catania, Siracusa (Syracuse) and Palermo. One of these would have to be captured within twenty-four hours of a landing. The plan was cast to seize the south-east of the island and, within hours of the landing, capture the port of Siracusa. Operation Husky would be the largest amphibious invasion of the war to date; it would comprise the US 7th Army and the British 8th Army and it would require the use of both Airborne and Commando forces – among the latter was to be the Special Raiding Squadron.

Since its inception, the SAS, both as L Detachment and later as 1 SAS Regiment, had been under the unitary command structure of Middle East HQ, attached for specific periods to the 8th Army; it had not fallen within the ambit of Combined Operations HQ. With the advent of the invasion of Europe, however, the role of Combined Operations assumed considerable importance, and, as a consequence, it was restructured, developed and enlarged. Adm Lord Mountbatten had succeeded Adm Keyes as chief of Combined Operations in early 1942, Gen Haydon was his adviser and Laycock, after his return from the raid on Beda Littoria (the presumed HQ of Gen Rommel) was recalled to the UK, promoted to brigadier and appointed to command the Special Service Brigade.

The Allies were most concerned that the enemy would reason that Sicily, was the most likely target for invasion. Planning had begun as early as January. As part of its strategy, senior officers in the Allied High Command collaborated in – and the Prime Minister sanctioned – a deception, code-named Operation Mincemeat, which in time became known by the title of the book (1953) and film The Man Who Never Was. Having taken advice from the most eminent pathologist of the day, Naval Intelligence devised a scheme which entailed releasing from a submarine – so that it would drift to the Spanish mainland at an area where there operated a German agent who was known to be highly efficient – the body of a man, the victim, it appeared, of an aircraft mishap, dressed in the uniform of a major in the Royal Marines, purportedly (from correspondence in his briefcase) a staff officer at Mountbatten’s Combined Operations HQ, carrying informal but cleverly constructed letters to Gen Alexander, Adm Cunningham and Gen Eisenhower containing clues that the invasion would take place elsewhere.

With the high profile of Combined Operations in Operation Husky, there reappeared, however, a threat to the unit: Mayne came under renewed pressure to compromise, as he saw it, on the unit’s original tenets. He was asked to agree to its being redesignated as a Commando. Although not widely known, insiders were aware of this development and Maj Blackman recorded it in the unit’s chronicle.


In the months ahead he resisted successfully all attempts to rename the unit No. 1 Commando although such, in fact, was its new role. He still cherished the idea of continuing at some later date the work begun in the desert.20



It is interesting that the proposal was to rename the unit No. 1 Commando. For there had been a No. 1 Commando in the Middle East from late 1942 until April 1943, whereupon, along with No. 6 Commando, it returned to the UK.21 Both of these Commandos were Anglo-American in composition: four of No. 1 Commando’s troops were American Rangers. Both Commandos docked at Liverpool on 2 May 1943 and were met by Brig Laycock. No. 1 Commando was much depleted and its original complement of US Rangers had been given the option of rejoining American units or remaining with the Commando. The majority rejoined their country’s army.22 It was perhaps from May onwards that Combined Operations pursued the idea of having an embryo unit in the Middle East reconstituted as No. 1 Commando (leaving the remnant of that name in the UK to amalgamate with No. 6 Commando). Whenever the idea was raised and for however long a period it was pursued, Mayne held out.

Re-enter Laycock. He had successfully argued that there would be four Commandos in the theatre of war, and, in terms of the policy which had evolved in Combined Operations, four Commandos constituted a brigade. So he ‘obtained permission to control the destinies of all the Commando units taking part in the Sicilian expedition.’23 He sailed to North Africa on 27 June 1943 with Nos 40 and 41 (Royal Marine) Commando; No. 3 Commando was already in training in Egypt. However, No. 2 Commando was on duty in Gibraltar, where it was to remain until 22 July. Thus the units of the Special Service Brigade under Laycock in early July, at the favourable period for the invasion, consisted of Nos 40 and 41 (Royal Marine) Commando, No. 3 Commando and the Special Raiding Squadron.

[image: image]

Sicily and Italy 1943

The final plan for the invasion of Sicily was based on two Allied armies on the island: the US 7th Army landing on the southwest of the island at Gela and the 8th Army on the south-east at Pachino and Cassibile. Airborne troops would land ahead of the invasion armies, who would be preceded by seaborne raiders assigned to deal with the coastal batteries. The 8th Army’s left flank comprised III Corps, ahead of whom Nos 40 and 41 (Royal Marine) Commandos were to attack batteries at Pachino. The right flank consisted of XIII Corps. No. 3 Commando’s objective was the battery near Cassibile. Furthest to the east would be landed the Special Raiding Squadron on the south-east point of the Penisola della Maddalena, south of Siracusa. About five kilometres in length, the peninsula’s defences were of strategic importance, protecting to the north the approach to the vital port facilities of Siracusa and to the south the beaches where an army might land. For these raids, the elements of the Commando Brigade came directly under the command of the respective corps commander – in the case of Mayne’s squadron, under Gen Dempsey, XIII Corps.

The Special Raiding Squadron boarded two ships: Nos 1 and 2 Troops and Squadron HQ HMS Ulster Monarch, No. 3 Troop and the mortar detachment, HMT Dunera. They docked at Port Said on 1 July. On 3 July, Mayne ordered a short route march, which lasted about five hours. Next day a church service took place on board Ulster Monarch conducted by Capt Lunt; the following day the unit sailed for the open sea.24 They came within sight of Sicily at about 1930 hr on 9 July. The Squadron’s objective was to capture and destroy the coastal defence battery at Capo Murro di Porco at the south-east of the peninsula: ‘Subsequent action at discretion of OC Squadron’.25 There were thus two components in Mayne’s orders: the first was the capture and destruction of the battery; the second empowered Mayne to take what further action he felt could be achieved in the circumstances. Gen Dempsey had phrased his order in the light of having seen the unit in training. He was impressed by what he saw and realised that even more might be achieved by empowering its commander. The objective was situated closest to the strategically important port of Siracusa, and there were known to be other coastal batteries on the peninsula.

Mayne had divided the squadron into three troops each composed of four officers and roughly seventy other ranks. In addition to Squadron HQ, he had a 3-inch mortar detachment of an officer and twenty-eight other ranks. As the night of 9 July wore on, however, the weather conditions changed abruptly for the worse as strong winds arose. Their effects on the air armada were grievous: a number of the gliders crashed into the sea; others were scattered. But then, as the invasion fleet closed to the beaches, as suddenly the winds abated. Nonetheless, there was a heavy swell running at 0030 hr on 10 July as the squadron prepared to disembark in the landing craft. Overhead, more clearly heard now, came the drone of aircraft towing gliders. From this point on, the squadron’s training had been designed to prepare them, but, even so, in the heavy swell the conditions were unpleasant. Nine landing craft cast off, six from Ulster Monarch and three from Dunera, and wallowed their grim way towards the beach. At between 0315 and 0330 hr, the squadron touched down on the right beach. Their landing was unopposed.

Well rehearsed, they quickly cleared the beach and began to scale the cliff. At the top, they rapidly formed into their troops and located the objective. A technique had developed in the Commandos for the assault on a battery involving first illuminating the target by flare and pouring in small arms and mortar fire, followed by a period of darkness and silence as the unit crept in closer for the final attack.26 Mayne did not do it that way. He immediately ordered the mortar detachment to engage the coastal defence battery and it succeeded in scoring hits and starting fires. Mayne then directed a converging assault on the battery, No. 1 Troop attacking in a northerly direction and No. 2 Troop, first making a flanking movement, attacking it on a southerly bearing. At the same time, he deployed No. 3 Troop to attack the defended farm Damerio in order to prevent enemy reinforcements getting through to the battery. The attack was completely successful. Under concentrated fire the battery was captured at 0430 hr and destroyed half an hour later.27 It had taken the squadron one hour from running ashore to overrunning the battery. They had killed or wounded around fifty enemy soldiers, captured between fifty and sixty prisoners, destroyed four coastal defence guns, three light anti-aircraft guns, and several light and heavy machine-guns at no cost in casualties to themselves. After the attack on the battery, they made contact with several 1st Airborne Division personnel, including Brig Hicks. The next move was for Mayne to decide.

He did not hesitate. Another coastal defence battery three kilometres to the north-west had opened fire on the Allied fleet. Mayne ordered the squadron to assemble at the farm Damerio and from there, at 0600 hr, he advanced north-west. The peninsula’s defences included defended farms armed with machine-guns, a number of which lay in their path. The squadron overwhelmed each of these in turn. At one of them, Massa Alcona, they found some civilians, a few of whom were badly wounded, as well as airborne troops who had been captured earlier. As Mayne’s slightly archaic phrasing in his report put it, ‘[we] delivered several other prisoners of the enemy.’ They also flushed out a series of sniper posts that staggered the intervening farmland.28 However, as the squadron approached its next objective, Mayne realised that there was yet a third battery two kilometres north of the second. When they were deployed in position, Mayne again ordered Nos 1 and 2 Troops to make a two-pronged attack on the second battery. Both troops fought their way forward against strong opposition, this time taking casualties, before No. 2 Troop captured the position. Maintaining the momentum, Mayne then ordered No. 1 Troop forward to the north to make the primary attack on the third battery. The speed and intensity of its assault quickly broke the defenders’ resistance. The squadron’s tally for the second and third batteries stood at six heavy anti-aircraft guns, two light anti-aircraft guns, three coastal defence guns, mortars and machine-guns. In addition, the Battery Commander and his personnel had been captured. Meanwhile, the Mortar Detachment engaged a fourth battery, which was situated one kilometre south-west of the third, scoring direct hits, setting it alight and blowing up an ammunition magazine.

Such was the speed and depth of penetration the squadron had achieved – five kilometres – having traversed almost the whole length of the peninsula, that Mayne had now to guard against having his line of withdrawal compromised in the event of an enemy counter-attack against the invading army. The squadron had landed to the right of 5th Division, which was to thrust north-east towards Siracusa. Mayne therefore wheeled the squadron round on a bearing to the south-west. Exhausted, the unit gathered at the farm Alcona, ate their forty-eight-hour rations and rested. At about 1600 hr, Mayne moved them out and advanced towards the main road where he intended linking up with 5th Division. On the way, however, were several defended farms. These they stormed, and they also mopped up some snipers, before making contact with 5 Division and resting for the night. Next day, 11 July, Mayne moved the squadron up to some defended farms, which they occupied, taking about fifty more prisoners. The following day, 12 July, the squadron was ordered to move to Siracusa and at 1200 hr it re-embarked on the Ulster Monarch.

Operation Husky was an impressive debut. At a cost of one killed, Geoff Caton, and two wounded, the squadron had, in a matter of fifty-seven hours, captured and destroyed three coastal batteries and partially destroyed a fourth, taken a large number of prisoners and killed or wounded an estimated two hundred of the enemy. And this was a type of warfare very different from the stealth attacks by night on desert airfields at which Mayne had so excelled. Mayne’s Commando background had served him well and he showed the grasp of tactics, flexibility in the situation and flair for swift assault that he had first demonstrated as a troop commander at the Litani river action. More than that, however, he had proved that he was a leader of men – not only small groups, but a battalion, a Commando. Yet his leadership was not only charismatic; he was a thoughtful commander. The assault on the first battery showed the extent of careful planning; his inordinate emphasis on training had paid off handsomely.

Brig Laycock and Gen Dempsey both wrote about that first raid by the Special Raiding Squadron. Laycock’s 500-word appreciation was very detailed. In his report to Gen Sturgess of Combined Operations HQ, he alluded to Mayne’s Commando credentials – ‘The Commander (Major Mayne DSO ex 11 Cdo)’ – and he expressed his evaluation of the operation by letting the results speak for themselves.29 In contrast, Gen Dempsey’s assessment of the operation at Capo Murro di Porco, which is taken from a longer address, was brief and concise: ‘That was a brilliant operation, brilliantly planned and brilliantly carried out.’30

Immediately following it, however, there was to be little time for rest and refitting and none for planning the next raid, which had to be carried out that same day. An enemy counter-attack on the left flank had been repulsed and Gen Dempsey saw an opportunity to take the town and port of Augusta in his drive north-east towards Catania and its group of important airfields. Augusta was situated in the northern part of the bay of Augusta; its port facilities would augment those of the key objective, Siracusa, which was now in Allied hands. However, Dempsey was all too aware that a raid to seize the town of Augusta had not been planned, but he judged that a well-trained unit supported by naval gunfire could do it. So that afternoon, on board Ulster Monarch, Mayne was summoned to conference.

The squadron’s strength for the raid amounted to 285 all ranks. Mayne’s orders were to capture and hold the town. Yet there was no time for detailed planning for this operation: all they could do was rearm. But there were assumptions Mayne could make about the calibre of his men and the quality of their training. Again Ulster Monarch steamed towards the enemy coast and manoeuvred into position to lower the landing craft two miles east of the town at 1930 hours. But an old bogey of Combined Operations raids reappeared: it was still broad daylight and the Navy advised against proceeding until dark.31 Mayne recalled a similar experience two years earlier at the Litani operation in Syria. Then, responsibility for components of the operation had been distributed among the services; now there was a more unified command and responsibility was his. And he was in no doubt that they lay off the right beach; this could not be guaranteed if they returned under cover of darkness. His decision was to go. The flotilla of nine landing craft made directly for the shore on the northern peninsula to the east of the town and immediately came under heavy machine-gun fire from that northern peninsula and from a coastal defence battery to the west. However, this was counteracted by landing-craft machine-gun and gun fire from Ulster Monarch and the Navy support ships.32 In the face of heavy fire from the inner perimeter defences, the assault craft touched down and Mayne took the lead, forcing the pace. A fierce battle followed, the raiders fighting their way forward until they were inside the outer perimeter. It had been the first daylight amphibious landing of the campaign and this part of it was carried out very successfully.

The enemy had not expected a seaborne assault on the town at this juncture: the northerly thrust of the right flank of the Allied army presented the main threat. Consequently, when the raiders penetrated the peninsula’s defences, they found that the town was only lightly defended. There was some opposition from snipers, but the squadron soon captured the town. Mayne, however, had now to hold the prize, and he wanted to ascertain the enemy’s strength and its preparedness to launch a counter-attack. He ordered No. 3 Troop to move up towards an enemy strongpoint to the north-west, in the area of the railway. As both sections of No. 3 Troop moved up, taking an oblique approach, they came under fire from a battery which was situated further west. One section took up a position north-west of the other and both sent out probing patrols. At this the enemy opened up with heavy machine-gun and 4-inch mortars. These in turn were engaged by the squadron’s mortar detachment. But the patrols spotted that the enemy had three light tanks in attendance. Having found out what they needed to know, the troop withdrew.

Mayne reviewed the situation. Some have claimed that he was heedless of risk. This is not so; had it been, he would not have won his men’s trust. He weighed up risk judiciously. Successful as before, the squadron was variously: unable to make radio contact with the warships – most of the radio sets were out of action as a result of landing conditions, and the smaller sets lacked sufficient range; running short of ammunition of all kinds; up against an enemy with armoured firing vehicles; and unaware of 17 Brigade’s position. Mayne therefore reasoned:


This being so it was obvious that any offensive action on our part would have been unduly risky, without there being any definitive objective of value to secure and in view of the impossibility to hold any new gains against enemy counter-attacks.33



Consequently, Mayne decided that the squadron should establish a defensive position on the outskirts of the town behind two bridges which led to it. There they prepared for whatever the night might bring. Slowly the hours of darkness dragged by. The enemy, however, did not attempt a counter-attack, nor did it send out patrols that night. And in the early morning, elements of 17 Brigade made contact with the squadron.

This second operation in Sicily, like the first, had been very successful; and the assault on the town had been carried out in daylight. The cost to the unit in casualties amounted to two killed, Cpl Bently and L/Cpl Shaw, and eight wounded. Recognition for the squadron’s actions in both raids came in two stages. On 20 August, Mayne noted that immediate awards had been announced of ‘a Bar to [the] DSO.’ The citation specified that it was for both operations:


In both operations it was Major Mayne’s courage, determination and superb leadership which proved the key to success. He personally led the men from the landing craft, in the face of heavy machine-gun fire, and in the case of Augusta raid – mortar fire. By this action he succeeded in forcing his way to ground, where it was possible to form up and sum up enemy defences.



Wiseman received the MC, five other ranks the MM – Frame, Dalziel, Jones, Noble, Skinner – and Sillito a bar to the MM he had won for his march in the Sand Sea the year before.34 Then on 21 September Mayne wrote that awards had been announced for Murro di Porco. The MC went to Maj Poat and MM to Sgt Seekings.

Further raids in support of the 8th Army’s drive north to Catania seemed imminent. According to Saunders, who had been Recorder on Mountbatten’s staff at Combined Operations HQ, Laycock had been busy with plans for a raid north of Catania which was to have involved Royal Marine Commandos and the Special Raiding Squadron. The project had got to the stage of troops embarked on landing craft in Augusta harbour. Indeed, according to Saunders, there was a German air attack while they were in Augusta harbour which caused some casualties.35 This may have been on 17 July when the unit sailed into Augusta harbour. But whenever it was, Mayne did not rate the incident or the intention worthy of mention in the war diary. The raid was called off: Laycock had been ordered to hold the Commando Brigade in readiness for the invasion of Italy.36 In his account of the SAS in the Second World War, Kemp refers to plans for a raid north of Catania and suggests that its cancellation reawakened old resentments of cancelled raids during Layforce days.37 However, this is unlikely. In Operation Husky, the Special Raiding Squadron was used in a manner consistent with an understanding of its potential – as Gen Dempsey would make clear to the squadron later. Capo Murro di Porco had been judiciously chosen as the site for the first raid, but thereafter they would be used as the front progressed and the situation merited. Such had been the case at Augusta and, it seems, would have been the case at Catania. However, what had brought about the cancellation of the intended raid was a change of tactic on the part of the 8th Army. In its drive north to Catania, it had encountered very strong enemy resistance; the advance slowed; and it was finally checked. To break the impasse, Montgomery changed the direction of his thrust and swung to the left round Mount Etna. Here there was no role for seaborne raiders.

Leadership of the unit revealed another quality in Mayne – a quality not readily associated with the offensive spirit, and one which few beyond his family and the mother of his friend Eoin McGonigal divined – for which growing evidence was to accumulate from this period and over the years: the extent of his sensitivity to the death of those for whom he was responsible. He had lost three men in the operations at Capo Murro Di Porco and Augusta. But he was a man who was not given to expressing his feelings. Shortly after those two operations, in a letter to his family written in July, he referred to the death of Geoff Caton who had been killed in the assault on the second battery at Capo Murro di Porco: ‘and he, poor chap, had been with me right since the time we started as a Commando in Galashiels. I was very fond of him.’38 Certainly, Pleydell had been aware in the desert war of the great care Mayne took of his men, and clearly they themselves had been aware of it because he had early on won their trust. But nothing was known of his feelings about their loss. However, the following year, when the unit’s first padre, Fraser McLuskey, was appointed, he deduced that this was a burden Mayne carried.

On 17 July, the unit next moved into camp in the area of Augusta. Lt Col Lumsden of No. 41 (Royal Marine) Commando loaned them two other ranks and two trucks. This was to be the first of a series of moves, as the unit was to be held close to the front in anticipation of further operations in support of the 8th Army. After a second move two days later, training began again in earnest. Each day, unless there was another move to a new camp, the unit trained. The basic foundation was physical training and cliff work.

With the arrival in late July of No. 2 Commando in Sicily, Brig Laycock saw an opportunity to operate two Special Service Brigades. He himself intended to carry out operations with Nos 2 Commando and 41 (Royal Marine) Commando on the west coast of Italy, and he wanted Lt Col Durnford-Slater of No. 3 Commando appointed to command a brigade consisting of Nos 3 Commando, 40 (Royal Marine) Commando and the Special Raiding Squadron. This arrangement was duly confirmed by Gen Dempsey.39 Durnford-Slater thought that he had a strong force. He described the Special Raiding Squadron as composed of veterans of the desert war under the command of Paddy Mayne, who had been an Irish rugby international and ‘had been with the Commandos in the early days.’40

One pattern of working adopted by the Special Service Brigade and XIII Corps was that ideas for a projected raid be first developed by the brigade and then submitted to XIII Corps for approval. But another method was the corps commander meeting, in the first instance, with the officers commanding the individual units to discuss possible raids. Final approval for a planned operation depended on a number of factors – not least of which was whether the Army could reach the raiders in time to take over from them. However, not all the proposed raids were of the nature of holding a position until relieved by the advancing army.

For example, a hit-and-run raid was discussed with Mayne. On 5 August, to the west of the town of Augusta, a rehearsal took place, attended by Brian Franks, Brigade Major of the Special Service Brigade. The raid was mooted for the night of 6/7 August.41 In the west of the island, the US 7th Army had continued its thrust and had reached Palermo; the encircling movement on the east flank began to have results and the enemy started withdrawing north. The opportunity that had presented itself was to support the 8th Army’s push up the coast by demolishing a road over the railway at Capo d’Alì, blocking both road and rail communications and hampering the enemy’s retreat. The code name given to the operation was ‘Walrus’ and Mayne was briefed for it on 6 August. The plan was for Nos 2 and 3 Troops plus the mortar detachment to land by LCI (Landing Craft Infantry), which would remain beached during the operation, for the raid was envisaged to last between an hour and an hour and a half. One officer and three other ranks of the Royal Engineers were attached to the squadron for the raid. On 5 August, the acting brigadier of the Special Service Brigade attended a conference with Gen Dempsey, who agreed the plan provided the Army Commander sanctioned it. However, the same day, at 1430 hr, the decision was taken to cancel.

On 17 August, Mayne, along with Maj Young, who was acting commanding officer of No. 3 Commando in Durnford-Slater’s absence, was called to a meeting with Gen Dempsey to discuss possible operations.42 None was imminent and Mayne saw an opportunity for widening the range of training activities. He was determined that all members of the unit should maintain a high level of fitness for the next operation. This was to be achieved through constant training. It could not be otherwise for the unit was relocated as the 8th Army and the front moved northwards. The day after his meeting with Gen Dempsey, Mayne sent No. 1 Troop to climb Mount Etna. It departed at 1000 hr and returned two days later. When a projected move east of Palermo was cancelled on 21 August, he sent No. 2 Troop to climb Etna the following day. Constant, demanding training produced injuries, and a steady trickle of men, in ones and twos, being admitted to or discharged from hospital was part of daily administrative routine from mid-July until the end of August.

In the early days of training, before the squadron moved into the theatre of operations, while Mayne was still building up the kind of unit he wanted, he returned to unit any who were not up to the level of physical fitness that he required. It was a hard policy, but it had to be if the unit was to perform as he thought it should. Then there came a point when the required level was achieved. However, another powerful factor was also at work: Mayne demanded a very high standard of discipline. In this he was utterly uncompromising: he returned to unit anyone who breached it and he maintained this stance throughout. For example, on 2 July when they were in Port Said, just three days before leaving for Sicily, Mayne had a sergeant sent ashore under escort to be placed under close arrest and subsequently returned to his unit. Then, after the two operations in Sicily, he returned to unit for disciplinary reasons three other ranks during the first week of August and seven more for the same reason nine days later. The Army Commandos, composed as they were of volunteers, also had a ‘return to unit’ policy. However, by 1943 they were finding difficulty in implementing it because they were very short of men. Because a balance of some kind had to be drawn, the Commando Commanding Officers’ Conference (of those Commandos still in the UK) chaired by Lord Lovat discussed the problem on 21 July 1943. Lord Lovat declared that those who merited the RTU chit be given menial tasks – a punishment by which they could make amends.43 That was not the way of it in the Special Raiding Squadron.

As resistance in Sicily crumbled and the German Army skilfully withdrew across the straits of Messina, the squadron made the first of a series of preliminary moves to Capo Sant’ Alessio, from where it would be launched on its first raid on the mainland of Italy. The code name for the landings in Calabria was Operation Baytown. The Special Raiding Squadron’s role was to land ahead of the other units. Its objective was to capture, occupy and hold the ancient coastal town of Bagnara Calabra in support of the advancing 8th Army, which would push northward from Reggio. Mayne had a reduced complement – 243 all ranks for the raid. The plan was to land them from one LCI and five LCAs (Landing Craft Assault). On 1 September, two days before the 8th Army crossed the straits of Messina, the unit moved; it would be an inauspicious beginning. They were to proceed first to Riposto and then to Alessio in two LCIs. The LCI could carry almost 200 fully armed men; the LCA around thirty-five men equipped for battle. The squadron embarked at Catania on two LCIs, 179 and 274, at 1400 hr on 1 September. They sailed to Riposto and disembarked four hours later without incident. However, next day only LCI 274 was able to sail: its retaining cable had snagged the propeller of LCI 179. It was the following day before the cable was freed and the two LCIs got underway to join the flotilla. The squadron was again composed of three troops plus mortar detachment and HQ. The final reallocation into the LCI and LCAs had to be carried out on the evening of 3 September, and then the fun really began: for two hours the squadron played musical landing craft, men shuttling rapidly from one to another. Part of the squadron on 274 embarked on 179 (the remainder were to be transferred to six LCAs), but after that was accomplished LCI 179 was unable to get off the beach,44 so the group had to re-embark in 274. However, it, too, was unable to move and so they again boarded 179, which, in the meantime, had got off the beach. Over two hours late, the Squadron got underway for the assault, but only five LCAs accompanied the LCI: the sixth had broken down in Alessio. The final ignominy for the senior service was when one of the five LCAs broke down at sea. Its fighting occupants had to transfer to the LCI, but the remainder of the flotilla sailed on.

Their objective, Bagnara Calabra, was a well-known resort before the war, but in medieval times it had been a town of strategic importance. The land rises steeply from the coast and the town is situated high above the beach. Some of its approach roads are tunnelled through rock. At 0445 hr on 4 September – two and a half hours late – only a little over half of the Squadron touched down in four LCAs on Bagnara Calabra’s northern beach. Their landing was unopposed. Quickly they occupied the beach and the road. Thirty minutes later, the LCI beached with the remainder of the raiders. Mayne positioned No. 3 Troop at the town’s northern extremity; No. 1 Troop in a valley to the east; and No. 2 Troop, the mortar detachment and HQ in a small settlement near the beach. Then he moved No. 1 Troop’s A Section up to the town where it located an enemy position on the main road in the lower town. With the element of surprise on their side, they set up the Bren gun and fired a series of short bursts into the enemy position, allowing the remainder of the section to overrun it. Taken by surprise, five Germans were wounded and twenty-eight were captured. The section also netted three Spandau machine-guns.

Meanwhile, Mayne moved B and C Sections of No. 1 Troop up from the valley. The enemy was now alerted; and from higher ground to the east, which provided good cover, opened heavy fire with machine-guns and mortars on both Sections. Two of the squadron were killed and several were wounded. While C Section remained in position and gave covering fire, B Section was able to move further to the south-east.

From the beach area, Mayne brought No. 2 Troop south and into the town. They got as far as the main road and reached the bridge, which the enemy had earlier demolished, before they were fired on from long range. They spotted enemy soldiers in the lower town and opened fire, killing two Germans by the clock tower. Then A Section took up position while B Section pushed on before being pinned down by machine-gun and sniper fire. They were unable to move until darkness fell, but C Section was able to advance further uphill and take up position. Mayne consolidated by moving No. 3 Troop through the town to adopt a covering position on its southern boundary to the west. The troop located an enemy post by the road and returned fire after coming under mortar attack. Suffering casualties, the enemy troops retreated to a point where the road entered a tunnel, thereby losing the use of their mortar. In this engagement, ten Germans were killed and five wounded. Thus far, the enemy soldiers they had encountered were Germans, not Italians.

At noon, Mayne reviewed the situation. The objective was secured. Squadron HQ was set up in the town; slightly west of it was the mortar detachment, and A Section of No. 1 Troop was also in the town guarding prisoners. No. 1 Troop’s B Section was in a position furthest to the north-east; C Section was further back, to the east of HQ and on a northern line with the mortars. No. 2 Troop’s three sections were to the east and south of the town, and No. 3 Troop’s A and B Sections were in a position to the south-west. But there were problems communicating by radio. Radio communication with XIII Corps was carried out through a two-stage process: Squadron HQ radioed to an LCI which lay some way offshore; the LCI then relayed the signal to XIII Corps. The arrangement had been that the squadron provided its own personnel and radio sets for communicating with the LCI. However, in the fiasco of changing landing craft that the squadron was caught up in, the 48 set was left on the craft. Nonetheless, the town was theirs and they were prepared for the enemy to counter-attack. While they were so positioned, advance elements of the Yorks and Lancs Regiment of 15 Infantry Brigade made contact with the squadron.

The anticipated counter-attack did not come, however, and for the next few hours all was quiet. As darkness approached, Mayne’s only changes to their midday positions were to withdraw No. 2 Troop’s B Section from its easterly position to join A Section; to move No. 3 Troop’s B Section to a more southerly position; and to encamp HQ in a large house slightly closer to the mortar detachment’s position. Night fell but there was still no enemy activity.

Day began with the squadron taking the offensive. At 0700 hr, the mortar detachment opened up with great accuracy on the same positions that they had targeted the day before, silencing machine-guns and scoring hits on the road and a bridge. Enemy movement was then detected by B Section of No. 1 Troop, which was at the south-eastern edge of the town: an Italian patrol was making its way along the main road. When the patrol reached a range of six hundred yards, the section opened fire, killing two of the enemy. Shortly after this, Mayne received orders that the squadron was to leave its positions and embark at Favazzina. However, an hour earlier Mayne had ordered C Section of No. 2 Troop to carry out an extended patrol of the western ridge of the escarpment to the east. The section passed through a small village and on the way came in contact with the advance elements of the Green Howards, who were part of 15 Infantry Brigade. On their return following the main road, the section captured four Italians at Pellegrino and rejoined Squadron HQ in the afternoon. Along with B Section of No. 1 Troop and Squadron HQ, the section then spent the night in Bagnara. An additional piece of information, which the war diary does not record, is contained in the unit’s chronicle and refers to an endeavour by Mayne’s batman, Cpl Corps. ‘On the night of September 5 Corporal Corps carried out a demolition scheme on the post office but failed to open the safe.’45

Mayne found it difficult to estimate the enemy’s strength. There was good cover, and enemy positions were well sited: around fifty per cent of the squadron’s casualties were caused by accurate mortar fire; around thirty per cent of its casualties came about from machine-gun fire and another twenty per cent from sniper fire.46 Most of their opponents were German. They were generally of good physique and they were experienced troops – some had fought in Africa and some on the eastern front – drawn from Grenadier and Jaeger regiments. But the prisoners who were questioned acknowledged that the unit’s landing had taken them by surprise. Mayne caustically recorded that if the landing had taken place at 0200 hr as intended, the unit’s casualties could have been fewer. Overall, however, the unit’s total casualties amounted to twenty-two while the enemy casualties were eighty-two all ranks, German and Italian.

It was the squadron’s third seaborne operation – again characterised by its highly effective performance. Mayne, in his report, only acknowledged its good shooting: there had been many ‘spectacular results’, he reported. However, there were also lessons to be learned. The first was something the Royal Navy had to take to heart. Mayne indicted the naval officer in charge of the landing, who appeared to have little experience of navigation far less night raiding.47 But what the unit had to take to heart for the future concerned radio communications. There were three factors that made up an inadequate situation: bad batteries, weakness of the 38 sets in hilly terrain, and the loss of the 48 set, which had been left on the LCI. Two of these factors had to be addressed by better training and more resources for the signallers.

Gen Dempsey had been encouraged by the success of the raid. His idea had been to land units of the brigade ahead of the advancing 8th Army and speed the rate of its advance. Dempsey believed that the enemy was able to slow the Army’s advance because there was only one coastal road, which could be defended at strong points. However, if a raid took place behind those positions, the enemy, Dempsey postulated, would tend to withdraw. The raid on Bagnara Calabra had confirmed his view.48

Apart from directing training for the next operation, around this time Mayne began a personal administrative file, which he simply referred to as a ‘Personal File’ and in which he assembled file copies of some official correspondence, first drafts of letters he was going to send and letters he received. He was in an anomalous position: a major commanding a unit smaller than a battalion, responsible to the brigade commander of the Special Service Brigade and the Officer Commanding XIII Corps. Having made himself aware of the relevant parts of the regulations, on 22 September he wrote to the 8th Army claiming the criteria for command pay. In due course this was passed to Allied Force Headquarters, who responded on 13 October 1943 (reference G1/B/3064/30/A3), with a copy to Mayne confirming that,


Authority is given for the grant of command pay at the rate of 3/- a day to the above-named officer, w.e.f. 25 Jul 43, provided that

a)    he is not serving under the command of a Lt-Col., and that he exercises the powers of a commanding officer under King’s Regulations 1940 para 590; and

b)    that the total strength of the Special Raiding Squadron exceeds 250 all ranks.49



So in refusing to agree to a renaming of the unit as a Commando, Mayne was certainly not motivated by self-interest or the advancement of his own military career. If he accepted the idea and the unit became a Commando, he could anticipate the benefits of its structure: an increased complement to bring it up to full Commando strength, and a Lt Colonelcy. On the other hand, if he held out, he could not assume that there would even be a future for the unit. Yet hold out he did. So while the squadron was brigaded with the Commandos, the recorder on Mountbatten’s staff at Combined Operations HQ scrupulously distinguished it as, ‘Not in itself a Commando but including many who had served in their ranks.’50

As the 8th Army consolidated its hold on Calabria, moving east and slowly north, it began the long march through the Italian peninsula, impeded by blown bridges and mined roads. Then on 9 September the Allied landing, under American command, took place at Salerno. From sea to sea, the Allied armies advanced. The Allies realised that on the Adriatic coast, the River Biferno, which meets the sea south of Termoli, would make a good defensive position, where the retreating German Army could make a stand. If, however, the enemy could be outflanked by a landing on the coast north of the river, it could greatly accelerate the 8th Army’s progress up the east of the country. And the idea took shape as Operation Devon. The chosen site for a seaborne assault was Termoli; all three units of the brigade would take part: Nos 3 Commando, 40 (Royal Marine) Commando and the Special Raiding Squadron. The plan was that No. 3 Commando would establish a beachhead, then No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando and the Special Raiding Squadron would land and pass through No. 3 Commando to their allotted tasks: No. 40 to take the town and harbour, the SRS to move inland and seize road bridges.

On 26 September the squadron, whose strength for the operation was 207 all ranks, embarked on the by-now-familiar LCI 179 for Bari. It put into Taranto the following day, where it remained overnight, then sailed to Brindisi, repeating the pattern, and arrived at Bari at 1130 hr on 29 September. There Mayne received new orders and the squadron left an hour and a half later for Manfredonia, where it arrived six hours later. The squadron rested in Manfredonia all day on 30 September and on the LCI on 1 October. It sailed the following day at 1200 hr to begin its part in Operation Devon. Hours before it sailed, however, Mayne unflinchingly returned a man to his unit.

With only the slight phosphorescence of their bow waves in the darkness, the Special Raiding Squadron on LCI 179 lay off the landing beach, slightly to the west of the town, in the early hours of 3 October. First to go in was No. 3 Commando to establish a bridgehead. Brigade Commander Durnford-Slater and his HQ went with his old Commando. He later described the moment: ‘The night was dead still. This, the moment before a seaborne attack, with the enemy coastline looming up in the night, was the supreme thrill for me.’51 Naval navigation had been very accurate. No. 3 Commando landed on the right beach and quickly established the bridgehead. Again, the enemy had been taken by surprise. At 0245 hr, the Special Raiding Squadron was signalled in. Coordination between the Navy and the Special Service Brigade was said to rest on a clear understanding between the Acting Brigadier and the naval officer52 in charge of the landing, and contingencies, it would appear, were anticipated. About fifty yards out from the shore, LCI 179 grounded, so the squadron quickly transferred to LCAs and landed fifteen minutes later. They advanced as a squadron over the railway and through No. 3 Commando ranks.

Mayne’s approach to the task had to be different from the fairly deep penetration into enemy-held territory he had carried out at Capo Murro di Porco. Then, he had had to capture and destroy coastal batteries, and he had kept the three troops in close proximity for maximum impact on each target; now he had to capture and hold positions, and his two primary objectives were about five kilometres apart. The terrain was hilly with numerous valleys. There was also a network of roads, and the main railway artery followed the coastline, crossing the Biferno river about two kilometres inland; there was also a single-track line running south from Termoli to Larino to Campobasso. Good radio communications were essential, for the unit’s movements had to be coordinated, not only internally but also with the artillery of 78 Brigade, who were advancing north. However, Mayne had experienced troop commanders and a well-trained unit. The squadron crossed the Termoli to Vasto road running to the north-west. Mayne then ordered a three-pronged advance, with No. 3 Troop, the middle prong, in the lead, No. 1 Troop behind, but slightly north – both taking the same line of advance across country, south-east in the direction of the Termoli to Campomarino road – with No. 2 Troop on the west flank, closest to No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando’s positions.

At around 0530 hr, the squadron made contact with the enemy. Both sections of No. 3 Troop (it had continued to operate as a troop with two sections) were less than a kilometre apart, with A Section to the west. B Section, commanded by Lt Tonkin, struck Highway 16, the Termoli to Campomarino road, and advanced to a bridge from which they spotted three Germans in a valley. Efficiently, they moved in and captured the three. However, a larger group of the enemy appeared and engaged the section. During the encounter, the enemy group succeeded in ambushing and capturing the section’s sniper. Then they withdrew. But these enemy forces were parachute troops experienced in combat. They re-formed and, under cover, began an encircling movement. As this was happening, the section observed a convoy of five enemy trucks carrying troops approaching along the road. Quickly they set an ambush. And with their 2-inch mortar they succeeded in setting one of the trucks on fire. The occupants of three of the trucks tumbled out and made off across country to the west. But by this time the enemy parachute troops had completed their manoeuvre and surrounded the section. John Tonkin saw that there was no alternative but to surrender. He and most of B Section were taken prisoner. However, six of them escaped into the valley, taking with them the three enemy prisoners they had captured earlier. In the whole engagement, B Section had killed three of the enemy and wounded four.

Less than a kilometre away, their comrades in A Section heard the firing from the encounter, veered east, advancing along the line of the valley, and came in contact with a fresh body of enemy troops (not those who had captured their comrades) at some farm buildings. A fierce battle followed before the section overwhelmed the defenders. In the fighting, Bob Melot, by now a captain, was wounded. Continuing its line of advance towards B Section’s position, the section’s scouts came across some more enemy soldiers and fired on them, killing one and wounding one. By this stage, they had taken nine prisoners, killed five and wounded four enemy troops at the cost of an officer and another rank wounded. At about 0800 hr, A Section reached the bridge, the site of B Section’s fight and capture, and found their comrades’ equipment. It was here too that they re-established contact with the advance elements of No. 1 Troop.

Already, it too had been in contact with the enemy. Having to make the deepest penetration to reach its objective – the southernmost bridge – No. 1 Troop advanced as a troop as opposed to separate sections. Striking the Termoli to Campomarino road, they pushed on in the direction of Campomarino until at a bend in the road they successfully ambushed an enemy track vehicle armed with a short-barrelled 10.5-cm gun, which Mayne thought may have been a close-support howitzer. The firing alerted enemy troops in position at some nearby farm buildings, and they gave battle. Within minutes, however, the concentrated firepower of No. 1 Troop began to tell and some of the occupants of one of the buildings surrendered, though their comrades did not – they withdrew to another building some little distance away. The next move took both the squadron and the enemy in the second building by surprise: the first house became the target of a mortar attack, but not by the squadron’s mortars. Mayne thought that it may have been from No. 3 Commando’s positions on the southern perimeter of Termoli, or from an enemy mortar section who in turn were later engaged by Squadron HQ to the west of No. 1 Troop. The enemy in the second farm building contested strongly until about 0700 hr. It was only when they were flanked by two of the troop’s sections that they surrendered. The bare statistics of the encounter left fourteen of the enemy prisoners of war and ten dead against one man in No. 1 Troop wounded. Proceeding on its advance, the troop moved out, C Section patrolling forward, and made contact with No. 3 Troop’s A Section, who were already positioned at the bridge where B Section had fought.

Furthest west, No. 2 Troop provided cover. Mayne ordered A Section to secure high ground almost three kilometres to the east of a position No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando was to hold. And he ordered B Section to take a position on rising ground further back and to the east of a road junction, and C Section to advance southward with the mortar detachment. At 0615 hr, as they moved forward, the section and mortar detachment were fired on from some farm buildings about a kilometre south of A Section’s position. They responded with small-arms fire and mortar, forcing the occupants to surrender. Withdrawing with their nine prisoners, C Section then took up a position on high ground slightly to the west of the same buildings.

Six hours after landing, Mayne reviewed progress. Both No. 1 Troop and A Section of No. 3 Troop were poised to make separate lines of advance on their respective objectives. His No. 2 Troop was deployed further west, its three sections dispersed: A Section on high ground it had occupied for the previous three hours; B Section on the western perimeter of the movement forward but to the east of a road junction; C Section furthest forward covering the mortar detachment. The loss of almost one half of a troop which was to take one of the twin objectives was a blow. But he could not safely switch one of No. 2 Troop’s sections, for it was from the west that the most substantial threat lay. However, he ordered A Section of No. 3 Troop to move south-east towards the easterly objective, the bridge on Highway 16, the Termoli to Campomarino road, and he moved his HQ party closer to it to provide support. Unchallenged, the section made good progress and two hours later contacted advance elements of the 8th Army’s 11 Infantry Brigade at a road and rail bridge about two kilometres short of its objective. Here it was ordered to take up position and remain. At the same time as No. 3 Troop’s A Section moved off, Mayne directed No. 1 Troop to the more southerly of the two objectives. Advancing along Highway 87, the Termoli to Larino road, it reached a railway station a kilometre north of its objective. It was discovered that their objective, the bridge, had been blown up and the enemy had withdrawn. So the troop deployed and took up a defensive position.

Earlier, Squadron HQ had moved to the east of the three troops and engaged a group of about forty Germans armed with mortars in a gully at a bend in the road. One group of the enemy attempted to surrender but was fired on by the remainder. Then the enemy withdrew up the gully unwittingly moving within range of No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando’s activities. The Commando made rapid movement forward, capturing the whole party. By late morning, Mayne had moved his HQ south-east, close in with No. 1 Troop’s advance, and taken up position at a road junction.

For the next two hours there was no contact with the enemy. But that did not mean there was no enemy movement. Provided they kept off the roads, small groups, making use of the terrain, were able to move westward or north to regroup. No. 2 Troop’s A Section, on high ground, observed enemy movement to the south. About 200 of the enemy, along with tracked vehicles, were on the move. However, the enemy’s movement was also spotted by a troop of No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando, operating to the west of the squadron. The Commando opened up with its mortars and knocked out one of the tracked vehicles. This attack was followed up by the squadron’s A Section of No. 2 Troop sending forward a patrol. They found that the enemy had left one of their number who had been wounded, but they had also left with him a member of the squadron: the sniper who had been captured from John Tonkin’s section seven hours earlier. After the Commando’s intervention with mortar fire, the most westerly of the Squadron’s Sections, B Section of No. 2 Troop, moved south-west and contacted the Commando. They then patrolled towards San Giacomo. However, they were radioed to return, as San Giacomo was about to be shelled by 78th Division’s artillery. They moved east to a position between two to three kilometres south-west of Termoli and remained there until they moved back into the town the following morning. In the meantime, C Section had advanced west and observed the enemy digging in on a ridge about eight hundred yards west of San Giacomo. Then, swinging south-east to the edge of a wood, they spotted a German dispatch rider moving between pillboxes on the road to Guglionesi, north-west of No. 1 Troop’s position. There they remained observing enemy movement until finally ordered back to link up with A Section. On the way, they established contact with 11 Brigade, who had been advancing steadily north-west.

From the radio reports of the troop sections’ commanders, Mayne had received enough indications to form some views on the enemy’s calibre and morale. First, the enemy had been taken completely by surprise: that was evident from its reactions in Termoli. Second, their opponents were experienced troops who, whenever contact was made, gave battle. However, at the sub-unit level something else was discernible: a reluctance to be isolated and trapped as two Allied armies moved up both coastlines of Italy. The psychology of their place and role in that country had undergone a profound change in the previous few days, for the Reich’s principal Axis partner in Europe had not only capitulated to the Allies, but joined them. And from the prisoners they had taken – other than officers – there was a readiness to give information about location of mines, enemy battalions and even their deployment. Third, the enemy troops who had captured B Section’s sniper earlier in the morning had moved westward about four kilometres. Doubtless, these small groups anticipated reforming as part of a counter-attack to the Allied thrust up the east coast. But there did not appear to be any coordinated opposition to the squadron’s penetration south.

Nothing further happened during the early afternoon of that first day, and the squadron was relieved at 1630 hr by the Lancashire Fusiliers, 11 Brigade. The squadron had again effectively executed its tasks. No. 1 Troop was in position at a railway station on the Campobasso to Termoli road a kilometre from the destroyed bridge that had been one of the squadron’s two principal objectives at the outset. No. 3 Troop’s A Section held the high ground at a railway junction furthest east, its primary objective having been taken by the advance of 11 Brigade in the late morning: Mayne’s HQ was situated at a road junction between Nos 1 and 3 Troops, but closer to the depleted No. 3 Troop. No. 2 Troop’s A and C Sections had come together about a kilometre from the mortar detachment, and B Section was further west at a road junction.

The brigade commander ordered the squadron and No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando back to Termoli to rest and refit. Although it was a risk – in that it left the western perimeter undermanned – he wanted those units to be fit in case they were needed.53 Weary, the squadron went into billets for the night. Mayne counted the cost of the day’s work: L/Cpl Fassam had been killed and buried by the road junction where Squadron HQ was set up in the afternoon; three were wounded and twenty-three missing, presumed captured. At the squadron’s hands, the enemy had suffered twenty-three killed, seventeen wounded and thirty-nine captured. A team of surgeons had accompanied the raiders; they took over Termoli hospital, and casualties were brought into the town and treated there rather than having to wait to be transported back to the rear of 78th Division.54 Mayne had some difficulty in persuading Bob Melot to go into hospital. The bullet had entered his chest and exited from his back. But, in much the same way that he had remonstrated with Pleydell against receiving medical care after being wounded in the Benghazi raid, so he resisted the idea of hospital treatment at Termoli.55

A counter-attack was inevitable: the loss of the defensive line offered by the Biferno river was a serious setback for the German High Command. The questions pondered by the Allies were, when would it come and could the gains achieved by the landings be held. The following day, 4 October, began quietly enough, but the afternoon turned ominous: there was considerable sniping in the town. The brigade commander spoke by phone to the mayor of Guglionesi – although the phone lines from Termoli to the town ran through enemy-held territory, they had not been cut – who told him that German tanks were massing. There was little contribution that the Special Raiding Squadron could make in armour and artillery duels, but they were quickly deployed to prop up weaknesses in the front line. At 1730 hours on 4 October, Mayne was ordered to provide one troop from the squadron to hold a gap. He made up the equivalent of a troop from A and C Sections of No. 2 Troop and C Section of No. 1 Troop and placed them under Maj Poat. They left and took up position on the ridge east running from the beach along the line of an olive grove at Torrente Sinarca, which was one kilometre west of the original landing site.56 A group from 2 SAS under Roy Farran had been ordered to Termoli. It was the first time that elements of both SAS regiments had come together. Farran wrote, ‘It was good to see our own winged dagger flaunted on the sand-coloured berets of the SAS in the town.’57 That evening, Farran’s group were entertained to dinner by their comrades in 1 SAS.

However, though the night brought no enemy activity, the elements were hostile: heavy rain had continued throughout the day and the rivers rose in spate. The German build-up was gradual and methodical. Their supply lines were unimpeded, while the Allies had to contend with blown bridges, and the pontoon bridges they had thrown across the river were being swept away by the rising water levels. And that night a German artillery observer, equipped with a radio, infiltrated the town and succeeded in setting up an observation post in the tower of a church – and bided his time.

Next morning, 5 October, opened with an air attack on the town. Durnford-Slater sent a message to the Special Raiding Squadron and No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando to stand to and be prepared to man a tight perimeter around the town.58 Enemy troops were spotted at 0900 hr near the railway on the west ridge and then a heavy artillery barrage began to fall on the town. The remainder of the squadron, which amounted to No. 3 Troop, B Section of No. 2 Troop and two Sections of No. 1 Troop, were summoned to take up positions facing south, defending the left flank. This movement had to be carried out swiftly using transport, which, of course, was a prime target for the unseen enemy artillery observer. And as one truck carrying personnel from No. 1 Troop had loaded up and was preparing to move out, the enemy artillery observer in the tower directed fire on its position. The truck received a direct hit, causing eighteen casualties and almost wiping out the remainder of No. 1 Troop.59 Not long afterwards, part of the Commando Brigade HQ was also hit by shellfire and again there were casualties. The brigade commander later reasoned that the enemy observer – whose presence they assumed, but whose location was unknown at the time – had pinpointed Brigade HQ by the mast of aerials protruding from its position.60

Meanwhile, the SRS Troop holding positions further west, composed of sections of Nos 1 and 2 Troops under Maj Poat, was ordered to withdraw to a wood to bolster groups from a Reconnaissance regiment. Poat sent C Section of No. 2 Troop, who found that the regiment personnel were not only leaving the position, but abandoning their carriers and anti-tank guns. One interpretation put forward later for the Reconnaissance regiment’s actions was that they were inexperienced troops whose officers had been wounded.61 But, according to Durnford-Slater, there was a real problem with the support troops, who felt that they were being overwhelmed by a superior enemy; he had to threaten ‘many officers and men’ with shooting before they pulled themselves together.62

The battle had now entered a critical point: the enemy had superior firepower, the lightly armed squadron and Commando having no adequate weapons against armour (although, in the early afternoon, one Bofors gun and six anti-tank guns were placed under Mayne’s command). Meanwhile, the detached portion of the squadron to the west of the town was also under tremendous pressure and at 1700 hr, C Section of No. 2 Troop closed back to A Section, who were still in their original position, and slowly both sections began to withdraw. But the movement was observed, the enemy concentrated fire on A Section’s position and pinned them down in a culvert about nine hundred yards east of a bridge. Movement was impossible; they had to stay in that position until dark. However, in Termoli it was about this time that No. 3 Commando spotted the enemy artillery observer in the church tower. Troops climbed the tower and called on the man to surrender, but his response was revolver fire. He was shot by Bren-gun fire as he scaled the roof.63

It was about 1730 hr when Mayne became aware that the principal threat to the left flank was beginning to lessen; enemy pressure declined until it became no more than some desultory shelling. No. 3 Troop and B Section of No. 2 Troop under the command of Capt Lepine moved across to the right sector of the town, between the beach and the railway, and took up position about half a kilometre to the west of Squadron HQ and the mortar detachment. And about two hours later, Maj Poat’s scratch troop succeeded in moving further east into the town and contacted 2 SAS, who were in position at the railway goods yard. Then Poat’s group took up position for the night in front of and to the left of the goods yard.

The night of 5 October brought some slight activity. But it was clear that the next day must be decisive: the defenders were up against an enemy with superior firepower. Engineers worked on into the night and again bridged the swollen river; and in the darkness Allied armour started to move up to the town. Mayne’s orders were to repel any offensive action in his sector, which might take place the next day, while the Allied infantry attacked from the left flank. A little before dawn four Sherman tanks arrived and took up position in the goods yard on the left in support of the squadron and No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando. Then a Canadian squadron of Sherman tanks appeared and deployed about eight hundred yards to the south. Notwithstanding this powerful bulwark, the Special Raiding Squadron was being stretched to the limit to fill gaps in the line. At dawn, between the cemetery, in the west of the area, and the beach one troop of No. 40 (Royal Marine) Commando and ten men from the SRS were positioned. Between the beach and the railway goods yard, about a kilometre east, was 2 SAS supported by A Section of No. 3 Troop, plus B Section of No. 2 Troop and about thirty men with two anti-tank guns. In front of the goods yard were Maj Poat with the remainder of No. 2 Troop and C Section of No. 1 Troop, supported by four tanks and two anti-tank guns. The mortar detachment was in a valley behind Capt Lepine’s group and Squadron HQ, slightly to the south-east of this perimeter.

At 0500 hr, the enemy commenced shelling the squadron’s positions, and this was accompanied by mortar and small-arms fire. There was no finesse: it was an outright attritional battle with armour and infantry; the Sherman tanks which supported the unit fired from static positions. Such was the intensity of battle that the Reconnaissance regiment deserted their anti-tank guns. However, the squadron would yield no ground. By 0930 hr enemy troops had penetrated as far as some houses to the left of the cemetery, and C Section of No. 1 Troop engaged them with anti-tank guns. Immediately, the enemy evacuated the houses, but this was only to acquire greater firepower. For they returned and reoccupied the houses within half an hour and began to mortar the squadron’s positions. During this mortaring, Capt Sandy Wilson was killed and an other rank of C Section, No. 1 Troop was wounded. It was another half-hour before the Squadron’s mortar detachment, with the help of machine-gun fire from the left of the cemetery, was able to silence the enemy mortars. Beaten back in this sector, the enemy made no further move and the squadron held the positions until 1500 hr. It was then that 36 Infantry Brigade mounted its attack, advancing along the railway, supported by the squadron’s covering fire. The enemy fell back; its attempt to regain Termoli had failed.

Mayne counted the toll of casualties for Operation Devon and the defence of Termoli. It amounted to twenty-one killed, twenty-four wounded, one injured and twenty-three missing. Then he reflected on the battle for Termoli in his report. First he acknowledged that there was little that could be engaged by the unit’s light weapons. However, he felt that although the enemy shelling and mortaring had been very severe, there had been ‘comparatively little lethal effect’.64 That might appear callous on the part of a commander who had lost eighteen men to one shell. But it was not callous, it was objective. The men had been vulnerable because they were in a truck; but overall, the intense bombardment – with that one exception – had had little lethal effect. He continued:


It is a good sign that although the fighting of 5/6th was an all-out attempt again to regain Termoli through the cemetery and down the railway, and the enemy had ample forces and heavy support to smash the light forces which were there, he was unable to do so; and it seemed as if their troops were without the morale to advance far (again the fear of being cut off) and the attack was abandoned when the threat to the town was greatest.65



But one shell had cost the squadron dearly. Mayne recorded that the fifteen men who had been killed outright were buried in the south corner of the garden of a convent on the seafront at Termoli; the three who died of their wounds that same day were buried at the hospital in Termoli. Sandy Wilson’s was the only death on the last day of the fighting for the town. Mayne then began the task, which would go on for some time, of writing to next of kin. He wrote these letters with care and sensitivity.

For example, he included photographs in his letter to Sandy Wilson’s mother. Mrs Helen Wilson replied and thanked him. She said that Sandy had been very proud of his unit; and it was a comfort to her to know that Mayne thought well of him. She added that Sandy was the second son that she had lost in the war. And she thanked Mayne for his thoughtfulness in including the photographs of her son.66 Mayne also wrote to Christopher O’Dowd’s mother. Christy O’Dowd, Irish Guards, had been one of the original group of sixty other ranks to form L Detachment and came from the south of Ireland. So he was one of Mayne’s Irish Patrol, whom Pleydell wrote of,67 who had a shamrock painted on each of their Jeeps. O’Dowd came from Shrule in Galway, and there seemed to be some difficulty in obtaining his address. The first to do so and to write from the unit was Lt Disinan. Mrs Sarah O’Dowd replied on 8 December 1943. What still comes through in these letters from next of kin is a depth of grief and a quiet fortitude. Her letter was passed to Mayne. A fragment of his draft in pencil was filed beside it.


I have been feeling for a long time that I would very much like to write to you but until lately I have been unable to get your address. I would like to offer you and your husband and family my sincere sympathy on the death of your son, Christopher. 

I knew him well, and on many raids . . .68



Of those of B Section No. 3 Troop who had been captured on the morning of 3 October, none had a more unexpected reception from the enemy than John Tonkin. He experienced the vestige of an earlier age: a code of chivalry among officers that transcended national armies. He was taken first to regimental headquarters and treated to a sandwich lunch in the mess. There were five doctors in the mess and three of them, before the war, had been to England. Their English, he recorded, was fluent and there were some pleasant reminiscences. After lunch, one of them, wrote Tonkin, ‘was delighted when I gave him a fill from my pipe tobacco.’ But this was only the beginning of a small social circuit he had to make. That night he was taken to divisional headquarters at Patata and then on to corps headquarters at Campobasso, where, he was told, he was to have lunch with Gen Heidrich. Heidrich had a policy of always entertaining captured British parachute officers. But Tonkin had been on a Commando raid; Hitler’s infamous top-secret Commando order had been in force for a year: ‘Under no circumstances can [they] be treated according to the rules of the Geneva Convention.’69 Tonkin set aside his wariness when he found the general most hospitable. Heidrich pressed six cigars on to him and, with the privilege of rank, proceeded to determine the topics of conversation. He discussed the German parachute landings on Crete, then moved on to the Russian front. When he turned, without too much delicacy, to the political field, his views – notwithstanding his apparent disregard for the Führer’s stipulation regarding those captured on Commando raids – were more than tinged with National Socialism. He opined that the British and the Germans should not be at war with each other but should combine against the inevitable threat from the far east. However, for the last subject on his agenda, it was the soldier in him that spoke: turning to the Termoli raid, he gave his assessment of it. He had had a closer acquaintance with it than he revealed. For according to Durnford-Slater, Gen Heidrich had been in Termoli on the night of the raid and only escaped by slipping away on foot.70 However, he summed up his appreciation of the raid to Tonkin: ‘What a beautiful stroke the Termoli landing had been. It had inconvenienced them a great deal and was perfectly timed.’71 Despite the warmth of Heidrich’s hospitality, the following day Tonkin escaped. And on 18 October, he rejoined the unit.

From the military point of view, the capture of Termoli had been a severe blow to the Germans. The Allied Operational Commander, Gen Alexander, in his reflections acknowledged the contribution that the Special Service Brigade had made to the capture of Termoli.72 The Officer Commanding the 8th Army, Gen Montgomery, visited the Special Raiding Squadron on 11 October; he posed for photographs in the company of Mayne and Lt Col Manners of 40 (Royal Marine) Commando. But the officer under whose command the squadron had operated throughout the campaigns of Sicily and Italy was Gen Dempsey, Commander of XIII Corps. He visited the unit on 10 October and gave this address:


It is just three months since we landed in Sicily, and during that time you have carried out four successful operations.

You were originally lent to me for the first operation – that of Capo Murro di Porco. That was a brilliant operation, brilliantly planned and brilliantly carried out. Your orders were to capture and destroy a coastal battery, but you did more.

I left it entirely to you what you did after that, and you went on to capture two more batteries and a very large number of prisoners. An excellent piece of work.

No one could have foretold that things would have turned out as they had. You were to have returned to the Middle East after that operation, but you then went on to take Augusta. You had no time for careful planning, but still you were highly successful.

Then came Bagnara and Termoli. The landing at Termoli completely upset the Germans’ schedule, and the balance of their forces, by introducing a threat to the north of Rome. They were obliged to bring to the east coast the 16th Panzer Division, which was in reserve in the Naples area. They had orders, which have since come into our hands, to recapture Termoli at all costs and drive the British into the sea. These orders, thanks to you, they were unable to carry out. It had another effect, though. It eased the pressure on the American 5th Army and, as you have probably read, they are now advancing.

When I first saw you at Azzib and told you that you were going to work with XIII Corps, I was very impressed by you and by everything I saw. When I told you that you had a coastal battery to destroy, I was convinced that it was the right sort of job.

In all my military career – and in my time I have commanded many units – I have never yet met a unit in which I had such confidence as I have in yours. And I mean that!

Let me give you six reasons why I think you are as successful as you are. Six reasons which I think you will perhaps bear in mind when training newcomers to your ranks to your own high standards.

First of all, you take your training seriously. That is one thing that has always impressed me about you.

Secondly, you are well disciplined. Unlike some who take on the specialised and highly dangerous job, you maintain a standard of discipline and cleanliness which is good to see.

Thirdly, you are physically fit, and I think I know you well enough to know you will always keep that up.

Fourthly, you are completely confident in your abilities – yet not to a point of overconfidence.

Fifthly, despite that confidence, you plan carefully.

Last of all, you have the right spirit, which I hope you will pass on to those who may join you in the future.



Gen Dempsey then went on to explain that there were further points which he always endeavoured to bear in mind when handling the unit.


These principles, if I may call them such are: first, never use you unless the job is worthwhile. That is to say, unless the effect to be gained more than compensates for the risk taken in putting you in; and there is always considerable risk in using troops like yourselves.

Secondly, never to put you in too far ahead of the army. I must be able to reach you in twelve to twenty-four hours; if you are a small party, in twelve hours, if a large party, at most in twenty-four hours.

Thirdly, I must be prepared to use the whole of my force, including artillery, and tanks if need be, to reach you within that time. One reason is that you always seem to stir up trouble wherever you go.

Fourthly, I always try to give you as much time as possible for careful planning.

On the other hand, I bear in mind that I mustn’t hesitate to use you quickly if the opportunity suddenly arises. Such a case was Augusta, and you succeeded as only a well-trained unit could succeed.

Finally, once you have carried out your job I must get you out as quickly as possible to enable you to refit and to reorganise.73



Gen Dempsey then went on to express regret that the association of the corps and Special Raiding Squadron was to end, and hoped it might be renewed at some future date.

This was a great tribute to the unit and a resounding endorsement of Mayne’s leadership. He had melded and led an outstanding unit. He had known from the beginning of their period of training what he wanted to achieve; there had been no change of direction – he was consistent throughout. And among the reasons that Dempsey cited as evidence of the unit’s success, training, discipline, physical fitness and careful planning all point to the work of Mayne. Assuredly, the leadership qualities that are implicit in Dempsey’s analysis expose the inadequacy of some judgements on Mayne made on the basis of anecdotes of the desert war. For Mayne more than held his own among outstanding Commando leaders like Jack Churchill and Durnford-Slater. He was younger than they: at 28, he was holder of the DSO and Bar; they were career soldiers, he was a solicitor. It is perfectly understandable that it was put to Mayne that he should bring his unit within the bailiwick of Combined Operations. And discernible in that was the hand of Laycock.

Mayne saw Dempsey’s tribute in terms of the unit. For he wrote to Pleydell, with whom he had maintained an infrequent correspondence since the latter had left the unit earlier in the year: 


 We have done four seaborne operations and the unit has done smashingly well. General Dempsey, the Corps Commander, paid us what, I imagine, were the highest compliments paid to any unit. Among other things he said we were the best crowd he had ever had under his command. I think he is right, too; the lads have done well!74



They had, and their work in Italy was over. Dempsey’s address to the unit was intended as a valedictory.

In a second letter to Pleydell, Mayne wrote about some of the personnel whom Pleydell knew. He told him, ‘Poor old Sandy Wilson was killed in our last operation and Bill Fraser was wounded.’75 Fraser, however, was recovering in hospital and had been in touch with Mayne. He was a very competent officer who had seen a lot of action from 1941 onwards. When he was in No. 11 Commando he had had a close call at the Litani river action when a bullet had hit the chinstrap of his helmet. Melot, who had received his first war wound in the First World War, continued to show his remarkable resilience. Mayne told Pleydell, ‘With a bit of trouble we managed to get him to go to a hospital, but he came back after a couple of days with a card to say he was fit for full duty!’76 Another who had been wounded, but at Bagnara, and who was determined to return to the unit was Sgt Ted Badger. However, his wounds required complicated treatment, which had to be carried out in the UK. But this did not diminish his keenness to return to the unit.

Mayne himself had emerged unscathed, physically, from the unit’s actions in Sicily and mainland Italy. But at some point he had sustained an injury to his back. When this happened is quite unknown, for he revealed it to no one in the unit. It may not have happened in 1943; it may have been the result of his parachute drop on Timimi in November 1941. The inference must be that it happened earlier but was becoming a problem for him. The first allusion to this injury appears in a letter he wrote to his sister Barbara on 20 October 1943. But his reference to it simply allays her concerns about him. He had perhaps unwittingly mentioned it in an earlier letter and Barbara, a nurse, wrote for more information. His reply played down its significance and suggested that he must have been short of news when he had bothered to include such trivia in his previous letter.77 But it was no trivial matter for Mayne: he would continue to endure it without reporting sick, but with serious consequences for him.

Some accounts of this period have been laced with tales of Mayne’s heavy drinking. No conclusions, however, can be drawn from these tales. All that can be safely assumed is that he came from a culture where hard drinking was not unusual. For example, in a letter to his brother, Mayne wrote in the context of a shared understanding of consuming a large volume of whisky. Among the officers in the unit, Bill Fraser from Aberdeen was the product of a similar culture. He and Mayne had much in common in their type of drinking. Probably the difference between them was that Mayne had an immense ability to hold his liquor, whereas Fraser had not. But it would be the following year before the unit expanded sufficiently to provide a view in the round of life in the officers’ mess, and a further year before Mayne’s own writing gives a clearer picture of his attitude towards drinking. What is clear from the documents of the period when he commanded the Special Raiding Squadron is that he was a man very much in control.

Knowledge of Mayne’s achievements was now becoming widely circulated in Northern Ireland. For example, his Alma Mater followed his career with interest. On 17 December 1943, The Vice-chancellor of Queen’s University, Belfast, wrote to him:


Dear Major Mayne

At the last meeting of the senate I had the very great pleasure of informing the members of the further distinction which you have achieved by being awarded a Bar to your Distinguished Service Order. The members of [the] senate joined in a tribute to the outstanding services which have led to this award, and desired me to send you their congratulations. In doing so I should like to add my own, and to assure you again of the admiration with which your university follows your service career.

With every good wish for continued success and a speedy and safe return.

Yours sincerely

D. Lindsay Keir78



It had been a crucial year for the unit. In the spring of 1943, if its continuing existence had been in doubt, by the autumn its future was assured for the remainder of the war. And Mayne’s role in bringing that about had been pivotal. By late 1943, the Special Raiding Squadron 1 SAS was recognised as an exceptional unit, both by the higher levels in the 8th Army and at Combined Operations HQ; and Mayne’s rating as leader had become more widely appreciated. This knowledge went to the top of Combined Operations when, in October, Laycock was recalled to the UK and appointed chief of Combined Operations with the rank of major-general. Early in 1943, if it had seemed that by comparison with 2 SAS the prospects for 1 SAS were bleak, by September the positions were reversed. Compared to Bill Stirling, Mayne was confident about the unit’s future and that confidence was based on knowledge. Evelyn Waugh still in the UK during Laycock’s absence in Italy, had finally fallen from favour with the special Services Brigade and turned instead to seek a position in 2 SAS, but he learned that Bill Stirling’s position was very insecure. Bill Stirling flew back to the UK in September and Waugh, on 23 September 1943, recorded in his diary that Stirling’s position was precarious; and on 25 September he wrote that he had acted as a sounding board for Stirling’s ideas about the future of the SAS. Then four days later Stirling had lunch with the prime minister to discuss the future of the SAS.79 By mid-October, Stirling was still in the UK discussing matters.

Mayne, on the other hand, had no access to the prime minister, but, as autumn turned to winter, he was optimistic about the unit’s future. In his second letter to Pleydell, he wrote, ‘Our future I believe is pretty rosy. I think the chaps will get what they deserve – they don’t know it and I don’t think they are worrying.’80
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FAIR WIND FOR FRANCE


The role of SAS Troops remains exactly the same. Small parties operating in uniform behind the enemy lines to attack enemy lines of communication and to carry out demolition and sabotage tasks. Infiltration will be by land, sea or air according to circumstances and training in all methods will be carried out.

HQ SAS Troops Memorandum



Mayne flew home to the UK; but the Special Raiding Squadron followed by sea, sailing from Algiers on Boxing Day 1943. He was appointed Lt Col 1 SAS Regiment with effect from 7 January 1944; he had authorisation to create five squadrons. He made Maj Poat his second-in-command, and for squadron commanders he chose Majs Fraser, Paine, Marsh, Fenwick and Langton (HQ Squadron). By making Harry Poat his second-in-command, Mayne was not acting out of sentiment: his longest-serving colleague with the most combat experience was his friend Bill Fraser, but Mayne assessed that, notwithstanding Bill’s great qualities, he was not the man to be second-in-command.

Again, the priority over the next three months was training – but not for a continuation of the role that the Special Raiding Squadron had performed in Sicily and mainland Italy. The original tenets that David Stirling had conceived for the unit – attacking the enemy where it was vulnerable, in its lines of communication and transport, deep behind its own battle lines – had been re-established.

Having spent his first leave in Ireland for three years, Mayne was back on duty on Monday 3 January when, according to the pocket diary he kept, he crossed over to Ayrshire, where 1 SAS was to be based.1 Next day he travelled to London, and twenty-four hours later he headed north again for Greenock, where the SRS disembarked, were given one month’s leave and told to report for duty on 4 February at Mauchline.2 Mayne then drove the short distance from Greenock to Darvel and set to work. The unit was to be part of the Special Air Service Brigade, which was to consist of the two British SAS Regiments, two French parachute battalions and one independent Belgian parachute company; and Brigade Commander was Brig McLeod, a man with no experience of SAS work. Meanwhile, 2 SAS was still overseas and not due to return to the UK for another two months. Methodically, Mayne mapped out what he would have to do by way of recruitment and training; he worked late into the Thursday night, and most of Friday. It had been a hectic week, and a similar one lay ahead of him upon his return to London, so he took off Friday night and went to the cinema.

A network existed among those in Special Services who were now back in the UK preparing for the great enterprise. Brian Franks, who in a few months time was to command 2 SAS, was still operating as Brigade Major, Special Services Brigade. In that capacity, he had been outstanding during the time the Special Raiding Squadron was taking part in the Sicilian and Italian campaigns. But Franks wanted a move and he discussed his thoughts with Mayne. As a result, Mayne recommended him for a new position. But Franks’ wish to move could have been blocked in the interests of the service. However, on 12 January he took the first step: he spoke to Maj Gen Laycock and later the same day wrote to Mayne. Franks’ letter shows the nimble way that colleagues sometimes chose to refer to someone they knew who was now in an elevated position: Laycock could be both ‘the great man’ and Bob.

32 Drayton Court 

Drayton Gardens 

S.W. 10


Dear Paddy

I tried to get hold of you on the telephone today but failed. I gathered you would be back late! I am off for three days early tomorrow and expect that you will be away when I get back. I have leaped the first hurdle today in the shape of the great man (CCO), who I felt I should speak to first as I have been his employee for so long. I am going off with John Durnford-Slater tomorrow so will have a good chance of getting a crack at him, and I anticipate no great difficulty. I would like to get hold of you when I get back (Monday) and will try to do so through Ian Collins, so perhaps you will let him know how I can contact you and let you know how I have prospered.

I am very excited at at last having what looks like a proper job of work to do and I hope that you will not regret it – I will do my best to see you don’t.

This telephone no. will know where I am if you want me. 

Yours ever

Brian

P.S. Bob asked me whether I thought you might have a job for Phillip Dunne – I said I would ask you. He might do you very well – he is full of courage and has done his parachuting – perhaps you will think about it. Phillip has NOT been confided [in].3



Such a network had its uses, but the scale of the recruitment that had to be undertaken – officers, sergeants and troopers – meant that Mayne had to travel long distances, visit other units and interview volunteers. Mayne, as his handwritten draft of the memorandum that accompanied its return makes clear, had no confidence in the car he was given.


This car, no. – was drawn yesterday, 12 February, for Commanding Officer, 1 SAS Regiment. The car has done a mileage of 45,000 miles and is mechanically unsound.

In the course of training his regiment, Lt Col Mayne will have to do a lot of arduous motoring and it is essential he should have a reliable car.

The car is being returned and it is hoped that you can supply a more suitable vehicle.4



He arranged to visit 1st Airborne Division on 24 February, 6th Airborne Division on the afternoon of the 25th, and on the morning of 26 February to interview volunteers for the SAS. It was a difficult task in the circumstances: he had to build up the regiment quickly, but he did not want it to be at the expense of reducing the calibre of its personnel. He also selected some men for 2 SAS, who were not due back until the third week of March. Yet, on 17 March, Mayne’s letter to Dennis Reynolds of 2 SAS makes clear that he had to modify his standards, for he had reservations about some of the men he was sending him.5

However, his stance on selecting officers was uncompromising. He wanted no hangers-on, and his astuteness in discerning self-seekers was noted by those closest to him. At times his interview methods may have included an idiosyncratic test or two. There were occasions, it was said, when Mayne, interviewing an officer volunteer, would have two bumpers of whisky brought in. Although one version of this tradition has it that if the candidate declined the drink, the interview proceeded no further, there is a lot of evidence to suggest that temperance was not a habit that Mayne abhorred in others. His real purpose was to apply one of the oldest of psychometric tests so that he could find out more about the calibre of the applicant.6

Roy Close, by the time he joined the SAS, had had a lot of experience as a combat soldier. In 1940 he had been at Dunkirk, and, as an officer in the Airborne Division, he had seen active service in North Africa. Along with two friends, he volunteered for the SAS, but the three had agreed among themselves not to split up – either all of them should be accepted or none – and Close, the last to be interviewed, was deputed to tell Mayne. When he heard of their decision, Mayne perhaps recalled the time two and a half years earlier when he had urged David Stirling to seek out his friend Eoin McGonigal for L Detachment.


Paddy looked at me and smiled and said, ‘So it is giving an ultimatum to the Commanding Officer, is it?’ I apologised and said, ‘I didn’t mean it to sound that way.’

When I got outside and told them this, we realised we had screwed it up. ‘Let’s take our chances.’ So I went back and said that I was very sorry about what had happened and if only one or two of us were selected we would accept it. He smiled and nodded. We all got in. Whether it was because he was sympathetic to our problem or because he admired our nerve in asking, I’m not sure.7



When 1 SAS was based at Darvel, Fraser McLuskey was appointed as its first Chaplain. He, like Pleydell, the unit’s first Medical Officer, found Mayne a man of strengths – of perceptiveness and insight. He, too, noticed Mayne’s tendency to assess others. And that intuitive assessment – not networks or contacts– was Mayne’s only criterion for selecting officers. McLuskey cited an example:


He was remarkable for so many contrasts: he was a very big chap, six feet two inches and a broad build in proportion; enormously strong – he was a giant. I’m quite big, but he made me feel underdeveloped. But along with this great physical prowess, he was very discerning and quick-witted and sized people up immediately. If he thought they would fit, he could not have been kinder to them; if he thought that they wouldn’t fit, they didn’t stay for a minute.

A good friend of mine, who eventually served in the Parachute Regiment, was a very able officer. He wanted to join the SAS, but to his disappointment Paddy wouldn’t have him. I think what Paddy sensed was that he was a little pleased with himself. He was a very nice chap, but Paddy felt that there was something about him.8



He applied that judgement consistently; he was quite unyielding. That meant that he was not politic; and this was a strength in the unit: his colleagues knew that even filial bonds would not sway him. Mayne’s brother Douglas, who had been the recipient of graphic letters of the desert raids, thought about transferring to the unit from the RAF (there was a precedent: Flg Off Rawnsley had done so earlier). An opportunity to talk about it occurred when Douglas Mayne returned from a posting in Canada and spent a leave with the unit at Darvel. He did not broach the topic with his older brother but sounded out Bob Melot, a man of mature years and judgement. Melot warned Douglas to think of the long-term relationship, for Mayne would make no concessions: he would either make him or break him.

Then there were a few experienced men who desperately wanted to return to the unit. These were men whom Mayne certainly wanted. First, there were those who had been wounded and who were anxious lest they be relegated to other units on medical grounds. Sgt Ted Badger was in this situation. He had been wounded in the raid at Bagnara and his wounds required further treatment in the UK. Mayne visited him in hospital and then, after a further operation, Badger wrote to him from a convalescent hospital in Surrey on 5 February 1944:


Dear Major Mayne

Things still seem rather unsettled with me but I thought I had better write just to keep in touch. My keenness to rejoin the unit hasn’t diminished in the least.

The operation I had after seeing you last didn’t prove too successful and I’m to see the specialist on Wednesday to see if a third operation is practicable. If he says another operation then of course there’ll be another two or three months in dock, but should he decide that no more can be done, I may succeed in leaving hospital fairly soon. In that case could I wire you to do the necessary wangling for me?

I hope everything with yourself and the unit is fine and that I’ll soon be along to catch up on all the changes.

Sorry to pester you like this but I’m sure you understand. 

Yours respectfully

E.A. Badger9



Mayne indeed understood; he wrote on the letter, ‘Answered’: not only did Badger return to the unit, on 24 June, he was granted an immediate commission. Second, there were those who had been captured and later escaped. Sgt Jim Almonds was in this category. He had been captured at the Benghazi raid, then held in an Italian POW camp before escaping in late 1943; and he, too, ‘longed to get back to the SAS’.10 Mayne learned of Almonds’s escape and told Pleydell in a letter that he was trying to meet him.11 When he learned of Almonds’s whereabouts, he wrote to him on 16 February 1944:


Dear Almonds

I was very pleased to hear you had escaped. I asked John Cooper to write to you and let you know that we would very much like to see you again.

You might write and let me know how everything is going with you.

Yours sincerely

R.B. Mayne12



Almonds soon rejoined the unit; and he too became commissioned.

In the midst of regimental priorities, Mayne had to attend to his own financial affairs. While he was home on leave, he reviewed his account at the Newtownards branch of the Belfast Bank and came to the conclusion that he had not been paid command pay: there were arrears of almost six months. So, on 6 February, he began a paper chase, writing to the Cox and Kings Branch, pay department of Lloyds Bank, who administered part of the Army’s payment system (having been diverted from their travel agency business for the duration of the war).


I am entitled to command pay of 3/- per day from 25/7/43. Authority G1/B/3064/30/A3 dated 13 Oct 43.

I am also entitled to parachute pay at 4/- per day. I believe I am not receiving these amounts. I would be obliged if you would look into the matter and if possible let me have a statement for the last six months.13



Whether or not the involvement of the private sector in the Army’s finance system helped speed things up, the Army Pay Office in Manchester responding surprisingly quickly on 16 February, pointing out that:


Parachute pay at 4/- per diem is being credited by me to your account monthly w.e.f. 1 July 1943; prior to that date you were receiving your allowances from MEF.

No notification has been received by me of your entitlement to command pay at 3/- per diem from 25 July 1943. Can you please forward to me a certified true copy of the authority you quote, G1/B/3064/30/A3 date 13 Oct 1943.

Will you also please inform me if you are still in command of the same unit in this country as you were overseas.14



Mayne sent a certified copy and confirmed his new rank and appointment, indicating that he would now be claiming command pay at 10/- per diem. From now on, he monitored his bank account by having the Newtownards branch send him monthly statements.

Friendships and social contacts from the period of No. 11 Commando were re-established during this time. Tommy Macpherson, who had been a colleague with Mayne and Fraser in those early days, had escaped from a POW camp in Italy and was now training with SOE for the part he would play in operating with the Resistance. He wrote to Mayne, telling him that he had learned of Mayne’s work from David Stirling, who had been with him in the same camp. He asked about Bill Fraser and gave Mayne information on the whereabouts of some of the other officers who had been in the Commando. Then he continued, ‘I am very sorry I didn’t know before that you were home, as I have been in most parts of the country during the past two months. With luck I shall get up to Scotland before the big bang, and shall look forward to see you then.’15 Around the same time, Macpherson also wrote to Lady Jean Graham, daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Montrose, on whose land on the Isle of Arran the Commando had trained. As a result, on 20 February 1944 Lady Jean sent a letter to Mayne from Auchmar, Drymen.


Forgive me writing to you but Tommy Macpherson wrote and said that you and Captain Fraser were at Mauchline. My parents said I was to say that this house is open to you both for any short leave you would like to spend here, or any meal you would like to come here for.

We shall be here till about March 6th and then my sister-in-law will be here and we go to Arran. If you would like to come there just ring us up.

I met you once or twice when you were training in Arran.

I am yours sincerely

Jean Graham16



Mayne had written on the letter, ‘The Lady Jean Graham’.

Decades later, this letter was to demonstrate not only the extent to which legend about Mayne grew after the war, but the power of legend to superimpose itself upon memory. When Lady Jean Fforde (as she later became) was contacted by the author, her reply was fascinating:


I am surprised on two counts that you found a letter from me to Paddy. I cannot remember writing it and am surprised that my mother allowed it because he drank heavily and my mother was very strict!

What happened to Paddy’s running mate Eoin McGonigal? Did he survive the war?

. . . I don’t feel I have much to offer because Paddy was too wild for me.17



However, Lady Jean was only twenty-three in 1944; she could not have written such an invitation without her mother’s permission. Therefore, in 1941, no tales about outrageous behaviour on the part of Mayne had come to the Duchess of Montrose from officers of the Commando; nor, by 1944, had picturesque stories about him circulated on the Isle of Arran (as is the case today), for the Duchess was not a remote figure in the community. In 2002, when Lady Jean re-read a photocopy of the letter she had written fifty-eight years earlier, and when she heard of Sir Tommy Macpherson’s comments about the relatively quiet demeanour of Mayne and McGonigal during Commando training, she came to the conclusion that the tales about him had probably become exaggerated over the years. And she added, ‘It’s so funny, Blair Mayne keeping that letter.’18

Social invitations for the regiment arrived. Some of them, on the surface at least, seemed a far cry from the fleshpots of the Middle East or the sirens of Bagnara Calabra against whose wiles the Special Raiding Squadron had been warned.19 Mayne was written to on 15 March and informed that ‘The female personnel of First Aid Post 2 Kilmarnock are having a party on Saturday 25 March at which they would like to entertain thirty of your boys. There will be games and dancing.’20

Serious training got under way. Since it had been agreed that the SAS would revert to its original role – working in small groups, operating behind the enemy lines, attacking enemy lines of communication and carrying out demolition and sabotage – there was much to be done, but time was short.21 The unit had not engaged in parachute operations since the first raid, in 1941: there had to be refresher courses. For those who had recently come from the Parachute Regiment, it was not repetition of earlier training, as Roy Close explained:


In the Paras we were expected to be dropped in strength in daylight in or close to a battle zone. So we had to be prepared for action on landing. There was a kind of a drill for quickly getting out of para harness, shouting to comrades of your section – or whatever – to form a defensive grouping while we got our bearings and then moved off to where we had to go. A lot of movement, lot of noise – perhaps under fire – and lots of people. In the SAS we were expected to be dropped in small numbers: from one or two to nine or ten; at night, clandestinely; and hopefully without the enemy knowing. Sometimes to waiting friends, sometimes not. So we trained to move slowly, quietly – rolling up your chute silently and hiding it – gather together, remove all traces of our having been there, and move off under cover. Other consequences of those differences were that we had training exercises designed to teach us to move over long distances at night, carrying heavy loads and finding our way by compass bearing. Learning to move into a concealed position from which you could observe a ‘target’ for a night and a day – or longer, if necessary. We were taught how to move into a town quietly at night, keeping alert for enemy patrols in order to do the damage we were supposed to do; how to handle explosives, especially the SAS’s special ‘Lewes bomb’ how to choose the ‘best’ ambush sites; how to drive a train!22



Expert advice was given on the most effective way to wreck power stations and railways, as Derrick Harrison recounted in his book These Men Are Dangerous:


At Kilmarnock railway station we studied the working of the railway system. Railway officials went to great pains to show us the easiest way to derail trains so that the greatest possible damage would be done to the track and other installations.23



They took their training very seriously and inevitably there was a litany of complaints from other services or the Home Guard about overzealous simulation exercises. However, Mayne defended all these on paper, and, like a good lawyer, conceded little. The men recognised that their training gave them confidence – this comes through in their operational reports – and the regiment’s chronicler summed it up: ‘This training was in every way excellent, comprehensive, and no detail was overlooked. All ranks will vouch for the tremendous value of this training in later operations.’24

The question, of course, that had not been resolved in late 1943 was that of which structure the SAS Brigade should be a part – that is until Lt Gen Browning took the initiative and got agreement for its inclusion in the Army Air Corps. Whereupon, on 25 March 1944, Brig McLeod sent Mayne a letter attaching a memorandum containing the arguments on which the decision had been taken to incorporate the SAS in the Army Air Corps. The paper began by conceding that the role of SAS troops would remain as it had been originally and reiterated what had been the unit’s policy since the early days: ‘Infiltration will be by land, sea or air according to circumstances, and training in all methods will be carried out.’ But it stressed that in the short term, owing to the nature of the forthcoming operations, the only likely method of infiltration in the early stages would be by air. By forming part of the Army Air Corps, it was claimed, the SAS would have a much closer liaison with 38 Group RAF, more aircraft for training and for operations, as well as the provision of airborne equipment. In the field of technological developments, it was argued that the SAS would share with the Army Air Corps the benefits of developments in technical equipment, aids and gadgets.25 The memorandum appeared to allow for the regiment’s unique method of working, including submarine pay if submarine operations were carried out. However, it also opened the door for conformity and loss of specific identity, which Mayne would resent. For the present, however, it simply stated that SAS badge and parachute wings were authorised; it said nothing about head wear. Brig McLeod’s letter to Mayne made no comment on the memorandum; he simply described its contents as perhaps being of interest.

On 17 March, 2 SAS returned to the UK from North Africa. Mayne had given some assistance to Dennis Reynolds and his advance party, but this was the first time that Mayne and Bill Stirling had had an opportunity to discuss matters that affected their common interests, for although both units had been together at the defence of Termoli, the party from 2 SAS, under Roy Farran, had been small (Bill Stirling was in the UK at that time). On 21 March, Stirling wrote in very warm terms to Mayne, ‘My Dear Paddy’. He thanked Mayne for all his help in getting them into their new camp and he sent his comments on what he referred to as ‘the jeep paper – all expressly subject to what you have to say’.26 Bill Stirling’s comments on ‘the jeep paper’ are not in Mayne’s file, but one sentence in Stirling’s letter shows his frustration with higher authority: he wrote that he felt his comments would ensure that at least the matter would be discussed. He ended, hoping to see Mayne on Friday. However, it was an omen, for in two months Bill Stirling resigned, and the command of 2 SAS passed to Brian Franks.

Meanwhile, unaware of the details of what was happening to the unit he had formed, David Stirling sent a postcard from his prison camp to Johnny Cooper, addressing it to Cooper’s home near Leicester. Stirling wrote it on 12 April 1944 via Kriegsgefangenenpost from Offizierlager VIIB. He was in fact replying to a letter he had just received from Cooper, and he congratulated Cooper on receiving his commission. Then Stirling asked him to get Paddy to write to him, and, for this reason presumably, his postcard was passed to Mayne. Interestingly, Stirling made only one reference to being a prisoner of war: he wrote that being in prison was nearly as dull as being at school, ‘which shows how much I enjoyed school’.27

Their training completed, the unit began to move south. On 8 May, Mayne arrived in Croydon and that evening had dinner with Mrs Hanbury, the owner of Hylands Hall, where the unit was to be based. Next morning, Brig McLeod arrived after breakfast and stayed until 3 a.m. the following day. Later that day Mayne was in London and it was probably then, with Bob Melot, that he met Brig Wynter of the War Cabinet Historical Section, who was collecting information for the official record he was writing of Special Services. For Wynter wrote to Mayne on 12 May, ‘You may remember that you came with Melot to see me at the Army and Navy Club a few days ago.’28 He then went on to ask for information relating to No. 11 Commando’s operation at the Litani river. But Wynter, of course, was also writing the official record of the SAS, and from his letter – and a reading of his official account of the raid, which is based on two verbal statements – it is clear that no operational reports of the unit’s first raid at Gazala and Timimi had been passed to Middle East HQ.29 Indeed, there seems to have been a paucity of material, for Wynter went on, ‘I have written to Mrs Stirling asking if she can give me any information from D. Stirling’s letters.’ It is all the more ironic that over the years a caricature has been put about of Mayne as a man who balked at administration – it would be reasonably safe to wager that Mayne’s admin was more methodical than Stirling’s.

However, in early May 1944 Mayne had a busy social diary. On 9 May he noted that he had dined in the evening with Mary McCready. On 11 May he had a late night in the mess; the following evening he again dined with Mrs Hanbury, and afterwards they had a party in the mess. He simply recorded in his diary, ‘No sleep’. They then moved to an internment camp near Fairford in Gloucestershire, where they were kept in. Or most of them were kept in: Sadler was lucky enough to be able to go out, but most people had to stay in. ‘We had some wildish parties; there were lots of NAAFI girls’, he recalled.30

Before 1 SAS went on any operations, however, there came an order from the hierarchy and a response to it from Mayne which became known as ‘The Tale of Two Berets’. When SAS units came into the Army Air Corps, it had been agreed that unit cap badges would continue to be worn. However, Gen Browning, who had an eye for dress detail and symmetry, later issued an edict to all unit commanders that in future the red beret of Airborne forces would also be worn by the SAS Brigade. Mayne was incensed. He personally defied the edict and continued to wear the beige beret until the end of the war. But he discussed the situation with his officers and NCOs then briefed his men: on landing in enemy-occupied territory, they should remove the red beret, carefully placing it in the rucksack, take out their proper regimental headgear and wear it as they had done throughout previous campaigns.31

Mayne’s detractors have portrayed him as simply a man of action, assuming that that was his only métier; anticipating, planning, organising, coordinating and evaluating were not conceived as being within his province. Nothing could be more of a misjudgement. By 1944, in SAS work Mayne was not only the most experienced officer, he was the most experienced operator, having taken part in more operations than any other member of the unit. Neither at Brigade nor in the other SAS units was there anyone with his experience of infiltration and harassment behind enemy lines. So while his knowledge helped imbue the training of 1 SAS in the spring of 1944, it would also influence staff at SAS Brigade. Moreover, although the arguments for incorporating the SAS in the Army Air Corps were persuasive, there had not been a proper understanding of their peculiar needs in the field: the range of equipment that they required for sustained presence behind enemy lines was greater than the scale of provision that had been drawn up by the Airborne planners late in 1943.32 Mayne, however, knew the implications of self-supporting units spending prolonged periods behind enemy lines, having to repair Jeeps requiring spare parts and running short of fuel. So at the organisational level and in evaluating reports from the field, the SAS benefited from Mayne’s advocacy before Brigade.

However, there were features of the forthcoming campaign that were new and there were problems that had to be anticipated. One of these was supply. Unlike the desert campaign, the enemy lines could not be circumnavigated by land: airdrops were the only means of resupplying units in the field and they required swift and intelligent assessments of sub-unit communication at Brigade and thereafter excellent coordination with the RAF’s 38 Group. In the desert war the RAF had not performed a close-support role for the unit, but in France it was anticipated that there would be times when sub-units could call for a supportive air strike. Gone, too, was the time when teams of four men with water bottles and a handful of dates, lightly armed – a few grenades in their pouches and Lewes bombs in a haversack – set out to stalk an enemy airfield. The conditions under which they operated required men to carry more equipment; rucksacks had been issued, but they had not undergone severe testing in the field and there was disagreement over their robustness and their optimum load. A very important new item of equipment was the rubber-soled boot. It offered great advantage in night work, but there were also disadvantages: the sole left very distinctive tread marks by which, over certain terrain, a man could be tracked in daylight. More worryingly, there were instances during training when these boots performed poorly, with uppers parting company from soles. Depending, too, on the area, armoured Jeeps might be more useful than men on foot, but there could be difficulty with their concealment. Furthermore, Mayne would not personally direct all the unit’s operations as he had done in Sicily and mainland Italy: teams would disperse and operate over a very wide area. Therefore, Mayne was anxious to get accurate, detailed information as quickly as possible.

In addition, there was the complex political situation in France; and the SAS could not operate without the knowledge of the local population. Until shortly before D-Day, the Allied position had been that following the withdrawal of German forces France would be ruled by an AMGOT (Allied Military Government in Occupied Territories) – a position which de Gaulle worked ceaselessly to have reversed. Not only had the Vichy Government signed an armistice with Germany, it also adopted some of the sinister agencies of terror of the Reich, creating a pro-Nazi paramilitary body, known as the Milice, who were as vicious as the Gestapo. Official policy fell into conformity as well: authorities began systematically rounding up Jews and deporting them to camps in Germany. As late as April 1944, a huge crowd in Paris greeted Marshal Pétain enthusiastically. Certainly there was resistance. From early 1943, when the Communists finally agreed, all the anti-Fascist groups in France recognised de Gaulle as the leader of the Free French and all French resistance. However, the FTP (Francs-tireurs et partisans), the armed wing of the Communists, had a twofold aim: to fight Fascism and capitalism – they were not only ‘fighting for la patrie but for la patrie des travailleurs’33 the fight against the occupying Germans was but the first step. On the other hand, the FFI (Forces françaises de l’intérieur) – the Resistance groups in France fighting in the name of the Free French Army – was loosely organised and dependent on local leadership. With these two broad factions the SAS was supposed to harmonise efforts against the German military. Then, after D-Day, Pétain announced – and it was widely reported by government-controlled media – that what was happening in Normandy was not France’s conflict. How would the populace respond to contact with SAS troops, specially if their work led to ruthless enemy reprisals on the local population? So while there were general principles concerning control, which Mayne stipulated, he would have to wait for reports back from sub-units in the field. Hence the close scrutiny he would give to operational reports.

Policy emanated from SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force) and from 21st Army Group; general principles on the use of SAS troops had been promulgated by 21st Army Group. For the operations that Mayne’s regiment would execute, teams would vary in size from six men to squadron level; all but one were of strategic value. The exception was Operation Titanic. Mike Sadler was Assistant Intelligence Officer and later described it succinctly: ‘It was part of a diversion that included dummy parachutists, and they went in to add a bit of body.’ Six members of 1 SAS, three from A Squadron and three from B Squadron, accompanied their ‘Michelinmen’ comrades to earth within the first hour of D-Day. In general terms it was a futile idea and costly for the team who carried it out. They attempted to do some local damage, but it was of no significance. They were alternately helped and betrayed by local people before being captured by some German paratroops when they were close to the Allied lines on 10 July. It was to be six weeks before anything like a coherent report of their activities was obtained by Sgt Maj Rose when he interviewed Tpr Hurst in a military hospital.

Operation Bulbasket, the southernmost penetration by a British SAS Regiment, was centred in the Vienne – north of Limoges and south of Poitiers – and it revealed, in rapid succession, the range of targets that could be attacked, the impact of the unit’s presence, both on the enemy and the Resistance, and something of the complexity of (and the inherent dangers in) the local political situation. One of the objectives of Bulbasket was to impede enemy reinforcements moving from the south to the battlefields in the north, and in particular to attack the railway lines Limoges–Vierzon and Poitiers–Tours. Others were exploratory: assess the situation on the ground, the strength of Resistance groups and the potential for SAS troops in the area. Mayne selected Capt John Tonkin of B Squadron to take his troop. Tonkin had already demonstrated his resourcefulness, having been captured during the raid on Termoli, then wined and dined by Gen Heidrich, the German Parachute Divisional Commander, before escaping.

Before 0200 hr on the morning of D-Day, 6 June, John Tonkin, Lt Crisp and a Jedburgh (a member of SOE) landed in France and were met by members of the Resistance, but were advised by their contact to move to a safer area.34 They were joined by Lt Stephens and eight other ranks who dropped two nights later and the group began to explore the use that the enemy was making of the road and rail network. On 11 June, they located eleven trains of fuel wagons, which Tonkin assessed were too strongly guarded for an attack on foot to succeed, so he sent a wireless request for an air attack. That same evening, Tonkin learned that a large German convoy – he estimated it as comprising at least a division – was moving north along the Limoges to Poitiers road via Lussac. But the remainder of his troop and fresh supplies were due to be dropped that night close to the Poitiers road along which the enemy division was proceeding. Nevertheless, he decided to go ahead and bring in the main party. When the faint drone of aircraft could be heard, he ordered signal fires to be lit. Only one of the aircraft in the flight located the dropping zone and made its drop – with spectacular results. The supply containers were wired with lights designed to illumine when the container impacted on landing – thus aiding their detection in the dark – but some malfunctioned and lit up as the container floated to earth. The enemy division halted, apparently on the assumption that this was the prelude to an air attack. But when nothing happened, it continued along the road. Before they left the site, the SAS and the Resistance group saw the flames in the sky of successful air attacks on the fuel trains. Then two days later, Tonkin heard that the Allied air force had attacked the enemy convoy, which by then had reached north of Poitiers. The ability of the SAS to call up two air strikes was not lost on the Resistance. Meantime, it was discovered that the enemy was using the Limoges to Poitiers railway, so Lt Stephens attacked and partly destroyed a rail bridge over a road.

Now the enemy did respond and a force of about 400 troops attacked the area of the Resistance camp, but they were beaten off. So far, the SAS, by now built up to troop strength, had been entirely dependent on local Resistance groups for transport; it was not until twelve days after initial infiltration that four Jeeps were dropped. About this time, too, Tonkin became aware of dissension among the Resistance when he tried to contact a member of a Jedburgh team in the area and failed, ‘owing to Maquis jealousy and distrust’.35 Tonkin had to work with both FTP and FTR groups, and in his view the FTP, the Communist Maquis, were ‘singularly ill disciplined. They do not wish to come under the FFI organisation, who were much the best to work with.’36 Of course, the FTP had a different agenda: getting rid of the German occupation troops was the first item; the second was establishing a new order in France through insurrection. At the time, indeed, when Tonkin wrote those words (12 August) the situation in the Limoges area had deteriorated:


In the Limoges [area], when the local resistance leader was at the height of his power in August 1944, a local prefect reported, ‘Here the war has given way to civil war.’37



Tonkin’s troop continued with their work, disrupting the flow of enemy reinforcements to the Normandy front by cutting the railway lines again and again. When it was reported to him that the enemy was searching for them again and were only three kilometres away, he gave the order to move camp. At such a distance from the front, movement during the day was largely unimpeded: Tonkin, as though it was nothing exceptional, noted, ‘I took O’Neill to Poitiers hospital and blew a culvert on Lot 2 at U 7947. Estimated two days to repair.’38

Throughout this time it was important for Mayne to be able to assess the situation on the ground, but information transmitted by wireless was limited in its scope. Homing pigeons were another medium of communication, but a very frustrating one. One pigeon flew home with a note expressing the sender’s exasperation: ‘Bugger this for a game of soldiers.’39 Sadler worked as Assistant Intelligence Officer to Bob Melot, piecing together incoming information – but they desperately wanted more detail. Sometimes, Sadler was able to fly as one of the crew of a supply plane and speak to the team on the ground by a secure short-range radio, which could be used for ground to air communication, as they circled the dropping zone.

On 28 June, Tonkin heard sinister news: there was a large formation of SS troops in the area. The 2nd SS Panzer Division, Das Reich, was progressing northward towards the Normandy front, dragging the harrows of barbarism through the French countryside. In the quiet village of Oradour-sur-Glane, in response to the harassment of the Resistance, a unit of Das Reich herded women and children into the church, rounded up the men of the village and shot them, then set fire to the church. In all, over 600 men, women and children perished.

The SAS Troop moved camp three miles; but the water supply failed and they had to move back. Then, on the morning of 3 July, the troop was attacked by a force of between 400 and 500 SS troops with mortars. Tonkin immediately gave the order to disperse, but he wrote, ‘Very few of the men dispersed. All those who did escaped.’40 He reported that a battle raged in which twenty enemy were killed and several wounded. But thirty-two men of his troop were captured; the others escaped. Lt Stephens was killed in the attack.41 Some time later, the SS took their thirty-two SAS prisoners into a wood in the early morning and shot them. Over the years, different accounts of the ambush were written, but the earliest is Tonkin’s report of 12 August. He knew that Lt Stephens had died of his wounds, because he later identified the body, but he did not know of the fate of the rest of his troop, for in his detailed nominal roll he noted against thirty-two names, ‘missing believed captured 3 July’.42 On 21 July, the parents of Lt Stephens received Mayne’s letter telling them of their son’s death.43 Disagreements surround the accounts of the ambush and the extent to which the SAS were armed: whether only with Colt .45 automatics or with rifles and carbines. Yet Tonkin’s end of operation report is quite emphatic: ‘A Colt automatic is definitely insufficient. Every man should have some long-ranged weapon, either a .30 carbine or a Bren gun.’44 On 14 July, Tonkin was informed that the SS had been bombed in their barracks, and about 150 of them had been killed.

Tonkin tried to find new sites for a base west of Limoges, but judged the area unsuitable. They carried on blowing railway lines and the enemy responded by increasing the number of sentries on the line. However, it was clear that the remaining group – augmented by three American airmen who had baled out – was no longer able to carry on without major reinforcements, and it was decided to bring them out, and, of course, it had to be by air. An RAF specialist in landing-strip preparation dropped on the night of 28/29 July and they found a suitable landing ground. But they learned that a large body of enemy troops was preparing for a sweep of the area, and the next day the Resistance group was attacked by a force of about 1500. Tonkin requested fighter-bomber support. Within four hours of his sending the signal, the enemy was attacked and forced to disperse and withdraw. Tonkin wrote, ‘SAS stock went up very much with Maquis.’45 On the night of 2 August, in the first of two airlifts, two Hudson aircraft landed successfully and took off with ‘seventeen happy SAS and three delirious Americans’. Tonkin wrote his report in the UK on 12 August. But, by that time, Mayne was not around to be among its early readers: he had parachuted into France in the area in which Operation Houndsworth was taking place.

Operation Houndsworth also began on the night of 5/6 June and took place to the west of Dijon. The principal objective was the disruption of railway communications on important rail links. Unlike Bulbasket, this force was built up to squadron strength and consisted of A Squadron under Bill Fraser. It comprised 18 officers and 126 other ranks and remained behind enemy lines for three months. It operated continuously and successfully over that period. Among its number were several from the early desert raids. One who was not of that period, however, was the regiment’s Padre, Fraser McLuskey. He had wanted to serve with a squadron in the field and had approached Mayne:


As a Padre, I couldn’t have had a better boss. Because he had accepted me, he let me do my job. I always had his complete backing and confidence. It was very good of him, for example, to let me go with A Squadron into France, because I wasn’t a soldier with extra armaments. He felt that it was worthwhile and he allowed me to go.46



On 13 July, a piquant situation presented itself to Bill Fraser that made him recall his former colleagues and his old unit, No. 11 (Scottish) Commando, when he learned, through what he described as a reliable French source, the location of the HQ of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel at La Roche Guyon. The Field Marshal had been there on 24 June; his staff were there all the time; and when he was there he tended to cross the Seine by motor launch and walk and shoot in the Forêt de Moisson.47 On 14 July, Fraser sent a signal to Brigade with this information and requested permission to take a small team and kill Rommel. Brig McLeod acted quickly, for it confirmed intelligence reports already received. He certainly discussed it with Mayne. Houndsworth and the HQ of the quarry were about two hundred miles apart; it might be accomplished if they were dressed as civilians but Mayne was against this and, as we shall see, a few days later put on record his counsel against SAS troops changing into civilian clothing. On 15 July, McLeod signalled back to Fraser refusing to agree with his plan and proposed instead parachuting in a small team of two officers and four other ranks. Back came Bill Fraser’s signal next day asking that the decision be reconsidered for he felt it was his responsibility. Brig McLeod, however, was adamant; and he drafted what became Operation Gaff, and, for a decision of this magnitude, put it to 21 Army Group for approval. He spelled out succinctly the aims of the raid: to kill Rommel, or kidnap and bring him to the UK. He conceded that kidnapping might mitigate the extent of enemy reprisals against the civilian population, but argued that it would be better to succeed in an attempt to kill rather than fail in an attempt to kidnap. Then he pointed out the logistical considerations: kidnapping would require two-way wireless transmission and a larger party, ‘while killing could be reported by pigeon’. It went to the Chief of General Staff on 21 July and by that time the preferred option within 21 Army Group was, ‘the idea of killing rather than capturing the Gent in question’. And on the night of 25/26 July, the party of six from 2 SAS was parachuted into the area; but it was too late to have any chance of success, for on 17 July Rommel had been wounded in an air attack on his car as he drove to Vimoutiers. But the plans for both the 1941 and 1944 attempts to assassinate Rommel throw some light on the High Command’s policy within which Special Services operated: from ‘dirty work at the cross-roads with a vengeance’ to pick off the ‘Gent’ while he was walking the dog.

Over the three successful months that it operated in Houndsworth, A Squadron’s casualties amounted to eighteen, of whom fourteen died in their aircraft on the way to the dropping zone. What happened to the plane is no clearer now than it was on 10 July, when Mayne wrote to the wife of Lt Leslie Cairns:


On 17 June he left by plane with his section to join his Squadron Commander in France. The plane did not return and we have not been able to find out what happened. The plane might have been forced down by fighters or other enemy action, or had to land for some other reason, and we don’t know whether the men were able to get away all right or not.

Leslie had a very good lot of men in his section, some of whom have been with us for a long time. If they got out of the plane, they will probably be in hiding now and trying to make their way back. 

I am terribly sorry this should have happened and I sincerely hope that we hear from them. I needn’t tell you how well we all like your husband. 

Yours sincerely

R.B. Mayne48



Since his regiment had the largest commitment in the field, Mayne was anxious to learn more about the situation on the ground than could be gleaned from wireless messages. The first written account of an operation that he obtained was that of Capt Leblond of the 4th French Battalion. Having studied the report carefully, lawyer and soldier came together in a memorandum Mayne wrote to SAS Brigade: he wanted to undertake an examination of the witness; and he drafted a series of questions to put to Leblond. At one level his questions were designed to find out more about how Jeeps were used and equipment stood up, but there was another level. He wanted to uncover what lay beneath some of Leblond’s statements, for, on the face of it, they were contrary to Mayne’s experience and judgement. Assuredly, it was the lawyer in him who queried apparent contradictions in the report and advised against SAS troops being encouraged to change into civilian clothes. Of course, at Brigade the perceptive reader of Leblond’s report should have been alerted, for there were implications for all units, but no one there had experience of SAS work so, on 20 July, Mayne took the initiative:


Subject: 4th French Squadron’s [Battalion] Report

I have read Capt Leblond’s report with great interest and have found his notes on [the] French Resistance, their troubles and habits most useful.

There are some points, on which, if possible, I would like further information.

Jeeps

How were they used? How much were they used? By day, by night, cross-country, on roads, etc. Any mechanical difficulties they had. Whether they were difficult to conceal or not. Their effect on the enemy, and the enemy’s reply. 

How much the locals talked about them. 

Any suggestions for their improvement.

Equipment

Any criticism of the equipment.

Did any rubber soles come apart from the uppers?

Did any rucksacks break on landing, or any ropes on the way down, and, if so, what they considered to be the cause.

Reference 5th Part

I suggest the heading would be more apt if it read, ‘Lessons relearnt for SAS Units’.

Para B

I would be interested to know whether Capt Leblond had insisted on these essentials in the training of his men, and, if so, what in his opinion was the reason for not carrying them out on operations. Was it mental tiredness, physical tiredness, overconfidence, or excitement? 

Para C

What are his reasons for not overloading rucksacks? Is it the obvious one of not overtiring the men and reducing their mobility, or because of a fault in the rucksack?

Personally I consider the weight would depend on outside factors, e.g. terrain, distance to be covered, task, safety of journey, etc. For any long distance I would put the outside weight to be carried at 45 lbs.

Para E

I consider the chance of a primed grenade exploding inadvertently one in a million. I would very much like to have Capt Leblond’s reasons for saying ‘in particular that no one is carrying primed grenades in his pocket’ before emplaning.

Para H

A suggested list of prices would be useful to us.

Para J

Earlier in the report it is stated that Lt Apriou and his men are prisoners of war at Rennes. Here it is stated that you are shot however you are dressed. Which is true?

In my opinion SAS troops should not be encouraged to change into civilian clothes.

R.B. Mayne, Lt Col

Commanding 1st SAS Regiment49



These points were put to Leblond, whose responses reveal the perceptiveness of Mayne’s questioning. Leblond began by acknowledging that the most accurate title would be ‘Lessons Relearnt’ – at least for the British SAS Regiment. Then, as he elaborated his answers, it becomes clear that what Mayne had discerned in the report pointed to serious differences in the philosophy and training of the French and British units. Leblond went on to explain that in the 4th French Parachute Battalion there were officers who believed that infantry training and fieldcraft were not necessary for SAS troops. He, himself, did not agree with that position and insisted that it was essential to train his unit in fieldcraft and infantry methods. But the reasons, he explained, why essential elements of fieldcraft were not always observed in operations were due to tiredness in night marches and the overconfidence of some his men, ‘who had never taken part in a real war, or who had come from other services than infantry’. In his response to Mayne’s incredulity at claims of primed grenades exploding inadvertently, Leblond in part blamed the carelessness of his men in forgetting to part the twin tips of the safety pin. Mayne’s paper and Leblond’s responses then went to Brigade, where McLeod saw the value of Mayne’s exercise, and commented, ‘This is excellent.’50

Policy at this stage barred British commanding officers from infiltrating behind enemy lines, but Mayne made a strong case for the ban to be lifted: his regiment had the largest commitment in the field; he was the most experienced commanding officer; and Brigade needed an assessment from a British regiment which neither radio signals nor reports from the French battalions could provide. But he also had another line of argument: a large airborne landing was planned near Paris with which his unit was to coordinate attacks. The case had to go to Gen Browning before Mayne was given permission and a briefing: he should coordinate action, not lead attacks. No doubt with a quiet assent and a disarming Irish smile, he agreed. He decided to take Mike Sadler with him and drop into the area of Operation Gain.

Operation Gain was intended to cut the German lateral railway communications in the bottleneck area Rambouillet–Provins–Gien–Orléans–Chartres,51 and to carry it out nine officers and forty-nine other ranks under Maj Ian Fenwick were parachuted into the Orléans area between 14 and 19 June. The group began operations on 17 June and, in a series of attacks which they carried out on foot, blew up three rail routes and derailed a train on the Malesherbes–Puiseaux line. They moved to the main base in the Forêt d’Orléans and continued their operations from there. Then Ian Fenwick was told to keep the base secure pending an important drop (a large consignment of Jeeps). Before that happened, however, Mayne intended to join them.

On the morning of Sunday 6 August, Sgt Bunfield received a message at the ‘Gain’ base that Mayne would arrive that night if a dropping zone was given. However, no map reference was passed back to Brigade because at 1500 hr that same day a force of Germans attacked the camp.52 Only Lt Riding’s party, Staff Sgt Almonds and Sgt Lambert were at the base at the time, since Ian Fenwick had earlier dispersed his force. During the battle the Jeeps of Riding and Sgt Bunfield, which contained the wireless equipment, got out of the encircling cordon, and most of the others quickly dispersed, following their earlier instructions. However, the following day, when Ian Fenwick returned to Nacraysur-Rimarde, he was given distorted details of what had happened: it was said that Almonds and Riding were both dead and all the Jeeps lost. Fenwick drove to the area in his Jeep but was seen from the air by a German spotter plane: his route was signalled ahead, and the Germans set up an ambush at Chambon-le-Forêt. As he approached a bend in the road a little distance before the ambush, a French woman flagged him down and warned him that the Boche were ahead. But, as Riding recorded, Fenwick ‘is reputed to have said, “I intend to attack them.”’53 He drove full tilt at the enemy position with guns blazing and, along with a French sergeant and a lance corporal, he was killed.

When no signal was received from Gain, Mayne made arrangements instead to drop the following night, 7 August, in the area of Operation Houndsworth. But he and Sadler almost came to grief in the UK:


Our plane, a Stirling, crashed, cartwheeling on take-off. The Dispatcher was injured but none of the rest of the crew of three – two SAS and a Jedburgh – although we were all bruised and battered. After another briefing, we took off with the same crew, minus the Dispatcher. And without the Dispatcher, of course, you had to arrange for the checking and dispatch of your own equipment and yourselves.54



Without a dispatcher, Brigade had no indication of conditions at the dropping zone until Mayne signalled that ‘it was a superb drop’,55 Brigade then radioed him a subtle reminder of the conditions under which he was expected to work: ‘Don’t delay on your travels. Remember your talk with General. Tony [Marsh] has all the Jeeps he can man. Good luck.’56 The morning after Mayne dropped, Fraser McLuskey, the regiment’s Padre, met him ‘in Bill Fraser’s white silk parachute tent, lying lazily on a sleeping bag, chatting with Bill and with Mike Sadler’.57 Radio communication between two groups in the field was not direct; it required a two-stage process: a message was transmitted from one group to Brigade who re-radioed it to the other. At this time, of course, neither Mayne nor Brigade knew anything of what had happened at the Gain base, so Mayne’s first report came from Houndsworth, in the early hours of 11 August, with information that the Germans were evacuating large parts of the Massif Central and rallying at Clermont-Ferrand. Brigade, in the meantime, had been informed of the attack on the camp at Gain and relayed the information to Mayne; and four hours later, they followed it up by reporting that the alarm at the base was now over and that thirty Jeeps could be taken at short notice. But by this time Mayne was already on his way.

Mayne drove through enemy-occupied territory to the Gain base in daylight on 11 August and completed the journey the same day. He took command of the situation on the ground and the following day signalled that the dropping zone was very good and could take the large drop; he ordered all parties to bring Michelin maps and each Jeep patrol a 3-inch mortar. Then he accounted for the squadron: he was with Riding and fifteen men; Watson had seventeen and Bateman nine; and he suggested an allocation of Jeeps on the basis of twelve each to Watson and Riding and six to Bateman, with the order that they were all to work to the north. Mayne also instructed that Riding was to be promoted to Captain, and he appointed him forthwith to command the squadron. Of the enemy’s disposition, he indicated that there were reports of 142 Tiger tanks hidden in the forest of Marchinou; the following day, he sent out reconnaissance parties to watch the main roads, Orléans–Pithiviers and Orléans-Montargis.58 On the former, large-scale movement of enemy transport moving north-east was observed and this information was transmitted to Brigade.59 On account of Allied air supremacy the enemy – in the hope of avoiding detection – had begun to use lower-grade departmental roads, so Mayne demanded that the RAF be told that these roads were also used by SAS Jeep patrols. He also asked that all Jeeps have recognition marks and large Union Jacks; and he expressed his view that Jeeps in this area could not fail to be a success.

Over the following week there was a lot of activity. On 14 August, a Resistance camp was attacked and Mayne ordered enemy trucks to be bombed. The next day he called for a canal bridge to be bombed. On 16 August, the base signalled that Tprs Ion and Packman were missing from a patrol. They had been captured by SS troops. It was later learned that they suffered the fate of SAS troops who fell into the hands of captors who followed the Führer’s order: they were taken into a wood and shot. At the base, however, detailed information on enemy troop movements – indicating whether the unit was infantry, SS, or accompanied with tanks – continued to be sent to Brigade who on 17 August responded, ‘Excellent. Please continue information especially of movements through the gap. Best of luck to all.’60 Signs of large-scale disorganised enemy movement started to become apparent as the Allies began to break out of the Normandy front and the number of prisoners increased. Mayne reported that while the FFI was disarming them, they did not have the resources to guard or feed them. Although the enemy appeared to be establishing a line between Malesherbes and Estony, he believed it to be only a rearguard as the general retreat eastwards continued.

A large consignment of Jeeps for both 1 and 2 SAS was due to be landed in the Normandy area and Mayne, accompanied by Sadler and Riding61 drove through enemy lines and into the American lines towards Le Mans. Late in the morning of 19 August they reached Brou and in the afternoon arrived at Le Mans, where Mayne by radio requested the position of the landing ground. That afternoon, twenty-eight planes carrying Jeeps arrived at Rennes; a further five were delayed by weather but expected at first light next day. On 20 August, all of the force met Mayne at noon at the Hôtel Central at Le Mans. He ordered that Parsons and Watson rendezvous at Brou and also that ‘Black Friday’ be sent over as representative of the SAS, for he intended to lead a group of Jeeps through the lines. It was one of several times that Mayne penetrated the German and American lines with reinforcements; a journey that carried the risk of being strafed by Typhoons and, as Sadler recalled, ‘You never knew who you were going to meet next, a German or an American, a Frenchman or what.’62

In Le Mans there came a sense of release from being both hunter and hunted which found exuberant expression, and nimble footwork on the part of Mayne, as Sadler recounts:


Paddy had a very good power of thinking. I think I may have mentioned to you an incident we had after we drove up north to Le Mans where we met Roy Farran and some people. We got very plastered; we had lunch on a balcony in Le Mans and, after lunch, Paddy and I were driving out through the town firing our twin Vickers K between the buildings, you know. And then afterwards, we drove out into the country; we were stopped by a squad of Americans: they had orders to waylay us. Well, we started off by talking French to them – well it was pretend-talking French – ‘Je ne parle pas anglais.’ And the young lieutenant was trying to communicate to us, patting our guns and saying, ‘Ne bon, ne bon’. And their sergeant turned to the lieutenant and said, ‘Don’t let these men fool you sir, they speak better English than you do.’ We were then wheeled in before some local American general who started to say something about firing guns and Paddy immediately said, ‘Oh yes, we were clearing our guns. I hope we didn’t frighten your men, sir.’ To which the general had to reply, ‘No, of course not’. And then we were bidden to clear our guns somewhere else. But you know, Paddy very quickly thought of an approach that would serve.63



Mayne’s disbelief, as we saw earlier in the claim of the 4th French Parachute Battalion officer that hand grenades had exploded inadvertently, stemmed from a close knowledge of the make-up of the weapon. It was knowledge he used on one occasion when he was with Sadler, to the discomfort of his fellow diners:


Another example of his sense of humour was when we were in France. We were having lunch with some Frenchmen and Englishmen, when Paddy put a hand grenade on the table and removed the pin. It started smoking. Now, there is a seven-second fuse. Some threw themselves to the floor thinking that he had gone mad and was taking them all with him. But of course he had doctored the grenade earlier, having cut off the detonator.64



However, Sadler was not one of those who dived for cover. ‘No, I didn’t; I felt confident enough in Paddy and that says something.’

Mayne and Sadler were not together all the time. Sadler’s winning the MC was the result of one of these trips through both lines. On one occasion Sadler set out with two Jeeps on a mission which took him across the busy Orléans–Montargis road, which was well patrolled by the enemy. About a hundred yards from the crossing point, they spotted a German patrol with machine-guns. Sadler drove up the road towards the patrol until he was a short distance from them, waved to them and then crossed the road. It was only after they had crossed that the enemy realised the identity of the Jeeps and opened fire. Sadler manoeuvred his Jeep into position, covered the other Jeep and succeeded in knocking out the enemy machine-gun.65

It did not take long after the breakout from Normandy for the Allied Armies to move east along the coast and towards Paris. The city was liberated by the French 2nd Armoured Division and the US 4th Infantry Division on 25 August. So was born the myth of France united in opposition to the occupation when an emotional de Gaulle, addressing a vast crowd, said – astonishingly, in the light of the sacrifices made by the Allied Armies in Normandy – ‘Paris libéré! Libéré par lui-même, libéré par son peuple avec le concours des armées de la France’66 (Paris liberated! Liberated by herself with the support of the French Armies). De Gaulle’s speech was filmed by an American military film crew and was shown in cinemas in the USA and the UK; but that part of his speech was not translated into English.

For almost a week Mayne was out of radio contact, crossing and recrossing the Allied and enemy lines, until 28 August, when he signalled from Houndsworth, ‘Sorry I have been out of touch with you but have no W/T [wireless telegraphy]. Have you anything for me? Melot also here.’ From this time on in the campaign, Mayne’s role increased in complexity as the scope for SAS work broadened, with enemy troops moving eastwards to avoid being trapped between two Allied Armies, one in the north, another moving up from the south. Two more operations came on stream: Haggard in the area of the Loire, and Kipling west of Auxerre. The Haggard area was particularly suitable for Jeep patrols, but Mayne was annoyed to find that the Jeeps which had arrived were not armoured. It was the job of a team of RASC fitters to adapt them with armour. Immediately he signalled, ‘What the devil is wrong with Page and the other fitters?’ Brigade’s unusual response was that a letter explaining the position was on its way to Mayne with C Squadron. On 31 August, Mayne decided that Bill Fraser’s A Squadron, which had performed very effectively for almost three months in Houndsworth, should be relieved by Tony Marsh’s C Squadron, and he signalled his intention to Brigade. On 1 September, news was broadcast that Gen Montgomery had been promoted to Field Marshal; and at 1200 hr Mayne radioed, ‘Give Monty our congratulations.’ Two and a half hours later Brigade confirmed, ‘Monty has been congratulated.’67 With the increased number of groups in the field, communication overload on the wireless time schedules began to lead to confusion. Mayne gave his 602 set to Maj Harry Poat, his second-in-command, and asked Brigade for an MCR 1 and his own bulletin to be sent out on a supply aircraft. But detailed coordination could only be done in person, and on 2 September Mayne moved to Kipling.

[image: image]

The Paris Basin, the Loire Valley and the tip of the Massif Central

When it arrived, Brig McLeod’s letter to Mayne gave the detailed reason why Jeeps had not been adapted with armour. Preliminary discussion had taken place on the future role of the SAS: one option involved rounding up Gestapo and SS personnel when the Allies moved into Germany. The code name for this idea was Policeman. McLeod then followed up his letter, signalling that he was flying to France to meet with his field commanders on the evening of 5 September in the prefecture at Orléans. At the meeting Mayne expressed his disagreement with the Policeman option; he preferred an alternative involving the unit in Norway, but agreed that if the police option came about, he would not resign.68 He also said that he would sound out his colleagues; and two days later, from the Kipling base, he signalled their assent in this manner: ‘Policemen very well liked here.’69

The value of the work of SAS units in France was acknowledged by the commander-in-chief and his commanders in the field when Gen Browning broadcast to SAS troops behind enemy lines on 7 September, telling them that, in the view of the High Command, they had done more to hasten the disintegration of the German 5th and 7th Armies than any other single effort in the Army. He continued: ‘To say that you have done your job well is to put it mildly. You have done [it] magnificently.’70 Within the hour, Mayne responded on behalf of 1 SAS that Gen Browning’s broadcast had been terrific and was greatly appreciated.71

For his part, Mayne expressed his acknowledgement and thanks, along with that of Bill Fraser, to ‘Jakie’ (Maj the Honourable J.J. Astor) for the work of his Phantom patrols. He also commented favourably on the work of Operation Wallace, which was under the command of Roy Farran of 2 SAS, for keeping its ‘eye on the ball from dawn till dusk’. He moved then to Houndsworth, where on 17 September he learned that John Tonkin had been awarded the MC and Sgt Scott the MM. He reported that Tony Marsh’s C Squadron had destroyed over one hundred enemy vehicles in two weeks, but, as Mayne put it, their work was becoming more difficult, as there were fewer Germans around and more Americans.

The unit had not often to endure visits from staff officers to its forward bases, but with the enemy gone the time was right for them to appear. Brigade signalled to Mayne that a visit from four officers was planned; its code name was, appropriately enough, ‘Good-time Charlie’, and, in the cryptic nature of army slang and with the brevity of wireless messages, Brigade asked Mayne if he could mount. Mayne seemed equable at the prospect but could not refrain from quipping in reply, ‘impossible to mount unless bring saddle and spurs’, and simply asked for the party’s expected time of arrival. On 25 September, Maj Cliffe, a Royal Marine officer at Brigade, and his party arrived at Mayne’s headquarters near St-Amand-en-Puisaye.

With SAS operations in France over, it had been decided that part of Mayne’s regiment would be engaged in Operation Policeman. Mayne selected C Squadron for the role and on 23 September he told Tony Marsh that ‘demob instructions’ did not apply to him, that he should concentrate his Squadron at Cosne, on the Loire, refit and rearm his Jeeps, and expect to receive, as Mayne put it, pleasant orders. Three days later, Mayne received the confirmation he had been expecting that Scott and Almonds had been commissioned into 1 SAS on 3 and 10 September respectively. The same day, he informed McLeod when C Squadron would arrive in Brussels – but he did not tell him that by making it on 1 October, he was giving them some leeway.

When C Squadron gathered at Cosne, Mayne met them and gave them explicit orders; he also gave an implicit message. Roy Close described what then happened:


It was then he told us we were going to rendezvous in Brussels, which was the British Army’s Headquarters – Paris was the US Army’s Headquarters and was out of bounds.

He gave us the route we should take to Brussels – it would take us about two days, perhaps three. And he said, ‘I’ll see you in Brussels in four days time.’ So where did we next find him? In Paris. We all went straight to Paris and we were the first British troops there since 1940; Paddy was in a hotel in the Champs-Élysées. I had a French corporal, a chap who came out of France and then operated with us and who had relatives in Paris. I went off with him in search of his cousins. We then went on to Brussels and reported on the appointed date.72



Paris has always attracted writers, lyricists and romantics, but Paris, newly liberated after four years of enemy occupation, was a honeypot for any Allied troops who could contrive to get there. So Mayne and Sadler drove there. No modest pension for them – they stayed in the Hôtel Claridge in the Champs-Élysées.73 In the atmosphere of the freed city, it was perhaps inevitable that they found their way to a maison de rendez-vous. It was the kind of establishment where one could have a drink and make a date with a girl, if one fancied. It was a much better style of thing than a common-or-garden brothel. They took girls out for meals and had some jolly parties, but Mayne may not have pursued his opportunity to its logical conclusion. He was happy enough to invite a girl out, and he would have enjoyed her company; but he had a puritan conscience about casual sex.

On 30 September, McLeod flew to France and met Mayne on the airfield at Briare. Final arrangements were made for the remainder of the regiment to return to the UK, and on 2 October Mayne signalled that if a supply plane was due at Briare, he, Sadler and Poat would return on it.

On top of the pile on Mayne’s desk at his headquarters in the UK was the report of Maj Cliffe’s visit to 1 SAS. The report had gone to Brig McLeod, who was a stout defender of SAS principles but did not have experience of how the unit worked in the field.74 McLeod simply accepted Cliffe’s report at face value, and to be helpful he extrapolated three points from it (two dealt with communications and one with mobile baths) and, on 5 October, sent a memorandum to Mayne for his comments.

Mayne did not take long to respond. On 7 October, disdaining to consider the three points in any depth, he wrote a critique of the report and impugned its author, choosing the most effective weapons against an inexperienced staff officer – ridicule and sarcasm.


Subject: Major Cliffe’s report on his visit to France.

It would appear to me that Major Cliffe is taxing his ability overmuch in attempting to write an appreciation of an operational area on the strength of spending five hours there six weeks after the enemy have left. I also consider that his remark that the bases appeared to be well sited is presumptuous and unnecessary unless Major Cliffe believes that he is more experienced than Major Fraser, the officer who selected those sites.

It is also rather worrying to realise that a staff officer, after studying aerial photographs in some detail, is unable to get a true picture of an area, and is surprised to find that the available DZs [drop zones] there are not large open fields. The statement that troops could have operated indefinitely unless their location was known to [the] enemy, is like saying the Army could march to Berlin unless something stopped them. I trust that Major Cliffe is not inferring that the casualties A and C Sqns suffered were their own fault.

Relationships with the Maquisards depended entirely on whether they were trustworthy or not. Liaison officers, when required, were engaged.

Resupply to the SAS parties, after initial teething troubles, was satisfactory. I see no reason why it should be changed.

Code word ‘Milton’ was, and is, sufficient. I can see no advantage in using phrases d’allusion.

If, as Major Cliffe states, it is extremely difficult to maintain discipline and keep morale once parties have completed their tasks behind the lines, we may consider ourselves extremely fortunate. We have had, as far as my knowledge goes, no drunkenness, absence, desertion, looting or rape.

A bath unit or laundry is unnecessary. It is always possible to find and heat water. Three years ago, we fixed a standard loading for our vehicles.

I hope I haven’t wasted as much paper as Major Cliffe.

R.B. Mayne 
Lt Col
Comd 1 SAS Regt75



Satire or irony would have been inappropriate; for while Cliffe had to be slapped down, his report would not be retracted, so Mayne’s response had to impact on the well-meaning Brigadier – otherwise there would be follow-up, or further visits. In this respect Mayne’s method was very effective, for Brig McLeod simply wrote on Mayne’s memo, ‘No further action’.

Recognition of the regiment’s work and Mayne’s role in it was not long in coming. For coordinating and leading his regiment he was awarded a second Bar to the DSO. The citation concluded: ‘It was entirely due to Lt Col Mayne’s fine leadership and example, and his utter disregard of danger, that the unit was able to achieve such striking successes.’76

While the official French recognition for Mayne’s role at this time would not appear until the provisional government of the Republic was established, its acknowledgement of Mayne’s contribution is relevant to be included here. In the decree bearing admission to the Légion d’Honneur, which also comprised the award of the Croix de Guerre with palm, Mayne’s career in the SAS is laid out. With the precision and conciseness of the French language he is described as a magnificent leader of men, already of legendary reputation for his work in North Africa where he had members of the French SAS under his command. In France, he efficaciously supported the fight of the Maquis, organising the resupply of arms and coordinating their joint efforts, not hesitating to risk his life whenever the situation was critical.


Officier de grande valeur dont le cran et l’audace forcent l’admiration de tous. A beaucoup mérité de la reconnaissance française.77 (An officer of great worth, whose courage and daring demand the respect of all. He has greatly deserved the recognition of France.)



So the unit under Mayne’s command had come full circle and returned to fulfil its original purpose. However, the war was now being brought to the enemy’s frontier, and the long winter of 1944 lay ahead.


7

LATER OPERATIONS

Brigadier Calvert to Mayne: Any possibility of your going to see the German Command under flag of truce to arrange surrender? Mayne to Calvert: Is a flag really necessary?

SAS Signals Log, Operation Howard, 2 May 1945

In September 1944, discussions first began on a role for SAS troops in Norway; some thought was given to areas that were suitable for mountain-warfare training; the options canvassed were the Alps, Canada, Iceland and, the least spectacular, the Army’s mountain training centre at Banchory in Aberdeenshire. It was here in October that 1 SAS moved – with the exception of the detached C Squadron. However, plans for the use of the two British regiments in Norway were vague. From the military point of view, in the autumn of 1944 there was no intention of sending parties of SAS to harass enemy movement out of the country, as had been the case in France. Nor was there political pressure: indeed the Norwegian authorities objected to SAS operations against the enemy south of Trondheim in case these brought out the Norwegian underground in force. While ideas were left to simmer for a few months, the unit’s base moved from Nettlebed to Hylands Hall, near Chelmsford.

On 1 November, Maj Bob Melot died in a Jeep accident. He was driving to visit his mother in Brussels, the city where he had been born forty-nine years earlier.1 He was a remarkable individual: a pilot in the Belgian Air Force during the First World War, he had been wounded, then decorated with Croix de Guerre and Croix de Feu; twenty-two years later, by then in business in Egypt, he enlisted again and fought in Syria, the Western Desert, Sicily, mainland Italy and France; he had been wounded twice and decorated with the MC. He was fluent in a number of languages, with a charming but fervent personality. He had had a stand-up row with Brig McLeod over the latter’s choice of bases for the French campaign, telling him that there would have been as much efficacy in his strategy if he had ‘thrown shit at the map’.2 Mayne had a high regard for him and had the kind of relationship with him that allowed Melot to write to him as ‘Dear Paddy’. The previous November, Melot had flown to Cairo, then went to Alexandria – to see his wife, who had had a baby – at the time decisions about the future of the unit were being made. Melot had heard about the development when he was in Cairo, made further enquiries, then wrote a letter to Mayne which included the sentence, ‘I am most worried – no question for you to try and go to any operation without me!’3

It was in late 1944, three years after Operation No. 1, the attempt carried out by L Detachment on the Gazala and Timimi airfields, that Mayne learned how it was that his friend Eoin McGonigal had died. Two of McGonigal’s section on that raid, Tprs Blakeney and Davies, had been captured and held in a POW camp in Italy, but escaped after the Italian armistice and succeeded in reaching Switzerland. In October 1944 they were repatriated, and in due course returned to 1 SAS. Mike Blackman included in his compilation of the chronicle of the unit the statements made by Blakeney and Davies:


Statement by 2660354 Trooper Blakeney

The above-mentioned soldier proceeded on operation in the Western Desert on 16 November 1941 and was dropped in a gale. After landing he lay up until dawn and found himself alone with other members of his party, including Lt McGonigal, who was badly injured and died later. Other members of the party were as stated in the following report by Trooper Davies.

This party, which endeavoured to make for LRDG rendezvous, got lost and made their way to the coast, and were picked up by an Italian guard at Timimi airport as per report of Trooper Davies prior to arriving on the Italian mainland.4



Davies’s report used much the same terminology but included the personnel of the section, one of whom, Hildreth, had later died. So McGonigal’s section, too, on that ill-fated first raid, had not been able to reach their target; and McGonigal had died from injuries sustained on landing.

The final stages of the war provide a lot of insight into Mayne, both in his stewardship of the regiment and in respect of what manner of man he was. His pride in the unit revealed much about himself. He insisted on a high standard of turnout and smartness from the time he took command in 1943 – it was one of the characteristics that appealed to Gen Dempsey – and he maintained that level throughout the Sicilian and Italian campaigns; its high point had been an immaculate parade at Catania in Sicily. Now in October and November 1944, C Squadron had a high profile in Brussels, where it came under 21st Army Group, having been assigned to counter-intelligence work in Germany to hunt down Gestapo agents, suspected war criminals or groups of SS who might refuse to surrender. Mayne was confident that Tony Marsh would continue the tradition: on 9 October he signalled Marsh, hoping he was ‘outdoing Catania turnout’,5 and on 13 November he wrote to him. Mayne’s letter is a revelation:


Dear Tony

I am sorry I wasn’t able to get over to see you last week but I was extremely busy. Your kit was held up by B.56 and 58 being out of action. The notes I left behind included yours, Lepine’s and Barnby’s expense sheets. Could you rewrite them and send them over. Also I would like yours and Ted’s operational reports.

I had a letter from the Brigadier yesterday in which he said that he had heard from Esmond that all your chaps had made an extremely good impression on the authorities in Brussels. The Town Major apparently said that you had been there six weeks and that he had not received the slightest complaint or heard any derogatory remarks against any of you. Damned good work. Ted [Badger] and yourself deserve many congratulations.

If you can now get them to wear their berets properly you will have achieved everything.

The chaps have done well. I hope some blasted fool doesn’t go away and do anything stupid and ruin everything.

I am going to Scotland tomorrow to see Harry [Poat] and Bill [Fraser]; I don’t think they are enjoying themselves much. Today I am seeing Collins about the Canadian business; if it comes off it will apply to you also.

I imagine that I should be able to come and give you all the griff in about ten days’ time. I hope to stay a little longer then. Mike Sadler will probably come with me.

We have moved camp again, to Chelmsford, not too bad, close to London which will suit the small dark man. Too many blasted flying bombs. It was good that you did not have any casualties in your near miss.

All the best and I hope to see you shortly. Give my best wishes to everyone.6



Two weeks later, he and Sadler arrived by Dakota at Brussels and they were driven to the Belgian barracks.7

Mayne’s exhortation about wearing the beret properly alludes, of course, to his insistence that it had to be worn straight across the forehead; anyone whom he caught sporting his beret at a rakish angle was in trouble. But his expression, ‘you will have achieved everything’, shows there was a tight policy in the unit about discipline and dress which was understood and operated by his officers. However, the most remarkable statement is his concern lest someone’s irresponsible behaviour off duty ‘ruin everything’. Now this sits oddly with tales that have circulated in later years about Mayne’s behaviour off duty. Few verifiable instances of these can be found. The most authentically detailed was the escapade (referred to in chapter 3) when, in No. 11 Commando in Cyprus, he manhandled a nightclub owner, putting the fear of God into him by firing his Colt around the man’s feet because he had overcharged and insulted him. So perhaps, it could be argued, here Mayne was being hypocritical: applying one standard to the unit and another to himself. But that does not fit, because he was intellectually honest. Perhaps, in progressing from lieutenant to lieutenant-colonel, he had become converted: a born-again rebel. But it is not that either.

Mayne radiated a forcefulness that not everyone was comfortable with. Pleydell, the unit’s first medical officer, described it in terms of kinetic energy. ‘Somehow, I thought, even when he was resting, Paddy managed to give the impression of massive latent force and power.’8 By late 1944, Sadler had worked with Mayne for three years and knew him quite well.


He was very good at containing himself most of the time, but I always felt that he was a bit of a volcano; and people were frightened of him because they felt that, I imagine, too; a lot of people were quite frightened of him. The trouble was that he had this reputation and everyone exaggerated that and played upon it.9



Sadler never saw that latent power erupting in Mayne, but he sensed its presence in, what he called, ‘playful violence’. He and Mayne had been at cabaret club in London a few times and one night Mayne said to him, ‘Why don’t we both just break off a table leg and go around and see how many people we can get.’ Sadler added, ‘I think he was joking.’ On another occasion, Mayne and he were drinking in a bar off Berkeley Square when Mayne ‘pulled the barman across the counter by his tie – because he took exception to something he’d said – until the fellow’s tie broke. . . . But he wasn’t really violent; he had a need to let off his spirits in that physical way.’10 So Mayne had not really changed from the time, in the Commando, when it had seemed to Tommy Macpherson that ‘Blair was very reliable – he was merely eccentric’11 and so his concern that no one by his behaviour should bring the unit into disrepute was not at odds with having his own peccadilloes. But peccadilloes they were, not basic flaws; Mayne’s self-control was very strong, as Roy Close observed:


Paddy would sometimes, during an inactive period (never during operations), have a bit of a binge. But, at the end of it, he would order a regimental parade. Everybody knew that he would take this regimental parade perfectly. We all had to be properly dressed. He was, and he inspected us to ensure that we were, too. Again, I think, we appreciated what it was all about. He was showing us that, though he had relaxed for a bit, he was in control and quite disciplined.12



However, Mayne’s idea of a completely professional approach to the work of the unit went beyond physical fitness, discipline, dedication and high standards of behaviour off duty: it spilled over into the private and interpersonal lives of himself and his men. He felt, for example, that it was incompatible to have professional commitment to the unit and form serious relationships with women. Of course, there were men in the unit who were married and who therefore had stable relationships. Even these relationships could be tested. In his personal file, Mayne had a letter from the distraught wife of one of his experienced men, the import of which may be that he had made another liaison, or that the strain of combat made him lose all perspective on a settled future after the war; for he had written to her, giving her the house and advising her to go her own way without him.13 As commanding officer of the regiment, that was not the only letter Mayne received from an anxious wife. Then earlier, during his Commando training in Arran, there had been the case of a subaltern who got engaged. He brought his fiancée over to the island for a weekend, in the course of which she jilted him and he shot himself immediately afterwards.14 While the unit had been overseas this sensitive area had been less of an issue; now that they were back in the UK in 1944, Mayne’s attitude generated tension in himself – because he was attracted to women. So a complex pattern emerges. He was keen to go to the maison de rendez-vous in Paris – it was not a crude bordello – and take girls out, but he was not accepting of uncommitted sex. He strongly disapproved of lewd conversation (although bawdy songs to some degree were permitted in the mess); there should be commitment in a relationship with a woman, but in the short term, that was incompatible with their work. It is well illustrated.

Anne Hetherington was an attractive young driver in the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY); her duties included driving SOE agents to the airfield from where they were due to leave to parachute into occupied Europe. In the course of her work she got to know both Mike Sadler and Mayne; and soon she became Mike’s girlfriend. One afternoon, Mayne, Sadler and Anne were in the Brevet Club in London when a row developed between Mayne and Anne – it was a stormy session that ended with Mike and Anne going their way and Mayne his. London in wartime was a surprisingly small place for off-duty members of the same unit, and that evening Mike and Anne went to a cabaret club; later, Mayne came in and, to their embarrassment, ‘he was escorted to our table, because that was the only place where there was a seat left.’ However, the evening did not turn out to be a disaster. Reflecting on the row, Sadler said:


Paddy liked her very much; he had good regard for her. I think he might have suffered from jealousy as well because she was not attached to him in any way, but she was somewhat attached to me. They had one or two rows – I don’t know why – because she liked him and he liked her.15



Fifty-seven years after the event – when Sadler discussed it with her – Anne could not recall the incident at the Brevet Club, but she said that after the war Mayne had met her on several occasions. So Sadler concluded, ‘It may have been jealousy that caused the row in the Brevet Club those years before.’16 Sadler then told Anne of a time in Chelmsford when Mayne objected to having women in the mess: ‘We had this party in the mess; it was going well; he had been drinking and then in the middle of the night he ordered the women out.’17 And this did remind Anne that Mayne had told her that, in his view, members of the unit should not be committed; Sadler, too, recalled discussing this topic with Mayne.

But in January 1945, Mayne and his officers began to anticipate a role for the unit in the Far East. It was assumed that no matter what capacity they were used in in Norway, the war in Europe would finish quite soon, but that the conflict with Japan would continue for some time. Mayne endeavoured to meet Bernard Ferguson, who had been with Wingate and the Chindits and whose book Across the Chindwin was about to be published. Lt Col Ian Collins, who was at Headquarters 1st Airborne Division, and whom Mayne had worked with during the Commando Brigade days, was a member of the family who owned Collins, the publisher. On 9 February, Ian Collins wrote to Mayne that he was sending him an advance copy of Ferguson’s book, which he thought Mayne would find interesting, and wondered if the two had met yet. But then Collins’ letter went on to show the extent of research that they were undertaking. He believed that Hodder and Stoughton had published a very good book on the Gobi Desert; it was out of print, but he was trying to get some copies. Then his own company had published two books on China, Through China’s Wall, by Graham Peck, and Dawn Watch in China, by Joy Horner. Both were out of print but he hoped to get a file copy of each; since they were file copies, he wanted them back. Finally, he hoped to receive an official signal from Supreme Allied Command South-east Asia that weekend.18 Sadler recalled those early ideas about operating in the Gobi Desert.

[image: image]

North-west Europe 1945


We were doing some preliminary thinking about how we would get Jeeps over there and whether aircraft range was sufficient to drop Jeeps, and what maps were available. We had been trained to operate in the desert – we were familiar with the desert. We gave thought to the height of the mountains, whether Stirlings would get that high, whether you needed oxygen and so on. But it was very skeletal.19



A month later their efforts to learn more about the possibilities for SAS work in the theatre were given a sharper focus following a change of personnel at Brigade. Brig McLeod was posted to India and replaced by Brig J.M. (Mad Mike) Calvert, who had served with the Chindits under Wingate. Over the next few months, Calvert – as is clear from his correspondence – reinforced their expectation that the unit was to be used in the Far East after the war in Europe ended.

With the prospect of a long-drawn-out conflict in the Far East, Anglo-American cooperation was very close. What Churchill referred to in the early days of the war as the might of the New World implied both the military capacity of the United States and the resources it had to sustain that capability. One method of funding the American war effort was through the sale of war bonds, which were bought by citizens and institutions across the country. Movie stars and sports figures were joined by servicemen with distinguished records, including some from America’s allies: Guy Gibson, who led the Dam Buster squadron, attended bond-raising functions as part of his propaganda tour of the USA. The SAS was invited to send four representatives, two from each regiment. Mayne selected Mike Sadler and Sgt Maj Rose. It was an unexpected and stimulating posting for them: they went to Washington, visited banking houses, gave talks at shipyards, did radio broadcasts and made bond appeals. ‘Needless to say, we lived well; we were met at the station with chaps handing out bottles of whisky. And there was entertainment galore.’20

Mayne and Pleydell had kept in touch since 1943. On 12 February 1945, Pleydell wrote to Mayne, bringing him up to date and asking about members of the unit he knew from the desert days.21 It was in 1945 that Pleydell’s book Born of the Desert was first published. He had kept his notes of his time with the unit and was already giving them some structure. And in the closely interrelated network that had formed over the years, it is not surprising that the publisher was the house of Collins.

Meanwhile, in the spring, interest was rekindled in the idea of SAS troops operating in Norway; 1 SAS would commit about 380 all ranks, and 2 SAS around a similar number. The plan for policing work was much less attractive to the unit than pre-surrender operations, some of which were considered. Planning was completed for Operation Ibrox, in which a group of ten from 2 SAS were to infiltrate by parachute and destroy the Trolledal railway viaduct during the moon period at the end of March, and exfiltrate through Sweden. The group trained and were ready; they stood by at Tain airfield until 4 April, when the operation was postponed, and on 9 April SHAEF cancelled it.22

Mayne’s preference at this time was to keep the regiment active in Jeep operations during the final push into Germany, and Brian Franks took the same view. Franks’ regiment was without Farran’s squadron, which was operating in Italy, so he and Mayne agreed a temporary reallocation of forces which meant that both units could have a presence in Germany. From 1 SAS, A and D Squadrons under the command of Maj Harry Poat, with Majs Bill Fraser, John Tonkin (recently promoted) and Alex Muirhead, went with Franks, while Mayne took B and C Squadrons to serve under II Canadian Corps of 21st Army Group for Operation Howard.

On 6 April, Mayne and his force left Tilbury; he met Calvert at Canadian Headquarters and on 9 April he received his orders from Maj Gen Vokes, General Commanding Officer of 4th Canadian Armoured Division. Vokes’s orders were to pass through the leading Canadian troops when they had established a crossing over the River Ems at Meppen and to ‘penetrate quickly and deeply into the enemy rear areas in the direction of Oldenburg’.23 It was intended that the unit would clear the way for the armour and cause alarm and disorganisation behind enemy lines. Mayne was not tied down to routes and ‘he accepted the task with enthusiasm and alacrity’.24 The speed of advance of the armoured division varied considerably from day to day, depending on the determination of enemy resistance; so, after the briefing, that was the last Gen Vokes heard of Mayne for over forty-eight hours.

For the first time the unit was on German soil and travelled openly in daylight. Radio communications had improved to the extent that the squadrons could speak to one another; but there could also be difficulties in resupplying them if they got too far ahead of the Canadian armoured division. An additional headache was that the terrain, criss-crossed with canals, was not suitable for Jeeps; and there was a great deal of exposure and lack of knowledge about the disposition and strength of the enemy. It was not long before this level of exposure brought them to a point where they were involved in severe fighting. For his actions in one of the engagements, Mayne was recommended for the Victoria Cross.25

The two squadrons were travelling slightly apart; B Squadron, under Maj Bond, was in the lead. A short distance along their line of advance from a crossroads, a collection of three farm buildings lay on their right, with a wooded area behind. The point section of four Jeeps suddenly came under heavy automatic and Panzerfaust fire from two of the buildings closest to the crossroads and from the copse of trees. Those who were able abandoned their Jeeps and crawled to the ditch on the left-hand side of the road, where they were pinned down. Under covering fire from the remaining Jeeps, drawn up at the road junction, two of the forward section managed to crawl back and reported that Maj Bond was dead.

A radio message was sent to Mayne; he arrived in about ten minutes and quickly took in the situation: the enemy positions were strongly held; the nature of the ground meant that he could not outflank the copse to the right, nor could he flank another building and some trees on the left-hand side of the road to get to his forward section. First he went forward alone to the nearest of the group of buildings to ensure that none of the enemy remained in it; then he came back for a Bren gun and magazines, and returned to the corner of the house he had searched, stepped into the open and, from the shoulder, started firing bursts from the Bren into the second of the defended farm buildings. He sustained this attack until he had killed or wounded all in the building, then he called forward a Jeep to take up his fire position. The point section, however, was still pinned down by fire from the copse, so Mayne went to his Jeep and called for a volunteer to man the rear guns. Lt Scott, who had been commissioned the previous September, volunteered. Mayne drove the Jeep along the road directly in front of the defended wooded area. In Scott’s words, ‘He drove up the road past the position where the Squadron Commander had been killed a few minutes previously, giving me cool precise fire orders.’26 Mayne continued driving to where the leading section was pinned down, and beyond that point, with Scott raking the enemy positions the length of the entire run. Throughout, they had been in full view of the enemy. But Mayne then turned the Jeep around and drove back down the road, engaging the enemy until they reached cover. However, the enemy, although sustaining heavy casualties from the Jeep’s Vickers K guns, still maintained an accurate fire on the road, preventing the forward section from being extricated. Mayne turned the Jeep yet again and made a third run, driving under fire, and reached the Jeeps of the leading section. ‘He jumped out of the Jeep giving me orders to continue firing, lifted the wounded out of the ditch, placed them in the Jeep and drove back to the main party.’27 But the sustained firepower of Scott’s guns and the audacity of the action in front of them had had a demoralising effect on the enemy, and they withdrew from their position. Scott’s own actions had been most meritorious, but he nobly summed up his part in terms of being inspired. ‘Throughout the entire action Col Mayne showed a personal courage that it has never before been my privilege to witness.’28

Further heavy fighting was encountered. At one time, the force had 350 prisoners. According to Gen Vokes, they disarmed them all, retained about a hundred of the toughest type, mainly parachute troops, and ‘chased the others back in the general direction of our advance’. But, being at the tip of a long spear, they were vulnerable to encirclement. When this happened, Roy Close remembers Mayne’s speed at absorbing information, assessing the extent of the threat and taking swift and appropriate action.


When we got surrounded in the pine forest, we made a perimeter and put the prisoners in the middle. They claimed they were in danger and weren’t being treated according to the Geneva Convention. Anyway Paddy told them to shut up. The enemy, a German para regiment, I believe, were all around and we were probing to find a way out. We sent out small patrols at different times to look for a way. One particular patrol comprising three or four men went out, but I believe it came back to a different point in our perimeter. Those who were there did not recognise the password, and the patrol suffered what is now known as friendly fire. We all know it happens in war. Two of the chaps got wounded, one very badly. We thought that if he was going to live, he would need more medical attention than we could give. So Paddy sent him out under a white flag together with an officer, Capt Edwards, and sent two prisoners with them to confirm that we held a lot more. He told Edwards to make sure that they did not give our position away.

When they returned, my section had just come back from a patrol and I was near to where Paddy was sitting under a tree. I had told my section to brew up. Edwards went straight to Paddy and told him that he thought one of the prisoners had indicated our position on a map. Paddy said without hesitation, ‘Get everybody on their Jeeps and take as many prisoners as we can and follow me.’ We who were trying to brew up grumbled, having just got back, but quickly got organised. My section, being placed where it was, were last to leave. We hadn’t gone a hundred yards deeper into the woods when the mortar and artillery fire came down on the place where we had been. To my mind, if Paddy had paused a minute longer to think about what Capt Edwards had told him, we would not have got clear.29



The advance elements of the Canadian division caught up with Mayne’s force – who were now running low on ammunition and were out of food – in the area of Esterwegen–Lorup, about thirty miles from Meppen.

On 12 April, Mayne reported the results of the fighting so far. They had lost six Jeeps and several others were badly riddled. Bond and Cooper had been killed, Grierson was wounded – so was Iredale, but he was in a German hospital – while eleven others were missing, believed captured. He added that of the 350 prisoners, they had brought with them about 100 paratroopers. They had destroyed much equipment and had also captured the company’s payroll. He summed up their situation by stating that the country was extremely difficult to work in because of bogs, so they were forced to use main roads. ‘What arrangements are you making to resupply us with specialised stores? We cannot ferry it up for ourselves.’30

Brig Calvert recommended that Mayne should be awarded the VC for his actions in rescuing his men. He submitted signed statements from three officers who witnessed the action: Lt Scott, who manned the rear guns on the Jeep, Lt Locket and Lt Surrey-Dane. In his covering statement to Lt Gen Simonds, General Officer Commanding II Canadian Corps, Calvert refers to the difficulty of assessing the military significance of Mayne’s actions in relation to the overall thrust of the Canadian division.


I enclose a citation for the VC for Paddy Mayne.

I have gone into this thoroughly with his officers and I think it was an outstanding piece of work. One almost expects these things from Paddy. The main point is, however, as to how much it affected the battle. I am not really in a position to say, although I have attempted to do so in the citation. I do not know whether you will agree with me.31



Simonds agreed with him; for Maj Gen Vokes, who had commanded 4th Canadian Armoured Division, also wrote in support of the citation. In his opinion Mayne’s spirited leadership and dash were a most important contribution to the success of the operation. He continued:


I cannot produce any Canadian eyewitnesses to his personal acts of bravery as his force was operating entirely on its own. When visiting his unit, however, I observed the very marked respect and regard in which he was held by his officers and men.

In my opinion this officer is worthy of the highest award for gallantry and leadership.32



The citation for the VC was signed by Brig Calvert, Maj Gen Vokes, Lt Gen Simonds, Gen Crerar, Commander 1st Canadian Army and Field Marshal Montgomery, 21st Army Group. At the level at which decisions on awards were made, ‘VC’ was crossed through and ‘3 Bar DSO’ written beneath.33 The criteria that were applied by those responsible for the final decision are not available for scrutiny. But if overall contribution to the outcome of the battle and independent witnesses are two of the criteria, it is difficult to see that any SAS operation would ever result in the award of the Victoria Cross.

Now, in their interpretation of the action, Bradford and Dillon took the line that since Lt Scott’s name did not appear on the citation, he had been pressured by senior officers. Whether this was so or not is irrelevant. The citation for an award is the finished gloss for public consumption on actions that are often chaotic or confusing when seen from different viewpoints. And Bradford and Dillon seem to have contented themselves by interviewing former officers simply in relation to the wording of the citation; they did not avail themselves of the official records. These show a citation, covering letters from Brig Calvert and Gen Vokes, three accompanying statements signed by Lts Scott, Locket and Surrey-Dane – each with a slightly different perspective on the action, for in Scott’s case he was participating with Mayne – and a sketch map of the location. So the final decision by the assessing officers on the nature of the award was made on the basis of the complete submission, which included, of course, the two caveats that Calvert and Vokes expressed.

In this sort of fighting, arrangements for resupply were crucial. So was the capability of the mechanised support team. McEwan was the REME (Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers) specialist officer with 1 SAS, and by now he was experienced in coping with their needs. But he seemed to have bent the rules and taken two REME personnel who were dedicated to other duties, before Brigade found out. A fizzing message came from Brigade that McEwan had shanghaied them, ‘against direct, direct orders. Return both at once through TAC [Tactical] HQ’.34 Mayne was too experienced a manager to accede swiftly to that order, and he began to deflect the force of Brigade’s stance by replying that the men had volunteered to join SAS and that he was putting them on fourteen days approbation before deciding whether to keep them or have them posted. Back came Maj Baring at Brigade, signalling that these men were not available to volunteer, they were only lent to the unit to prepare the Jeeps, and concluded, ‘High-powered rockets already plentiful. They must return earliest.’ Within six hours, Mayne sent a bland retort to the effect that in terms of an ACI (Army Council Instruction), men ‘cannot be prevented from volunteering for and joining us’. Which brought the swift response, ‘not REME such as these’. However, Mayne stalled long enough to have the benefit of their skills until 1 May.

This does not mean, however, that he was so short-handed that he eased up on his own standards for the unit. He remained as firm on this as during the days of the Special Raiding Squadron when he had returned men to unit singly or in groups. On 16 April he signalled that he had reduced a man to the ranks and was returning him to his unit.

It was Anthony Kemp who first pointed to the lack of credibility of the swashbuckling accounts of this period which appear in Bradford and Dillon’s version of activities in north-west Germany.35 And he was correct: the record is quite categorical about who made the decisions and was in command throughout. Mayne did not adopt a constant roving role, as Bradford and Dillon claimed, nor was he anywhere near Belsen, on 14 April, when the concentration camp was liberated. He was not running a private war; and his chief concern was that his unit was not being used to best advantage.

As the campaign continued, the terrain, coupled with the enemy’s destruction of bridges, made progress slower and more dangerous. Roy Close described the situation at one stage of the route:


There was a certain element of stress being in the lead Jeep, so we took it in turns to take the lead. On this occasion I was in the lead; we came to a canal where the bridge had been destroyed. The question was had the enemy done it to delay us while they had moved on, or were they under cover on the other side waiting for us to try to get across. I stopped the Jeep some distance from the bank and crawled forward through the grass and searched the opposite bank through my binoculars. I was surveying the other side when I heard an Irish brogue: ‘And can you see anything over there, Roy?’ Then I looked to my side and saw a pair of boots and there was Paddy standing fully upright looking across at the other side. ‘I think you get a better view up here,’ he said.36



Losses of men and equipment had taken their toll, and, in the light of the terrain and the conditions, Mayne formed the troops into one squadron under Tony Marsh. He and Marsh were holding a small bridgehead in advance of the Canadian 4th Armoured Division, who were at Neuvrees, while engineers worked on building a bridge. But Mayne felt that because of canals, blown bridges and mines on tracks and roads there would be poor results and many casualties. He signalled to Poat, who was in command of the unit’s two squadrons, which were operating under Brian Franks to the east, and asked him to send the padre to them at the Canadian division; and he announced that he intended coming across to see Poat shortly, and concluded, ‘This country [is] absolutely bloody to work in. The battle is turning into a slogging match and ourselves into mine detectors.’37 Mayne intended to travel on 16 April, but he was delayed for a day before he went to see Poat, whose force was by now west of Betzendorf with the Inns of Court Regiment, working on the left flank of 11th Division. Mayne’s intentions were twofold: to try to get all squadrons of 1 SAS reunited; and to press for more appropriate work for their skills. Mike Blackman had informed Brigade that Mayne had gone to Poat and he asked that signals for him should be recoded and transmitted to Archway.

Meanwhile, the 4th Canadian Armoured Division was held up as the fighting became virtually static. They were unable to cross the canal and clear Garrel, and Gen Vokes recognised that he no longer had suitable employment for SAS troops. But II Canadian Corps was anxious to have as many SAS as possible, as they had a high opinion of them, and so Brig Calvert sounded out Mayne about placing the Belgian SAS Regiment under his command, while allowing them to retain their own identification. He indicated that the Belgian unit’s leader, Blondeel, was most agreeable. But by this time Mayne was with Poat, and Calvert’s message seems to have been partly corrupted in recoding and transmission, or it was interpreted by Mayne as meaning further fragmentation of his unit, for a note of irritation comes through in his response.


For many reasons I consider it most essential I have my own complete unit under my command. Not a happy arrangement as it is now. Not particularly desirous of having command of anyone else. Would never think of merging Belgians’ identity with our own. 38



Calvert then clarified, ‘I suggested Belgians should operate under your command to increase your command and effectiveness and to give them the benefit of your leadership.’39 At the same time, discussions started on reassigning Poat and his squadron back to Mayne, and Calvert confirmed that this would be effected when Hibbert relieved Poat.

On 20 April, Brigade sent a brief message that David Stirling had been reported released; and the next day they followed it up, reporting that Stirling was in ‘great heart and sends many messages and congratulations to all and hopes to come out and visit you soon’.40

II Canadian Corps lost no time in coming up with alternative employment for 1 SAS. On 24 April, Mike Blackman signalled to Mayne that it was proposed that they should now work with 2nd Canadian Armoured Division north-west from the lake by Bad Zwischenahn towards Esenz on the North Sea. However, operations would be unable to start for a few days and Blackman was concerned, because across their entire axis the country was strewn with bog marsh and canals. Mayne replied that he was arriving by plane the following day at about 1500 hr, and went on, ‘Do not take any decisions until I arrive.’ Within the regiment there was a belief that Mayne would not commit them to an operation in which he had little confidence. McLuskey referred to this:


One of the things I marked about him was his ability to sum it up – opportunities. On a number of occasions, he refused to do something with his men because he thought it wasn’t worth it or wouldn’t work. And his men knew that and they always felt that if they went on an operation and he had okayed it, it was all right.41



Mayne did not like the plans and enlisted Calvert’s support; and he signalled to Poat that he was unhappy with the proposed operation for Tony Marsh’s squadron, nor was he keen to have Poat involved in it.

On 27 April, while there was stalemate, Calvert sent a top-secret message to Mayne and Franks telling them that an operation was being talked about for Denmark; it would be on the scale of the Amherst operation and would precede the arrival of the Allied forces. According to Calvert, the conditions were favourable: resistance and local reception was well organised and the country was suitable for Jeeps and for concealment. Next day Mayne responded, ‘Although I have no information on which to base my views, Denmark would appear a suitable and useful task. If it is on, I would like as much time as possible to concentrate equipment and prepare.’42 However, the unit was, meantime, allocated to 2nd Canadian Armoured Division and was not going to be profitably used, argued Mayne. Calvert understood the situation and he was supportive, but he told Mayne that he, ‘must be firm’ in telling the Canadian brigade in time what was not possible. Calvert then sent a personal signal to General Commanding Canadian Forces stating that Mayne considered that because of the tightness of the front, the large number of canals and the extent of the enemy’s minelaying, the unit could not operate effectively without heavy casualties. But of course he had to comply.

Progress was slow, and Jeeps were a liability. Mayne formed the squadron into two infantry platoons, and on 29 April they advanced one mile, but had a man killed by a mine. Mayne referred to it briefly in a signal to Poat, who had not yet been relieved by Hibbert: ‘Tony’s squadron now plodding along through bog and rain on their feet. Nobody very happy.’ Calvert then sent a second signal to the Chief of Staff concerning the misuse of the unit, and on 2 May the Chief of Staff passed it down to the division. But the wider situation was changing rapidly; the surrender of Germany was imminent, and Mayne was ordered by Brigade to move to Belgium, and hence to the UK to prepare for their next role.

The picturesque version of their homecoming, which was first painted by Marrinan – and which has been dutifully repeated ever since – has the unit arriving by boat, laden with war loot, to find His Majesty’s Customs and Excise out in force to search the Jeeps; whereupon Mayne orders his men to drive off the ramps at speed, sending the customs men fleeing for their lives. In reality, however, Mayne was nowhere near the unit when they tied up at Tilbury dock; he had not come back by sea: he returned by air from Brussels at 1230 hr on 8 May; and the following day, Tony Marsh and the squadron sailed from Ostend for the UK.43

They had little time to prepare for Operation Doomsday, the policing role in Norway. According to the original briefing, it was envisaged that the SAS would have a comparatively short stay in Norway, for the war in the Far East was expected to continue for some time.44 On 14 May, the regiment began to arrive at Stavanger airport. Mayne set up his headquarters at the barracks in Kristiansand, where there were about 25,000 Germans; 1 SAS was responsible for Kristiansand and the area to the west of the River Torridal. The regiment’s duties included disarming the Germans and, through liaison with them, disclosure of hidden Gestapo, SS and other suspected war criminals. Patrols were sent out periodically to Mandal and Lista and Enejemoen. The unit was very warmly received by the Norwegians; and on 17 May, for the first time in five years, the Norwegians celebrated their National Day.

But the unit’s stay in Kristiansand was brief: on 26 May, both 1 and 2 SAS sailed for Bergen. It was here that the SAS encountered most difficulty in apprehending Gestapo and SS personnel, for this ‘was one of the orders which the Germans tried at first to circumvent, pleading every kind of excuse from absence to non-existence of the men and women in question’.45 However, these attempts – made with the knowledge and assistance of some high-ranking German officers – were disclosed and the SAS persevered; the ‘biggest catch was the head of the Gestapo, Dr Weimann’. There were also about 4,200 Russian prisoners of war, whom the Germans had impounded in Bergen. The British officers were impressed by their cheerfulness and cooperation; and on 20 June Brian Franks, 2 SAS, held a dinner in his mess for the Russian officers. Calvert opened an Allied Club for officers and another for other ranks.

Mayne and his officers anticipated that their role in Norway would be a short intermission before the regiment was sent to the Far East. On 13 June, Brig Calvert wrote to Gen Simonds of II Canadian Corps, under whose overall command Mayne and the two squadrons of 1 SAS had operated in north-west Germany.


We hope to be going to the Far East sometime, so this is a pleasant period in between.

. . . Some of your formations have had close associations with the SAS and if there are any officers and men who are keen to come out to the Far East with the SAS, and are allowed to do so, we shall give them a big welcome.46



It was at this time, too, that the unit’s chronicler, Mike Blackman, completed his compilation ‘Birth, Growth and Maturity of 1st SAS Regiment’. He wrote, ‘Although the German war has been won, there is still fighting in the Far East. Japan has yet to be conquered.’47 Then, as early as 4 July, Brig Calvert returned to the UK to deal with other SAS responsibilities and ‘to make the necessary preparations for the withdrawal and concentration of SAS troops prior to their departure for the Far East’.48

Meanwhile, in July and throughout August, the repatriation of German forces took place; the Germans were taken in groups and first searched by SAS troops before embarking. According to a Brigade report, relations between the SAS and the Norwegians were very cordial. On 28 July, Crown Prince Olaf visited Bergen and inspected the troops. Roy Close left Norway before the unit pulled out. Here he gives a glimpse into their duties and their relationships with the Norwegians.


We were rounding up Luftwaffe and German submariners. They took the view that they hadn’t lost the war; they were untouched because they had been bypassed. They were very arrogant so we had to round them up, disarm them and put them in POW compounds. What we did was to do all of the work in the morning and in the afternoon we waterskied round the fjords. We had made some waterskis out of old packing cases and we’d taken these German Sturm boats. And then, when we got back to our billets, we went through the invitations for the evening from friendly Norwegians and decided which ones to accept. We got back, perhaps early next morning, just before we went on parade to round up the next lot. That went on for some time.

There was a wonderful chap called Ted Badger, a fellow officer, and towards the end of our stay in Norway I had to go to Paris to help in the SAS office that was being set up there. You would think that when the signal came, and said, ‘Please nominate an officer to an office in Paris,’ that you would get killed in the rush. Not at all! Nobody wanted to go; life in Norway was much better. So we actually did draw straws and I lost; I drew the short straw. So, when I went, Ted Badger came to me and asked if I had ever read a book, Lost Horizon, by a chap called James Hilton. Something to do with Shangri-La? I said that I had. And he said, ‘You know what happened to them when they left Shangri-La?’ I said that I did. And he said, ‘They all fell to pieces; the flesh fell off them. When you get to London, send us a signal to assure us that you are all right. This place must be like Shangri-La.’ It was a wonderful thought on his part. You could say that Norway was a bit therapeutic.49



Elsewhere, at the highest level within the Allies, strategic decisions had been taken and the atom bomb was used. Japan surrendered on 15 August, and three days later the advance parties of the SAS Regiments left Norway. On 25 August, the regiments sailed for the UK on the SS Dunotter Castle. On their departure, ‘1 and 2 SAS Regiments were not replaced by any other British troops’,50 and on 15 September command of the Bergen Zone passed from British to Norwegian hands.

Over the years, the departure of SAS troops from Norway has become tainted, according to some anecdotal accounts of a large street brawl between troops and the local police. No reference to any incidents, large or small scale, appears in the Brigade report – there is not even a hint of tension. It may be that some local incident became exaggerated over time. But it is most improbable that Crown Prince Olaf of Norway would have visited the British regiments had a major incident taken place before 28 July. As the withdrawal of SAS troops had been scheduled to take place sooner rather than later, the final stages of the repatriation of the German forces who had invaded their country would have been most appropriately overseen by the Norwegian authorities. And in the light of Mayne’s letter to Tony Marsh the previous November, where he was so concerned about the unit’s public profile, it is hard to believe that behaviour which was not condoned in Brussels would have been tolerated in Bergen.

Disbandment lay ahead – and soon. But the regiment would not pass into oblivion, for the interest of the media had been turned to it. The change had come about the previous year. The press, during both world wars of the twentieth century, performed an important social function and the military was aware of its important role. On 11 May 1944, Gen Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, issued a directive to all military commanders indicating that at his first press conference as Supreme Commander he had told the war correspondents that once they were accredited to his headquarters, he considered them ‘quasi-staff officers’. He instructed commanders, subject to operational requirements – of which they would be the sole judge – to allow correspondents sufficient scope ‘in order to visualise and transmit to the public’.51 Mayne kept a copy of the directive in his file; its import was not lost on him. So while the official record of the 8th Army was written up in 1944 in ignorance of the identity of the unit, the press and radio began to describe the work of both British SAS Regiments in France. The press went on to give an outline of the unit’s activities in the desert war, and so began a process of romanticising its achievements that would continue for the next half-century and beyond. Mayne was the leader who had the continuity with the unit from its birth; he was written about. In one 1944 newspaper report, for example, Mayne’s activities were compared to a Bulldog Drummond escapade.52 In another he was portrayed as the cool hero who, having placed time bombs on enemy planes, ‘strolled into the officers’ mess of the German coastal battery and dealt with the occupants before driving away’.53 But the unit had been correctly identified and Mayne was portrayed as its dashing leader. So while he was a man who courted no publicity for himself, he was happy to talk to a BBC correspondent about the unit. It happened in Paris after the regiment had returned from Norway.

Roy Close was now in the Paris office of the SAS, whose function was mainly a goodwill operation.


We had to distribute certificates and letters of thanks to the French who had helped us in the final campaign as well as trying to find out about those of the regiment who had been posted missing. David Astor, a major in the Royal Marines, had been in charge of the office. It was in the Paris office that I met the person who was to become my wife; she was in the WRNS and had worked in an office liaising between the regiment and the Free French. She was posted to work in the Paris office of the SAS. Paddy came over to visit the office when I introduced him to Robin Duff, a BBC war correspondent whom I had met there and who had earlier interviewed one of our patrols after a mission in France. We all had dinner together. Afterwards, Robin Duff told me that Paddy told him he was very proud of the regiment, made up of all kinds of fine people – even some intelligent officers.54



The unit’s final base was at Chelmsford. Mike Sadler and Sgt Maj Rose returned from their bond-raising tour of the USA. Their last combat operation behind them, everyone had to give some thought to the future; and as the regiment was to be disbanded, the process being completed in about one month, they would soon be precipitated again into civilian life. Roy Close remembered their facing it:


Few of us knew what we would do. I remember sitting with colleagues and asking the question, ‘What the hell are we going to do now?’ We couldn’t make up our minds, and so there was a lot of concentration on trying to find the right direction. Most of us were not trained for anything in civilian life. We had to come to terms with the fact that life was not going to be the great exciting thing that it was during the war.55



For Mayne, by comparison, it could have been relatively simple: a few weeks demob leave and then a return to practising law. However, nothing would ever be the same again for him. No avenue of life could equal the excitement, the achievement and the responsibility he had had. With the volume of paperwork that had to be undertaken for a unit about to be disbanded, and with writing references for officers and men who might need them in the future, Mayne had not a great deal of time to reflect on his own future in civilian life. So he responded, on the instant, to an opportunity that came along. Mike Sadler did not feel like returning to Rhodesia. He was acting as adjutant during those final months, when an invitation came to the unit asking for volunteers to join the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey for a two-year contract to work in Antarctica. It appealed to Sadler. ‘I took it to Paddy and said, “I’m volunteering.” He said, “If you’re going, I’m coming too.”’56 In fact, three of the unit volunteered: Mayne, Sadler and Tonkin.

And there came an elegant conclusion to the five years Mayne spent in Special Services, in the form of a letter from Bob Laycock. Although Mayne had not been under Combined Operations control for the past year and a half, Laycock’s letter reveals a patron’s pride in a protégé. It is also a very warm letter. For it was he who, in June 1941, recognised Mayne’s potential from his results at the Litani operation, and who, the following month, was able to recommend him to David Stirling; and it was largely under his command that Mayne had led the Special Raiding Squadron.


Combined Operations Headquarters

1A Richmond Terrace

Whitehall SW1

28 August 1945

My Dear Paddy

I feel that I must drop you a line just to tell you how very deeply I appreciate the great honour of being able to address, as my friend, an officer who has succeeded in accomplishing the practically unprecedented task of collecting no less than four DSOs. (I am informed that there is another such superman in the Royal Air Force.)

You deserve all the more, and in my opinion, the appropriate authorities do not really know their job. If they did they would have given you a VC as well.

Please do not dream of answering this letter, which brings with it my sincerest admiration and a deep sense of honour in having, at one time, been associated with you.

Yours ever,

Bob Laycock57



Rarely could a career officer have been addressed in such terms by a general; but for a lawyer, turned soldier for the duration of the war, it must be unique.

In October 1945, the regiment was disbanded. During the final parades, Mayne stood out in height and breadth of shoulder, an impressive figure, wearing the beige beret from the desert days. He was occupied with administration until the beginning of November; then he cleared his desk, and left the Army.


PART III

8

ANTARCTIC INTERLUDE

Unarm, Eros, the long day’s task is done . . .

William Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra

Five weeks after he left the Army, Mayne was in Montevideo, awaiting the arrival of Mike Sadler and John Tonkin. By signing a two-year contract to work in Antarctica, he had deferred a long-term career decision; he had also opted for a further period in the comradeship of men rather than family or wider society. It would be a life lived very much in the open, in an inhospitable environment. Whimsy may have prompted his decision, but he was giving himself time to think; he was returning to a wilderness – this time to a snow desert; and he intended to write.

In a letter to his mother, Mayne said that he had been offered an interesting job, but his letter revealed nothing about the nature of that job. Omitting detail may have been a continuation of wartime practice; it may also have been because, in some quarters, it was felt a degree of secrecy should continue to surround what the UK was doing in Antarctica, for the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey was more important in terms of its political and strategic purposes than its scientific ones.

Antarctica was of strategic importance to Britain in time of war. The area had been the scene of naval encounters during the First World War, and continued to be important in the Second World War for the control of shipping lanes around Cape Horn. But, in addition, Britain had an issue of sovereignty over what were then called the Falkland Island Dependencies (now South Georgia, South Sandwich Islands and British Antarctic Territory) against competing claims from both Argentina and Chile to parts of Antarctica. Political developments in the 1940s in Argentina in particular were of concern to Britain lest that country take control of the southern side of the Drake Passage. To forestall these countries setting up bases in areas that were considered important to British interests, in 1943 the government inaugurated Operation Tabarin.1

An inter-departmental expedition committee was set up, drawn from the Colonial Office, Admiralty, Foreign Office, War Transport, Crown Agents and a section within the Colonial Office which was studying biology in the Southern Ocean. Operation Tabarin came under the command of Cdr Marr RNVR. The intention was to establish a number of bases. During 1943–4, Base A was set up at Port Lockroy and Base B on Deception Island; the following year, these two bases were restored and a third, Base D, was set up in Hope Bay in northern Graham Land. When Cdr Marr had to return to the UK in early 1945 due to ill health, his replacement, Capt Taylor, was provided by the Army. But with the end of hostilities in 1945, Operation Tabarin was renamed the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey and came under the command of Cdr Bingham RN. His orders were to restore these three bases and, as top priority, set up a new base on Laurie Island. He was also ordered to place depots in unoccupied Sandy Fjord Bay on Coronation Island, on Argentine Island and Debenham Island. Finally, he was to establish a base in Marguerite Bay on Stonington Island.

There were competing interests, however. The group who had gone to Base A in 1943–4 found a metal Argentine flag left by the ship Primero de Mayo a few months earlier. Confirmation of what the survey could expect by way of political intent on the part of other countries with an interest in the region appears in Cdr Bingham’s final report. He revealed that in the year following the survey’s arrival both Argentina and Chile sent expeditions to establish bases. Shortly after the survey set up a base in Admiralty Bay on King George Island, a Chilean ship arrived with an expedition and found themselves forestalled. Similarly, when an Argentine group landed at Port Lockroy they found an ‘occupation party’ of two men already there, forcing them to move to an alternative area which Bingham, in his report, wrote, ‘can, I think, be considered to be in a most unsuitable place, and of little political and less strategic importance’.2 He also confirmed that when these expeditions landed they were being challenged by the survey. In his opinion the Chileans and Argentinians had put up ‘an opposition show’ to test the reactions of the survey. But the scale of these countries’ expeditions was larger than that of the UK Survey: the Argentines mustered six ships, and the Chileans a frigate and two transports.
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So at the end of the war, the UK’s strategy remained as it had been: asserting its sovereignty over these territories but shading the emphasis of its purposes from the military connotations of the Operation Tabarin expedition to the claims of science. This was also a useful device, because there had been two strands of British interest in Antarctica since the beginning of the century. The Scott and Shackleton expeditions represented the imperialist strand of British interest, and the lesser-known Scotia expedition of Bruce represented scientific interest. Hence, in late 1945, the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey was a quasi-military group of some thirty members, part service personnel, part civilians, commanded by a naval officer who was a surgeon-commander with experience in the Antarctic and a second-in-command who had commanded 1 SAS; as well as surveyors, geologists, meteorologists, some carrying out general scientific work, telegraphists and two other former officers of the SAS.

Most of the expedition’s members and all its supplies were to converge by different ships on Montevideo. However, Bingham and Mayne travelled by air.

Airline schedules were skeletal immediately after the war and Mayne’s route took him via Portugal, West Africa and Brazil to Uruguay, where he arrived on 8 December. The first ship carrying personnel and supplies for the expedition, Empire Might, was not due to arrive until 17 December. The British Embassy facilitated local organisational affairs, so Bingham and his second-in-command were able to enjoy an indolent few days, though Bingham, shortly after their arrival, suffered from a bout of tonsillitis and took to his bed. And Mayne, in his hotel, on Saturday 15 December, following what would have been standard practice on explorations and expeditions, began to write a journal. It is probably the longest sustained personal record-keeping that he undertook. Coming as it did within months of the end of the war, it is of considerable interest.

Very little is known about this period of Mayne’s life; and in the only book where it was dealt with – almost entirely from hearsay – the account turns out to be fantasy.3 The greater part of what has been written about Mayne over the years is based on anecdotal reports. There are problems, however, with relying too heavily on this approach, particularly in the case of someone of his status and stature: for one, there are inconsistencies, and respondents may also have an agenda; and in our society, an aura surrounds the warrior hero which tends to generate hyperbole. Here, in his journal, Mayne wrote with insight about others and himself, providing a touchstone against which some of what has subsequently been written about him can be tested. It is written in an informal style, for the most part, and its syntax reflects the speech patterns of his part of Ireland.

While Mayne wrote his first entry on 15 December 1945, he chose as the starting point for his thoughts the Sunday at Chelmsford when he left the army. He briefly summarised the intervening weeks: he had had a week at home, then he flew first to Portugal then via West Africa to Natal in Brazil, where he stayed for a few days. Something occurred there that stayed with him. He had gone to an open-air cinema, but he felt that the film was not very good and so he, ‘spent most of the time watching Orion. He looked just like an old friend, even though he was upside down with Sirius higher than Pleiades.’4

On 26 November, in Natal, Mayne wrote to one of his former soldiers, Billy Hull. Hull had been his most recent driver in the regiment, and he also came from Newtownards. He had asked Mayne to help him obtain the let of a property in Newtownards, which was owned by the Mayne family. In his letter, Mayne reassured Hull that he had enquired about the legal position concerning the house and advised him what next he should do. His letter shows the continuing commitment that Mayne felt to those who had served under him and who requested his assistance, for he did not leave matters there: he gave Hull his address with the survey lest further follow-up was required.5

From Natal he went south in Brazill and had several days in Rio de Janeiro, sightseeing and swimming, before arriving in Montevideo. It was a time for rest and recuperation and his journal records the trivia of a lazy few days. Mayne relaxed, went swimming – one day he stayed too long in the sun – and in the evenings dined and socialised with members of the British community. He had drinks in the English Club with Peter Swan, the Press Officer at the British Embassy. After war-ravaged Europe, he contrasted the South American lifestyle when he took Pirrie Geddes out to dinner at Las Palmas: ‘melon and ham tournedos and strawberries with lashings of cream. They certainly do feed themselves well in this country’. One Saturday night he wrote, ‘I ate the largest steak I have ever seen, or at least ate most of it. It weighed about two pounds, a snack as far as the Uruguayans are concerned.’6

Mayne anticipated the arrival of his two colleagues from the SAS, and he planned the kind of welcome for them that would have confounded some of those who have written about him in the past:


I haven’t yet regretted signing on for this business. I’m looking forward to seeing Sadler and Tonkin again. They are due on Monday. I have arranged a party for Tuesday night. Pirrie is finding another couple of girls. I imagine we will probably still be here next week.

Bingham has recovered from his tonsillitis. He got up yesterday, celebrated his return quite successfully, or appeared to have when I saw him last night.7



The writer of these words had been the commanding officer who, months or a year earlier, had objected to having women at a party in the mess. However, his perception of the dedication that was required from each individual if the unit was to function in war was not motivated by misogyny, as we have already seen. But many have made this wrong assumption. It is perfectly clear from the early pages of his journal onwards that he appreciated the company of women. On two occasions Mayne wrote about someone called Eileen, who may have served on the Embassy staff. In the first reference to her he simply put it, ‘started to think about Eileen’, and in the second, ‘Eileen looked very well this morning’. On another occasion he had lunch in the home of a Briton who had a Uruguayan wife; also invited was someone whom Mayne described as ‘a most amazing-looking Englishwoman’. But, in addition to her looks, he thought her lack of sensitivity to the feelings of others worthy of note, for he wrote that she proclaimed that ‘the food was so pleasant that Lucy, the wife, might almost be English’. She continued categorising throughout the meal, asking finally, ‘if the pudding had been tinned by Swifts?’

On 17 December, Mayne learned that the Empire Might would not now arrive, it was said, until Friday, so ‘I have cancelled the party I arranged for Tonkin and Sadler.’ But he assuaged his disappointment that night. Mayne’s journal gives proof (as it were) that, in terms of the two groups that life-insurance companies divided people into at the time – those who were teetotal and those who took ‘an occasional refreshment’ – he was firmly in the latter category, for such was the degree of refreshment he achieved that, when he picked up his pen to record his thoughts in the early hours of the morning, his writing became completely illegible. It is as though he wrote in snatches over some hours, because towards the end it becomes legible. While his psychomotor skills were severely impaired, he had reached the point where the imbiber experiences great lucidity of thought:


It is 4 o’clock now I am blathering somewhat by my sobriety.

How do you prove that you are sober?

It is about time everyone went to bed.

I am the only person who is not asleep.8



Then he went on to make an eloquent case for drinking. Acting as solicitor for the defence, he put forward the prosecution’s case for drinking only in moderation, then countered it with the argument for immoderate drinking – but with a caveat. First he asked the question, ‘How do you become a sensible person who drinks merely when there is reason?’ Then he delivered the response, ‘Why shouldn’t you drink as long as you are not a NUISANCE. A bad thing if you get pickled; you shouldn’t.’ And, having disposed of the argument, his final statement simply reads, ‘Started to think about Eileen’.

But in his sobriety, Mayne gives insights into his kind of drinking and his attitude to it. Agnostic he may have been, but behind that lay a Presbyterian moral rectitude and concern about public propriety; for he monitored his drinking. On one occasion he recorded ruefully – admitting it required five asprins to cure his headache – ‘Five gin and tonics and one gin and vermouth is overmuch before lunch.’ At 5.25 a.m. on the last Wednesday before Christmas, regretting the excesses of the night before – though his concession to abstinence would not have impressed a liver specialist – he wrote, ‘I’m only going to drink beer until I leave these South American shores.’ Later, he thought better of that undertaking. After Tonkin and Sadler had joined the group, and each member of the survey had been allocated to one of three ships for the first leg of the trip south, the night before Sadler was due to sail, Mayne went round to Sadler’s hotel, the Florida.


We left there about 4.30 and unfortunately instead of having a spot of sleep started talking and drinking with O’Sullivan until 7.00 when we went round to Las Palmas where I had some more gin and then on to the Swans, cocktails and lots too much whisky. I wasn’t sober. Went into town and talked and drank until Sadler went aboard at 6.00. Much too long a day.9



However, it was not simply hangover-induced guilt that prompted those thoughts, for he recalled, when at home four weeks earlier, a ‘usual unfortunate Saturday’, and another time referred to a memorable spree six years before, of which he had but a hazy memory. While Mayne undoubtedly had a high tolerance level, his drinking was social, not solitary. He was not dependent on it; and he certainly anticipated a drought when he signed a two-year contract to work in Antarctica. His last reference to drink was written on 27 December; for the next two and a half months there was none.

On 18 December, the day after his binge, he revealed that he was suffering from the effects of an injury that had been sustained years earlier.


Incidentally, walking around Las Palmas my back didn’t hurt me. I felt that I was missing an old friend; knew there was something wrong. A doctor would probably diagnose it as still anaesthetised.10



It was when he was in Italy that Mayne, in a letter home, had referred to treatment for a back injury. His sister Barbara, a nurse, wrote back in some concern, but, replying on 20 October 1943, he played it down, and, of course, he did not reveal the problem to anyone in the unit. When and how the injury happened is unknown, but it was a chronic condition that got progressively worse during the following two years.

In his journal entry of that same day, 18 December, there is an arresting statement. Mayne recorded that he intended to write a novel in Antarctica, which he was entitling ‘The Growth of a Unit’. That he intended to write at length is not surprising. He had written up the unit’s war diaries and reports since the days of the Special Raiding Squadron. But his choice of title, ‘The Growth of a Unit’, is interesting: it has a resonance with both the title of the chronicle of the unit, ‘Birth, Growth and Maturity of 1st SAS Regiment’, and the final chapter of Pleydell’s book Born of the Desert, which is subtitled ‘The Growth of a Unit’ and deals very briefly with the period after Mayne took over. Now, Pleydell’s book was published by Collins in 1945, so Lt Col Ian Collins at Airborne Headquarters would have known of it and would certainly have discussed it with Mayne. Then again, Mayne and Pleydell had corresponded, so Mayne’s provisional title was no accident. However, his decision to opt for the novel form rather than a historical account of the development of the SAS is more surprising. He did have the chronicle in his possession (whether he took it with him for this expedition is unknown), and it gives names, dates and reports of significant operations, and so he could have attempted a first-hand account. But the choice of the novel form allowed him a distancing device. Mayne was not self-serving in his written and oral accounts of action; on the contrary, he was laconic, self-effacing, and played down his own importance. This was not false modesty: for example, in his journal, which he wrote simply for himself, he recalled his short leave at home after being demobilised. On the Saturday, he had ended up in the Belfast Arts Club where, he said, the President had welcomed him. He described his feelings in one word: ‘embarrassing’. No, an autobiographical account was not his style.

Pleasant as those early weeks were, Mayne was keen to get underway, and he was looking forward to the experience. Before the other members of the expedition arrived, he wrote of two stories he had heard which amused him: one was by a Jimmy Scott, about huskies eating their traces; another was by Bingham, about the care one must take in selecting the books to be taken out on sledges (as to the texture of the paper), because nothing was to be wasted. Huskies from Labrador had been brought to Antarctica and used successfully the previous year in north Graham Land, when Base D had been established, and Bingham had played an important part in their acquisition and training.

On 20 December, the first of the members of the expedition to arrive disembarked from the Trepassey and a theme began to emerge in Mayne’s journal which has recurred throughout this book: his assessment of others. Shrewd judgement of people is often considered to be one of the characteristics of a successful leader; a characteristic that is, of course, associated with leadership in a wide range of activity, and not at all confined to the military. Mayne’s views in the journal are particularly interesting because he was in a transition stage from the SAS to the survey; he would have to make adjustments, accepting and working with personnel in whose selection he had played no part:


Trepassey arrived this morning, Slessor and O’Sullivan aboard plus fifty-four dogs and eight puppies.

They both seem pleasant, different types. Slessor looks about thirty-two or three, doctor, spent four years at the Rotunda [hospital], comes from Aberdeenshire, looks painstaking and is temperate.

O’Sullivan just a youngster, good-looking in a typically Gaelic Irish way, quite talkative and probably not so temperate. O’Sullivan with us for lunch and Slessor for dinner.

On first impressions I would quite like them to be at the same base as myself.

Empire Might and probably Paraguay will arrive tomorrow.11



Surgeon-Lieutenant Stewart Slessor and Sub Lt Tom O’Sullivan had earlier been sent to Labrador to obtain the huskies and bring them back for the expedition.12 It is interesting that although Mayne rated Slessor as temperate, he was happy that they should both be at the same base, so the whisky test for officer volunteers for 1 SAS (if indeed it was administered) was not designed to reject non-drinkers.

However, their arrival gave Mayne an opportunity to observe Bingham operate as the leader of the group. Until now, during the waiting period, their relationship had been relaxed and informal. They had socialised together, and both were from Northern Ireland, though their service background was very different. Bingham was a surgeon-commander and his man-management experience would not have been as extensive as that of a commander coming up through the seaman branch. Mayne, on the other hand, was not a career officer, but he had the greater leadership experience. On that first occasion, Mayne observed Bingham relating to the two survey members and, very insightfully, he began to make his provisional assessment. From what we have seen, Mayne was considered to be an excellent leader, both by his soldiers and his superiors. But his leadership attributes were not simply instinctive: he had observed and analysed. It becomes clear, for example, from what he wrote that Mayne did not subscribe to the leaders-are-born-and-not-made school of thought. Styles of leadership, in his view, could be cultivated.

The qualities that he felt were important in a leader were: integrity, self-confidence, sensitivity for concerns of others, flexibility of thinking and the confidence to trust others’ judgement. But the whole process and the way the elements were put together he considered an art. Mayne began to assess Bingham:


The Commander gives me the impression he might be, in a way, difficult to work with; that he might think that no one can do a job properly except himself and that the old way of doing things is always the best. I hope I am wrong, for he is a very pleasant person. He lacks guile. I am not certain whether that is a good or bad thing. He does not lack self-confidence. He is, I am certain, a very honest man.13



Mayne went on then to make a brief contrast with David Stirling – perhaps one of the very few records there are of Mayne’s views on Stirling. A shortcoming about Bingham as a leader, in Mayne’s eyes, was that he did not have the ability of ‘making you think you are a most important person. Stirling was a master of that art and it got him good results.’

Concluding his provisional assessment of Bingham, Mayne noted two other characteristics which were important in his reckoning:


I don’t think he is a good listener. I hope he is not indecisive; at times he tends to make me think he is, in that I always seem to have to hang about when we are leaving somewhere, or especially some person. That of course is no criterion, probably very different when there is something to be done in a hurry.14



Sadler, of course, at the time had no idea that Mayne kept a journal. Fifty-six years later, reading what Mayne had written about Bingham, Sadler commented, from his experience of working with the Commander:


I think he could listen but I don’t think he wanted to, because I think he had a theory of command and how you retained command in the naval manner. Whatever you asked him he said, ‘I’ll tell you in good time.’ And he didn’t. I think he was frightened that people would argue with him and he would lose his authority.15



Spare a thought for Bingham though. If, as Sadler suspected, he needed the security of rank to sustain his authority, as commander he could have faced the scenario for a nervous breakdown; for he had as his second-in-command someone who, according to all accounts written since 1958, had floored a superior officer – and there would be no provision for close detention in Antarctica. Bingham, however, almost certainly lost no sleep on that score; for in 1945 the legend about Mayne had not developed to the stage it reached in later years.

No, it was not Bingham who had difficulties; it was Mayne. He would have to adjust to being in a subordinate position on the expedition to Antarctica. And that Thursday morning of 20 December, as he watched Bingham relate to Slessor and O’Sullivan, Mayne reflected on himself. How would he, after having commanded a unit of the calibre of 1 SAS, live with this situation? What comes through, when he considered his new role, is self-awareness and humility.


My own position is simple enough, at least I hope it is. I am not certain just how good I will be at being an underling, but I can be lazy enough to enjoy it, or possibly to tolerate is a better word. I don’t think anyone no matter how lazy could enjoy it. What I will find difficult is not having my opinion asked; not that so far anything has cropped up on which I am sufficiently versed to give a considered opinion. I have no intention of putting forward any suggestions without being previously asked. Better all round if I didn’t.

This is the gloomy side of the picture. I am prepared – and hope – to find myself completely wrong.

In my opinion Slessor and O’Sullivan have done a very good job with the dogs: they merited a little more praise, I believe, than they received – remembering that this is the first time I have ever seen huskies. As little knowledge as the curate, who on the return from his honeymoon and asked if he had found everything all right replied, ‘Yes, but isn’t it hidden in such a cute fashion.’16



So relating to the leader of the expedition presented no insuperable problem; but there were other personnel. Mayne had had no say in their recruitment; he had no expert knowledge in any of the fields that they represented. Nonetheless, all the various specialisms would have to be subsumed for much of the time: general teamwork would apply for the creation and maintenance of bases. Huts had to be erected; supplies from the vast logistical exercise providing materials for accommodation, supplies and fuel had to be manhandled. Sites would have to be found for new bases and the whole enterprise had to be undertaken speedily within the austral summer; and in all of that, interpersonal relationships would be stretched to the limit. As the ships with the personnel and their supplies began to arrive at Montevideo, Mayne’s rigorous sifting and categorising of individuals went on. The basis of his assessment was on character. The qualities which he tolerated least in individuals were conceit, a sense of self-importance and crudity. He had a meal with one of the newcomers and assessed him: ‘It was on the Sunday night that Walton ate with me; he is insufferable, practically, with his conceit in his knowledge; an annoying type, he appears to consider himself most important.’ Of another, he wrote, ‘Salter, a bearded meteorologist is a bore, considers himself important.’ A third he wrote off as ‘a crude little cockney’.

At some point, for there is no date alongside, Mayne wrote a jingle that occurs in its final form at the back of his journal. It may have been intended for the book he planned to write about the unit, because it turns out to be his bowdlerised version of a bawdy song the officers of the unit sang in the mess.


As I was walking down the street,

A fair young maid I chanced to meet,

A Piccadilly bint she hawked her wares, 

With shimmying hips and golden hair,

She said, ‘Will you come and share my flat,

Shed your coat and hang your hat?’

I thought of the words of my mother dear,

 And the words of love I would never hear,

 But I went with her and she taught me much

 Of the art of love and the magic touch,

 She talked to me of the life she had led,

 Of sleepless nights and days in bed,

 Now that is the life that is meant for me, 

The wine and the women and the laughter free.



When Sadler saw it over half a century later, it rang a bell with him.


This reminds me of a song we used to sing in the mess. It has been rearranged; that is very much the gist of a song we used to sing. He certainly based it on another song. It doesn’t go quite the way I recall it. He may have rewritten it to amuse himself I think. It was too coarse a version for him. He was very anti anything vulgar.17



But it is interesting that while he was against sexual crudity, and therefore tamed the obscene version they used to sing, he kept its erotic edge.

The expedition was divided into three groups for the first leg of the journey, from Montevideo to Stanley in the Falklands. As second-in-command, Mayne noted personnel, their specialist area and their departure. On 21 December, the first ship to leave was William Scoresby with Salter, meteorologist; Mason, surveyor; Joyce, geologist; Butler, signaller; Cummings, signaller; Crutchley, signaller; Francis, surveyor; and Featherstone, meteorologist. The remainder of the expedition spent Christmas in Montevideo. On Christmas Eve, Mayne dined with Tonkin and Andrews at Merinis after ‘a pleasant spot of singing in the English Club’. He returned to the club afterwards with O’Sullivan, until O’Sullivan went to Mass, and he then went round to Sadler’s hotel.18

On 26 December, Trepassey sailed with Slessor, O’Sullivan and Sadler, as well as Stock, signaller; Croft, geologist; Hardy, meteorologist; and Choice, meteorologist. Mayne was anxious to be under way. He had heard that some of their stores were on the Peldie, which was not due until 6 January 1946, and they were trying to find out whether these stores were important enough to hold them up until their arrival. He did not want to spend another nine or ten days in Montevideo. Most of it he enjoyed, he wrote, but if they were delayed until 6 January, he would have been there a calendar month. Since the vast exercise bringing the component parts of the expedition had been orchestrated elsewhere, he and Bingham had little to do until the stage after leaving Stanley for Antarctica, and as the weeks passed he found that doing nothing was very boring. In the event, however, at 11.30 p.m. on Sunday 30 December 1945, the third group of Bingham, Tonkin and Walton, along with Small, signaller; Freeman, surveyor; Andrews and Mayne sailed out of Montevideo.

Then the unexpected happened. On the voyage to the Falklands, Mayne’s spinal injury began to give him severe pain. Now, he had suffered pain with it for at least two years, but this was different. Two weeks elapsed between the journal entry in Montevideo and his next on 11 January 1946, during which he had been examined by two doctors in Stanley: Doctor Slaydon, who was probably based in the hospital there, and Slessor, the survey’s doctor. Mayne recorded the outcome:


My back started getting much worse on the way down to the Falklands, hurting me at night. I tried it out pretty strenuously when we arrived there. It lasted the first day all right, but on the second it went badly. Agonising. Slaydon and Slessor examined it and advised me not to come down. Talked of paralysis and serious trouble, so I am going home. It is still hurting me quite a bit. I think the movement of the ship causes a lot of the trouble.19



This development, however, did not necessarily mean that Mayne would be unable to fulfil his contract with the survey. One option was to go to the UK for treatment and return to the expedition the following year. Another turned up unexpectedly when he was in the Falklands. He and Bingham, with the remainder of the third group, arrived off Stanley late on 3 January and went alongside the following morning. Mayne and Bingham stayed at Government House during the five days that they were there. Mayne wrote, ‘a pleasant old soul the Governor. I enjoyed our stay.’ His Excellency the Governor was not only a pleasant old soul, he was also quick-thinking. Reacting to the medical advice that Mayne should not continue to a base in Antarctica but undergo treatment, he offered Mayne a job in the Falklands.

As they sailed from Stanley in the early hours of 9 January 1946 and headed for Fox and Goose Bay, the choice uppermost in Mayne’s mind appeared to be completing the assignment, because the following day he had an opportunity to discuss matters with Sadler:


Talking to Sadler for a time yesterday; difficult to know what to do when all this is over. He will be twenty-eight when he comes back, I’ll be thirty-three. I am not particularly worried. The Governor’s offer of a job in the Falklands did not attract me overmuch.20



Until he read those words in 2001, Sadler had no inkling of Mayne’s problem, because during the war Mayne had not revealed it in the unit. Reflecting on their time with the expedition, Sadler recalled, ‘I thought at first – at the time – that it might have been a diplomatic pain, that he couldn’t stick Bingham, but that might be wrong. He was obviously in much worse pain than I thought he was.’21 However, Mayne had no need to come to a decision immediately. A quick return to the UK was not possible anyway: the allocation of groups to their respective stations had to be completed, and he would have to return by one of the survey ships (bringing back returning members from Operation Tabarin). They continued south. Their destination in Antarctica was Deception Island, Base B, between the South Shetland Islands and the continent of Antarctica.

The first two days out from the Falklands were calm, but as the ship got well into the Drake Passage, the temperature got much colder and the sea became boisterous. The pitching and rolling of the ship did not do much good for Mayne’s back and on the night of 11 January, he recorded that he had scarcely slept with the pain he was suffering. In other respects, he was a good sailor and suffered the effects of sea sickness less than the two colleagues, Freeman and Small, with whom he shared a cabin. Of Small he wrote, ‘I like him, young but amusing and pleasant. I like good manners in people.’22

In the knowledge that he would have to return home, Mayne appears to have felt fairly relaxed about the dislocation of his plans. He may have viewed his situation as he would had something similar happened during the war: delayed admission to hospital for treatment, followed by convalescent leave and return to unit. Certainly, judging from his journal entries, for about ten days after Doctors Slaydon and Slessor examined him, such seems to have been his reaction. And the interest that he showed in the beginning in anticipating living in the South Polar Region was maintained.

As they headed further south, the temperature fell below freezing and there were snow showers and periods of sunshine. Choosing his moment, he photographed some icebergs. Throughout his time with the survey, Mayne’s journal shows that he responded with sensitivity to his surroundings. On 11 January, he noted that he had seen a whale and, the following day, his first iceberg. Then there were whales blowing and ‘lots of penguins bumping through the water’. Although his back was giving him a lot of trouble, he tended to be optimistic each day: ‘I hope I don’t notice it so badly tonight.’ But two days later, he recorded that he had wakened with a most annoying headache, which he associated with his spine and pressure on a nerve. He came on deck as they were passing Cape Melvin on King George Island and witnessed, he said, a terrific sunrise.

On 13 January they reached Deception Island and the ship worked its way round to the entrance: Mayne described Deception Island as being formed from an extinct volcano whose centre provided an excellent harbour. There Featherstone and Crutchley disembarked along with their supplies. Then the ship headed further south for Port Lockroy, Base A, where Hardy and Stocks were to be based. To each of the bases, Mayne wrote, two Falkland Islanders were also assigned. On 17 January, he took a photograph at 1.30 a.m. before they left Lockroy, heading for Louise Island and then Laurie Island. As a base he preferred Lockroy to Deception Island: it was cleaner, whereas there was a lot of lava at Deception Island. They were making first for Louise Island, where Base C was to be established. On 19 January, passing the black basaltic cliffs of Elephant Island, Mayne recalled Shackleton’s party’s survival there and the epic journey Shackleton and five companions made to South Georgia to bring rescue:


Saw seven or so whales yesterday and also seals on the ice. Today we passed Elephant Island where Shackleton set off for South Georgia from. I would have liked to have gone ashore and seen if anything or any relics remained of his party’s stay.23



Mayne may have read of Shackleton’s expedition, but there were more direct links. The first leader during 1943–4 of Operation Tabarin was Cdr Marr, who as a young man had been one of Shackleton’s team on the Quest expedition, so there was a local tradition of knowledge. So when Mayne wondered if there would be any evidence or relics of the party’s stay on Elephant Island, what he had in mind were traces of the most fundamental means of support that they had been able to take with them for their survival – sledges, implements and tents. The party had had to survive for about ten months in some of the most inhospitable conditions on the globe. Shackleton’s strength of character was critical in imbuing the will to survive, and his great care for his men was well known. His was a kind of leadership that Mayne understood. Indeed, there are parallels in leadership between Shackleton and Mayne: each was an inspiration to his men; each, subsequently, became an inspiration to others for decades.

Earlier that day, 19 January 1946, as they were making their way towards Laurie Island, Mayne reviewed his shorter-term options:


I am then half-thinking of transferring to the Trepassey and going round to Marguerite Bay with her. Doing that I couldn’t be back to Stanley until some time in early April. It might be quite pleasant to travel on with her up to Newfoundland and cross from there home. Except at night, my back isn’t too bad. I put some Elastoplast on yesterday to see whether or not it would help.

If I went that way I would probably be home some time in June, go straight to hospital and be home in July, take two or three months convalescent leave and then decide what to do, either to come out here again or to settle down in some job.

Coming out here again all depends on what party I would be with, or rather what personnel would compose the party. I wouldn’t stay at the same base as Walton. He is about the only one who would be left who really gets my goat.24



Mulling it over, Mayne debated the pros and cons of opting to return to complete his contract. At this stage he took the optimistic view that hospital treatment would cure his back problem and allow him to keep his options open. On the side of returning to the South Polar option, he constructed a best-case scenario:


People I would like to be with are O’Sullivan, Small, Tonkin, Sadler, Hardy, Slessor and Featherstone. To be with people like that, I would willingly come out. A decent geologist and the present two surveyors, Mason and Freeman. That would leave out from E Base Walton and Salter. About either I can’t visualise many tears being wept. I don’t know whether Bingham would be staying or not.

I could spend a very happy year with that crowd. One objection to it is that the whole lot would be coming back home at the end of the two years, but that would not be insurmountable. The new people at D would have had a year’s acclimatising for it.25



As far as he was concerned, returning was a serious option and, after all, his original reasons for choosing to go on the survey to Antarctica were unfulfilled. The drawback would be that the two-year contract of the others would be completed; his would have one year to run.

The other element that influenced Mayne’s thinking was, of course, Cdr Bingham. But to what extent? As we saw earlier, Mayne’s provisional assessment of Bingham, as they spent time in Montevideo, was balanced. Basically, he found him pleasant and thought that he was honest; but against that, perhaps inflexible, timorous about trying out innovation and lacking insight into himself and others. Bradford and Dillon’s version of this period had Bingham laying down the law to Mayne about who was in charge. But Mayne’s journal shows that this is fanciful.

Mayne mentioned Bingham little after that first assessment on 20 December – only that they sailed on the same ship to the Falklands and both stayed in Stanley at Government House – until 13 January.


Bingham mentioned that he thought of taking Walton to Base E; it is his business, but the combination of Salter and he will be hard for Sadler to stand.

I cannot quite assess Bingham. I have been doing my best to put a good word in for him on every occasion: the chaps are all prepared to like him. I hope he doesn’t behave like a schoolmistress with a crowd of kids out on a picnic.26



So, although Mayne had expressed reservations early on about how good he would be at playing the underling, he fulfilled his role as a loyal first lieutenant and was consistently supportive of Bingham. Then, on 19 January, six days later, Mayne came back for the last time in his journal to Bingham, and in penetrating detail. Mayne anticipated seeing him the following day, 20 January, at Laurie Island.


It would help the party as a whole if Bingham kept them better posted about what is happening and what would be likely to occur. If I can, I will persuade him to tell these chaps that they will be at other bases next year. Incidentally I was forgetting about Choice and Joyce. Choice might also need to be moved to D, need three more ‘met’ [meteorologists] people to come out.27



But something happened unexpectedly which was to mean that Mayne did not get the chance to meet and speak with Bingham.

Mayne’s entry for 19 January 1946 is lengthy and was written on two separate occasions. There is no indication when he wrote the first section, but he began the second part at 10 p.m.


At 8.30 tonight we turned back towards Stanley. Why, I don’t know; we would have been at Laurie Island tomorrow after midday. A confounded nuisance, I hope it doesn’t make any radical difference to Base D being established. Stops me going on to Marguerite Bay and to Newfoundland; may be better as far as my back is concerned, but I wasn’t going to worry about it.

It seems damned stupid turning back now when we were only another day’s steaming away, less than another day. I had wanted most of all to see Bingham again and try to fix up a decent party for next year. No way of getting in touch with him, letters won’t reach him in time.28



The strongest terms used in Mayne’s journal, ‘confounded nuisance’ and ‘damned stupid’, preface his wish to see Bingham the next day to discuss allocation to bases the following year, so returning to complete his contract was certainly still an option. However, he accepted the new situation and took stock of its implications:


I suppose I will probably be home some time at the end of March. Stanley next Tuesday, that is the 22 January. Leave the Falklands about the 14 February; Montevideo by the 18th and then it depends on how soon we can get ship and how quickly we get back. If it is a meat ship from Buenos Aires, it shouldn’t take more than, I don’t know, in a month I suppose. At any rate I should be out of hospital by the end of April. I wish I knew what I really wanted to do. I could enjoy a couple of months at home, taking things easy and doing a bit of work about the place, though everything I can think of involves a lot of twisting and straining of my back.29



Mayne then returned to Bingham and made an assessment of his own attitude and Bingham’s leadership qualities:


If Bingham wasn’t staying down next year I believe I would be keener to return. But probably in any case by this time next year he will have got over the first flush of being in command. It wouldn’t take very many changes to make him into a good leader, or rather an excellent leader. At the moment he hasn’t got everybody’s confidence, he is bad at explaining what he wants done and what he intends to do. He also has a bad habit of talking too much to outsiders.30



Had the above assessment been given to Bingham by his superior at an appraisal interview – and subsequently reviewed at a higher level – it would not have been considered destructive. However, according to Sadler, Bingham did not change and continued to overcontrol and behave as a manager rather than a leader. Five years later, in a letter to Peter Swan, Mayne wrote a postscript, ‘Ted Bingham is at the naval depot in Londonderry. I haven’t seen him and I am not particularly keen to do so as I am afraid he bores me.’31 So in retrospect, his feelings about Bingham were in the category of low-level irritation rather than fundamental antipathy.

But on the night of 19 January 1946, turning his mind to the present, Mayne was more interested in his surroundings.


I am sorry I didn’t get a photograph of Trepassey with her sails up. She looked well tonight bucketing through the heavy seas. The spray was freezing on our rigging this evening; before we turned off we had quite a bit coming over. When the wind gets up it makes a great difference in the temperature; yesterday we had a following breeze, about the same strength as our own speed and on the flying bridge I believe sunbathing would have been tolerable and even pleasant.32



However, when the ship carrying Mayne changed course at 8.30 p.m. on 19 January 1946 to cover the 590 miles to Stanley, whether or not he had made the decision at that point, it was to lead to a parting of the ways with the survey. Sadler and Tonkin continued with it; but Sadler found Bingham too inflexible in allocating men to bases and, after an argument with him, left the following year. Tonkin had another close escape from death: he was walking ahead of his dog team when he fell through surface ice, plunged perhaps twenty feet down a crevasse and was stuck fast. He was rescued and the person principally responsible, the man lowered down to reach Tonkin, was Walton.33 Then fate dealt with Bingham in similar fashion to Mayne: he was considered medically unfit to spend another winter in the Antarctic and he went to Stanley. In his final report on the survey – probably written some time in 1947 – Bingham confirmed that the objectives he had been given had been met, but that they had run into some unexpected company with the arrival of an American team on Stonington Island. He questioned the secrecy which surrounded the survey (in comparison with the Americans, who published reports). He also pointed out that both the Chilean and Argentine bases were on a more pretentious scale and more extensively equipped; and he complained about the adequacy of their ship, Trepassey, which had been built during the war and had only land-type diesel engines. It had suffered three cracked cylinder heads during its last tour of the bases. Given the politically sensitive nature of the operation, Bingham chose his words carefully for maximum impact. ‘It would be bad for British prestige’, he wrote, ‘were she to be towed to safety by an opposition expedition ship.’ Then, in a gracious gesture, he put on record the loyal cooperation he had received from all members of the survey, ‘often under exasperating and to them entirely strange conditions’.34

Mayne went into hospital in Stanley on 23 January. He made only two entries in his journal while he was in hospital; both are short. On Friday 25 January he wrote that he was becoming rather bored: he had been receiving radiant-heat treatment twice a day but he felt that it was not doing much good. Bradford and Dillon’s version had him in the wrong country, undergoing the wrong treatment (Buenos Aires for an operation to his back). However, Mayne crossed a watershed between 19 January, when he had pondered the option of returning the following year, and 29 January, when he made his second journal entry in hospital: he had come to a final decision – not to return.


Getting a little bored here. Today I have been mapping out my future career. At the moment my inclination is to find a partner and start off as a solicitor. With or without a partner, no more subservience. I imagine I can always make a living.

Thinking about the letters I must write. To: Bill Irwin, Mrs Hanbury, Poat, Niall Nelson, Williams, Pleydell. I can do them all before I leave the Falklands. Can’t write in bed though.

Haven’t heard any more about the party down south, whether they left the Orkneys or whether they are in Marguerite Bay yet.

Lots of moths in this country, falling all over the bed.35



He did not reveal his reasons for ruling out returning to Antarctica. He may have been medically advised that it would be unwise, or he may have felt that it was just not worth the candle, from the point of view of the changeover of personnel and the short-term nature of the contract. It is clear, however, that, having made up his mind, he did not review the matter.

On 11 February 1946, Mayne sailed on the return leg of the voyage home from Stanley to Montevideo. On 13 February, he wrote his only retrospective comment on two weeks in Stanley: ‘Quite enjoyed my stay in hospital, the matron was pleasant, Joan Treize her name. Wrote some letters before I left to Poat, Mrs Hanbury, Bill Dowie and home.’ The ship ploughed north through heavy seas in gale-force winds for two days; ‘not many parading for meals’, he recorded. He shared a cabin with Ashton and Berry, whom he described: ‘Ashton is a real craftsman, quite pleasant, Berry a typical old QM.’ Here, he was referring to members of Operation Tabarin, who, having completed a two-year tour of duty, were returning home. Ashton was a Royal Navy rating, a carpenter, and Berry was a Purser. They had both been at Base A, Port Lockroy in 1943–4 and had been moved to Base D at Hope Bay during 1944–5. They and other members of Operation Tabarin were going home now that the survey had taken over.

Mayne, on that occasion, also recorded that he was not sleeping much at night: ‘bunk too small and narrow and my leg troubles me then’. Anticipating his return to Ireland, he wondered if he would be home in time to celebrate St Patrick’s Day:


Looks as if we will be home 1st week in March. I wonder will I be in Ireland for the 17th. Last time was 1940, quite pleasant what I remember of it. Stationed at Sydenham then. Lot of everything flowed under the bridge since then.

Possibly be in hospital, more than likely; I will, if I can manage it, go to hospital at home. I would like that, go in about the 20th, convalesce through May and June, have some holidays through July and August; hope for some deer stalking in September and then, I suppose, think of doing some work. A pleasant programme and I am just about due that amount of leave. I wonder how long it will be before they terminate my contract, should get a couple of months out of them after my return to UK.

Would like to get fit again. Had a shock when I tried on some shorts which fitted me two years ago – about three inches of a difference.



They were due to arrive in Montevideo on Friday 15 February but he anticipated that, because of the weather, they would not arrive until the Saturday morning. Then, he went on, ‘Rumour has it we board the Ajax that afternoon. Would have liked up to a week in Montevideo.’ Rumour, on this occasion, was correct.

The battlecruiser HMS Ajax was no stranger to these waters: River Plate had been added to its battle honours for its part in the pursuit and damage leading to the destruction of the German pocket battleship Admiral Graf Spee off Montevideo in December 1939. The connection was re-established six years later when Ajax left home waters in January 1946 with orders to escort a troop ship, Highland Monarch, which was bringing back the German crew of the Graf Spee who had been interned for the remainder of the war.36 Ajax had shown the flag in Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires; on 16 February it sailed to Montevideo, where Mayne embarked; that afternoon it weighed anchor and headed for Freetown in West Africa. The Royal Navy, as one of the progenitors of Operation Tabarin, retained an interest and responsibility for the survey team and was the means of bringing its members home. There were other expedition members on board Highland Monarch and they were to transfer to Ajax at Freetown.

When Mayne boarded HMS Ajax in Montevideo that Saturday afternoon of 16 February 1946, the journal, which he had begun in that same city, came to its logical end. Its purpose was over. In fact he recorded just two more brief entries. The first was on 25 February when he noted that they had crossed the line that morning and that it ‘has been a pleasant trip’. He also said that they were escorting the Highland Monarch and were due in Freetown on 27 February. The last entry is again brief. It is dated Saturday 3 March, and reports that he had had lunch with Capt Cuthbert of Ajax, and commented, ‘Interesting enough’. He wrote that they took on board the remainder of the expedition from Highland Monarch, which was then going to Hamburg. He then began a new paragraph: ‘We have on board here now . . .’ He had reached the foot of a page, so it looks as though the next page is missing. All that remains, towards the end of the book, is the song previously quoted about the girl from Piccadilly.

While the objectives of the survey had been met, the larger political issues, of course, concerning competing sovereignty were not resolved. These were effectively put on hold when the Antarctic Treaty came into force in 1961. The Falkland Island Dependencies Survey then became the British Antarctic Survey in January 1962. A faint echo of Operation Tabarin fading into the Falkland Island Dependencies Survey in 1945 resonated in 2001 when the British Army garrison in South Georgia, which had remained there since British Special Services regained the island from Argentine occupation in 1982, handed over its base to the British Antarctic Survey.37

Mayne’s journal does not illuminate the political background to the survey, but it does have a value that extends far beyond the period it covers. It is important in a number of ways. Most of what others have written about Mayne in the past, both as a man and as a leader, was based on anecdotal reports; there has been very little from written sources and virtually nothing (apart from letters home) from his perspective. His journal of the Falkland Island Dependencies Survey corrects that.

It certainly supports what both Malcolm Pleydell and Fraser McLuskey observed during their respective times in the unit: Mayne searchingly assessing individuals. For throughout his journal, it is the most prevalent theme. He was adamant that he simply was not prepared to work at the same base as Walton; and this is consonant with his reasoning and swift action in leaving No. 11 Commando in 1941 when Keyes became acting commanding officer. Also, the tenor of Mayne’s probing and assessing is consonant with how David Stirling described him at their first meeting: ‘He questioned me rapid-fire style, but always in that gentle, slightly mocking voice.’38 Now, assessing men is an important part of a combat leader’s role – their lives depend on one another, so they have to be trustworthy – but Mayne continued the practice beyond the war. Jimmy Storie served with Mayne when the unit operated in small groups in the desert. He put it like this: ‘He had to like you. If he took a dislike to you, you might as well forget it. If he liked you, you were made for life.’39 But since Mayne made no secret of his contempt for the arrogant, the self-conceited or the crude, they knew it. There can be no doubt that three on the survey knew it. Now, to know you have the unconcealed contempt of a physically powerful man cannot be a comfortable sensation; you would certainly not go out drinking with him. So Mayne made enemies, and it is easy to see how the fear that some had of him – as Sadler related – could come about. And it heavily underlines the problem facing those whose interpretion of Mayne’s character was derived from hearsay.

But equally, the people he wanted to associate with were pleasant, agreeable and considerate. Such people could come from different backgrounds; he did not restrict his friendship to one circle of society; there was the shipwright and the doctor. Mayne’s own qualities appear in his journal; those who knew him well could discern them. As a padre, Fraser McLuskey had no difficulty relating to him.


He wasn’t, he would have said, a religious man. Yet he had a real reverence for God. Because I stood for something he respected, he helped me. It was a wonderful friendship.40



Nor did he set a different standard for women. The appearance of an ‘amazing-looking Englishwoman’ was insufficient to compensate for her feelings of superiority – although he chided her inconsiderateness more subtly than he did the men. From his values and his attitudes, the impression that one is left with is of a very decent man, and a humble man.

Mayne’s journal reaffirms what was already evident from his analyses of field reports during the French campaign – that he was reflective. It illustrates his cognitive and rational side; his writing shows, too, that he had the ability to deal with ambiguity and cope with the frustration of working with a commander whose leadership calibre he questioned. He had clear ideas about good leadership; he believed that successful leadership styles could be cultivated; and, in the case of Bingham, he made allowances for his rawness to a position of command. Moreover, he demonstrated self-knowledge and intellectual honesty.

But the journal reveals more about the man. The extent of the pain he suffered from his damaged spine he had never acknowledged before, so no one knew of it. He referred to it in entry after entry in a matter-of-fact way; it did not dominate his thinking, but it was a severe problem for him. The journal also suggests that Mayne had difficulty sleeping, for many of the entries were made in the early morning. (Sadler’s first remark when he saw the journal’s transcript was, ‘Where did Paddy get time to write all this?’) His inability to sleep would partly have been the result of pain, but not completely. He was often awake and writing without making any reference to his back.

Those who have claimed that Mayne was a misogynist did not know that he had kept a journal during his time with the survey in which he clearly revealed an attraction to and an appreciation of women. The first entry reveals that when he arranged a party for Sadler and Tonkin it was not to be a male rebonding session, but a mixed group, with a local contact bringing two more girls. During the first week in Montevideo, until the weather broke, he went swimming with men and their wives, with the McCormicks and the Swans. He was attracted to someone called Eileen. When he met her he was about to depart for Antarctica for two years; when he returned, he expressed the wish to have had another week in Montevideo. And while Mayne showed contempt for crudity, he himself wrote of matters sexual, though he did so lightly – in his amusement at the other-worldly clergyman’s honeymoon experience and in the jingle of the young man’s sexual initiation. But in his version of the song, he showed that he responded sensitively to women, and he wrote without lewdness.

The journal clarifies the pattern of his drinking. Sometimes he had a binge, if he was in the right company; more often it was social drinking with friends. But he had his standards; for he considered that six preprandial gins were over much. He did not appear to drink because of pain – although he referred to its anaesthetic properties – and he did not tend to drink alone. However, references to drinking are all contained in the short period between 15 and 27 December; the last, ‘Drank some whisky in my room with the Swans, and Bingham afterwards’. After that there is none.

It has often been claimed that Mayne did not want to go back to practising law. But his own words refute that. The steps in his decision-making process are laid out in his different journal entries. First of all, projecting that he would be thirty-four if he returned to complete the two-year contract, he wrote that he was not particularly worried. So at that stage he was flexible; he considered the job offer from the Governor of the Falkland Islands Dependencies, but it did not appeal. A week later, he had been giving the matter more thought: whether to return to complete his contract with the survey or to settle down in some job, though he acknowledged that he did not know what he really wanted to do. Finally, ten days later, he had made up his mind: ‘Today I have been mapping out my future career.’ His decision was to return to the law – not in a subordinate capacity but in partnership: ‘With or without a partner, no more subservience.’ He was definite on that, and he reckoned that he had the skills and ability to earn a living.

But the journal reveals something else about Mayne: not through what he wrote, but in what he did not write. While he began it in Montevideo, its opening entry is set that Sunday in Chelmsford five weeks earlier. Yet, not once in the journal did he allude to his part in the war, nor did he refer to the war directly; there is no backward glance. He allowed himself no anecdote from his military experience; nor did he permit a comment on his war experience in relation to the calibre of personnel he was with now, compared to those in the unit he had commanded. Perhaps in one comment it is implied that he had been in the military: his reference, ‘Berry a typical old QM’. However, avoiding any direct reference to the war was not simply a case of writing a journal focused on the expedition, because he did refer to a prewar incident. In the entry of 19 January 1946, after the ship had changed course for Stanley, he wrote that he had borrowed a pen from a South African meteorologist, Niddrey, whom he had met and had a drink with in Pietermaritzburg in 1938 when he had toured with the British Lions. But he maintained strict control over mind and his feelings concerning the war period. So controlled was he that it suggests avoidance.

He did, however, make four allusions to the war. The first was the image of Orion’s steadfastness as an old friend, which he conjured from sitting in the open-air cinema in Natal. The second was the reference to writing ‘The Growth of a Unit’ and the third was to David Stirling’s masterly command of a useful leadership technique. But the fourth is poignant, because it alludes to the impact of the war. He had recalled his last St Patrick’s Day in Ireland in 1940, before going overseas. ‘Lot of everything flowed under the bridge since then.’ Not only was there a lot compressed into that statement, there is the suggestion of emotional numbing.

But Mayne’s instincts in signing on for the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey were sound. There would have been time in the vastness and the solitude of Antarctica to think without the social pressures of ordinary living; and writing a fictional account of the reality he had gone through the previous few years could have been therapeutic. That his time in Antarctica was cut short was something that he came to terms with. He may have suspected for some time that there would be a future reckoning for the earlier damage to his spine. But that apart, he knew that when the two-year contract came to an end, decisions about the future would still have had to be made. The shortened time with the survey probably had some benefit as well: like the diver coming up from the pressure at great depth, it provided a period of ‘decompression’ before returning to family and local community.
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MY USUAL QUIET LIFE


Between my finger and my thumb
 The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.

Seamus Heaney, ‘Digging’



Mayne’s imminent homecoming was newsworthy in Northern Ireland; it was reported in the press on 23 February 1946,1 several weeks before he arrived. He was referred to as Col Mayne, for his record in the war years had been closely followed, and he was described as second-in-command of an Antarctic Survey. The gist of the letter he had sent to his family from the Falklands got about and, in the way these things do, reached the ear of a journalist. The reason for his early return was attributed to a back injury which he had received during the war, which Mayne only now revealed, reassuring his family that he had not had an accident in Antarctica. However, interest went beyond Northern Ireland: the national press reported when Mayne disembarked from HMS Ajax, linking his former rank and regiment with the secrecy that cloaked the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey. One headline proclaimed, ‘Mystery Men of the Ajax’: the paper’s readers were told that Mayne was a four-times winner of the DSO who had formerly commanded 1 SAS; that he and his four companions wore civilian clothes; that he was met by an official of the Colonial Office; and that he had been on ‘hush-hush’ government business.2 This was to be the start of postwar public interest in Mayne, which would dog him for the rest of his life.

The first priority was his medical condition. Mayne saw an eminent consultant and underwent an operation in a Belfast hospital; but his back was never satisfactorily treated. When Mayne wrote in his journal that he thought of doing ‘a bit of work about the place’ while he convalesced, the expression he used – ‘the place’ – had a new significance for him, for the situation at home was different from the one he had left to go to war. In 1943 his father had died intestate. Two sons and one daughter were serving in the forces at the time, but the family duly reached agreement on the disposal of the estate. Billy was now the oldest surviving son and he elected to take, for his share, the family business, renouncing any interest in the rest of the property. So Blair, in effect, returned home to Mount Pleasant as the eldest son. But it was the family home: it was his mother’s home; it was Barbara’s, and, although Frances was teaching in England, it was still her base. And, according to the view of the time, it was seen as the male’s responsibility to provide a home, and therefore Mayne, as a result of his part of the inheritance, had a new set of responsibilities. When he came home from the war, he bought Barbara and Frances each a necklace. Their provenance is unknown – whether part of war booty or purchased – although the design, which is broadly similar in both, seems more European than Middle Eastern. They are quite substantial in weight but less so in monetary value: in 2001 their value was in hundreds rather than thousands of pounds.

So by choosing to return to the law, he was restricting himself to working in Northern Ireland, for he would not have been able to practise in the English or Scottish jurisdictions without further study and examinations. While there is no reason to assume that he wished to work elsewhere in the UK, he was also influenced by his family circumstances.

In April 1946, the month after his return, the post of Secretary of the Incorporated Law Society of Northern Ireland came up. From the way he revealed his thinking in his journal, it is certain that Mayne mulled over the options very carefully. While his inclination was to set up with a partner as a firm of solicitors, there was a degree of flexibility in his outlook, so long as the overriding condition was met – ‘no more subservience’. Now, the job of secretary of the legal profession met that criterion to a considerable extent. He would be the chief official of an incorporated body, responsible to its council, working most closely with its president, which was an office held in rotation by candidates drawn from among the legal profession.

Then there was the nature of the post itself. It required a qualified, competent solicitor who possessed administrative and social skills. The Council of the Law Society considered that he had those, and, doubtless, felt that his military distinctions and title carried an additional aura. From what we learn from the war diaries, the reports that he wrote and his Antarctic Survey journal, he had a logical and penetrating mind. However, the crucial thing is that Mayne himself felt that he had the requisite experience and skills for the job, for he had the self-knowledge of a man who would not overreach himself. His wartime colleague Fraser McLuskey said, ‘I wasn’t at all surprised when he became secretary to the Law Society. One of the things I marked about him was his ability to sum it up – opportunities.’3 Mayne made his decision; and the appointment met with the warm approval of the law profession.4

Although, in part, the job met the criteria he had set, that did not mean that he would find the work satisfying and so the transition from soldier to solicitor was difficult. The earliest recorded references to Mayne at his work with the Law Society come from a colleague, James Lindsay, probate registrar. He wrote of Mayne’s discomfort. ‘The transition from the limitless battlefield to the confines of a world [of] council chamber and library was not without its pains.’5 Some members of the law profession were also aware of it and gave him support. Samuel Cumming was president of the Law Society at one point in the late 1940s, and years later he told his son William that Mayne quite frequently had come to him and told him that he was unhappy in the role; he felt like a square peg in a round hole. During the period that his father was president of the Society, William was about nine or ten years old; he has a vivid memory of Mayne. Once his father and mother had to attend a daytime function and left William in the care of Mayne, in his office. The boy was playing and the two got on quite well; at one point Mayne asked him what he wanted to do when he grew up. On the reply, ‘a solicitor’, Mayne reached for the office rubber stamp, saying, ‘We’ll make a solicitor of you.’ And, in the quick way that children sense a game is afoot, William rolled up his sleeves and Mayne stamped LAW SOCIETY OF NORTHERN IRELAND on the boy’s arms and chest. But however tedious Mayne found the work in the early stages, right from the beginning there was one aspect of it he carried out solemnly and with considerable presence. Mrs Cumming witnessed some of these occasions during her husband’s presidency; and she told her son that when Mayne played the figurehead role of the Law Society in the Great Hall of the Royal Courts of Justice, his bearing was very impressive. Lindsay also noted this:


On formal occasions he represented the Society with dignity and poise. Each Armistice Day he led his brethren into the Great Hall of the Royal Courts of Justice, a figure of towering strength adorned with a gleaming array of decorations. During the two minutes’ silence each heart had its own thoughts; through his mind great tides of memory must have flowed of which his calm, impassive countenance gave no sign.6



Here Lindsay added something from his knowledge of the man, suggesting that Mayne carried a burden of his war experiences, for he echoed the expression that Mayne had written in his journal, ‘Lot of everything flowed under the bridge since then.’

To the extent that Mayne came to terms with his work Lindsay observed:


But adjustment took place – never ended completely, but helped greatly by the return to the profession of many who had served in the war and who in some measure were faced with similar problems to his own. To these he gave all the assistance in his power, especially to those whose studies had been interrupted by the conflict.7



However, Mayne was not just an impressive figurehead, he was an efficient and effective administrator. Lindsay wrote that he often had ‘an insight that brought him directly to the heart of the problem’. And a professional summary of his effectiveness in the job put it simply that he was fully endowed with the qualities necessary for the discharge of his duties.8 Among his responsibilities was arranging social functions for the Law Society, and in this respect, according to Lindsay, he had ‘great gifts of organisation’. None of which is surprising considering the evidence that we have seen. There was a wider liaison role to the post of Secretary of the Law Society, and, according to the feedback the council received, Mayne’s courteous manner and efficient methods of working gained the respect of professional colleagues in the rest of the UK and Eire.9

But what of Mayne the relentless judge of character in both the SAS and the Antarctic Survey; how did he relate to his colleagues in the legal profession? In part, the structure of the Law Society helped: it had a fairly flat hierarchy, and the presidency was a rotational post. Then there was the professional nature of work which was not closely directed by others. Yet he had to relate to many colleagues. Lindsay, the insider, commented:


Though courteous, considerate and tolerant, he often maintained an air of aloofness. Sometimes those who presumed upon his courtesy by showing an undue familiarity were withered to silence by his glance or a dryly spoken word.10



Malcolm Pleydell, the unit’s first medical officer, could have written those words in 1942, for he observed the same trait in Mayne in the SAS; clearly, Mayne did not change over the years. It meant, though, that some people learned to be wary of him.

Even had he wanted to, Mayne could not put his wartime past behind him. Mrs Margaret McGonigal gave him the initialled, silver cigarette case that had belonged to her son Eoin – Mayne’s close friend who had been killed on the first SAS operation at Timimi and Gazala. The cigarette case, with a short note inside simply stating that it was given to him by Mrs McGonigal, still remains today in Mayne’s former home. Then recognition kept coming from official quarters. When he commanded 1 SAS, Mayne had been a temporary lieutenant-colonel; but on 30 January 1946, while he was in the Antarctic region, the War Office wrote thanking him for his services to his country and informed him that, in the light of them, he was being given the honorary rank of lieutenant-colonel.11

On 5 March 1946, Lt Col George Bergé of the Military Cabinet of the Provisional Government of the French Republic confirmed and signed the decree that Mayne be admitted to La Légion d’Honneur. Bergé had led the French SAS unit at the beginning in the Western Desert until his capture during a raid in Crete. The decree described Mayne as a leader of legendary reputation and cited his achievements in Libya and Cyrenaica with the cooperation of parachutists of the Free French, then those in Italy and France. The scale and effectiveness of the part 1 SAS played in France, and Mayne’s role, were concisely drafted, in the way the French language is able to encapsulate ideas. The decree for the Légion d’Honneur also incorporated the Croix de Guerre with palm.

Then the following year, Mayne went to Buckingham Palace to receive the third Bar to the DSO from King George VI.12 This was also a time when communities inscribed memorials to their war dead. Such was his standing that when his old school, Regent House, commemorated former pupils who had died in the war, the unveiling ceremony was carried out by Col Mayne.13 However, there were some invitations he did not accept. The military invited him to become involved in the Territorial Army, but the peacetime army or the reserve were of no interest to him.14

After the best part of seven years away from home, Mayne was welcomed back to the social circles he had earlier been part of. He had already been to the Belfast Arts Club during his short leave before joining the Antarctic Survey; and he rejoined the sailing and golf clubs. The honours he had achieved brought a sense of pride to the wider community. A respondent who wrote to Mayne from Down County Infirmary summed up this feeling: ‘By your bravery you have added lustre to your regiment, to your native land, your home County of Down,’15 Fame inevitably brought out those who now wanted to be seen in his company for their own self-esteem; but we have seen examples of his contempt for insincerity and vanity. So he made enemies.

His circle of close friends included teachers, lawyers, auctioneers and rose growers. One of his close friends was Ambrose McGonigal, older brother of Eoin. Ambrose had served in a Commando during the war and was also in the law profession. In that particular circle, Mayne almost never spoke of his war experiences. One of his friends, who had served in the same ATS unit as Frances Mayne, recalled that once he spoke at length about it. But this was unusual.

He was a man of some substance; he was able to indulge his taste and mark his individuality. Car production was slow in the early postwar years as companies tooled up for new designs after six years of national effort for the military. Mayne was a fast and competent driver, and when he was able to get a car he went for style, elegance and power in buying a red 2.5-litre Riley RM Roadster. It was a beautiful car, which was manufactured only from 1948 to 1951. It was over fifteen feet in length and it was also a very heavy vehicle.

Mayne’s style of drinking remained as predictable as it had been during the war: dry periods and moderate to heavy tippling with occasional binges. One of which cost him a night in police cells and a fine for assault. It happened in Dublin after a rugby match one February night. It is the only authenticated instance of Mayne being charged with an offence after the war. Meandering in a mist of alcohol through the streets of Dublin, Mayne went in error to a house in a fashionable district, believing it to be a club he had frequented in his rugby-playing days. On being told the establishment he sought was next door, he was convinced that he was being fobbed off and refused entry. Ironically, his instinct in finding key targets during operations, particularly in the Western Desert, was only partly dulled by drink, because the house he came to belonged to a senior politician, Senator Quirke. What was reported in the press was the unadorned transcription of statements in court. In the witness stand, Senator Quirke said that about 8.30 p.m. he had heard a knock at the door, which his son answered, remaining in conversation with someone for about ten minutes.


On going out, witness saw Col Mayne, who said he was looking for the Old Belvedere Club. Witness told him it was next door.

The defendant, however, refused to leave and, when witness told him he must go, replied: ‘Would you put me out? I am an old international and you will not put me out.’

Witness began to move Col Mayne towards the gate and he resisted. In the struggle witness fell on his face on the gravel on the lawn and cut his nose. His son’s shirt was torn and an antique chair that was in the hall was damaged. Eventually they got him on the ground and sent for the police.

A police witness said that when he arrived the defendant, who had apparently some drink taken, was on the lawn and was quiet.16



Mayne’s solicitor, T. O’Reilly, said that his client had nothing to say to excuse his conduct. He added that he had known him for over twenty years; and then he went on to utter the shibboleth that is frequently used when someone without previous convictions pleads guilty: ‘He could assure the Court that his conduct on this occasion was entirely repugnant to his normal behaviour.’ There can be little doubt, though – from what Mayne revealed of himself in his journal – that Mr O’Reilly truly expressed his client’s sentiments. He was fined £10 for assaulting Senator Quirke, £10 for assaulting his son Michael and £5 for damage to an antique chair.

It was a sorry incident. For Mayne – according to the criteria he set down in his journal – had committed the cardinal error of being a nuisance when under the influence of drink. This incident undoubtedly became part of the baggage of guilt he carried with him about drinking sprees. Bradford and Dillon’s account of this took a different interpretation. Conceding that the case was well documented, they then proceeded to ignore that documentation, having the Senator knocked out by a single blow – although, according to statements in court, he somehow recovered sufficiently to restrain the defendant.

The propensity to embellish this sort of incident took off in Northern Ireland and went much further afield in later decades, as interest in the regiment that Mayne once led was generated by the media.17 And expectations were created. Someone who grapples with a war hero, the leader of 1 SAS, who had also been an amateur heavyweight boxer, is not expected to fall in the struggle and cut his nose on the gravel. Nor is such a hero expected to be subdued by a middle-aged politician and his son and then remain somewhat pathetically waiting for the police. However, the trend for hyperbole concerning Mayne had been long established. As early as 1947, when Mayne was decorated by the king, the press, not content that he was an outstanding war hero, made him into something of a biological miracle: according to their report, Mayne – by now in his thirties – had grown another four inches in height to become six feet six.

The world of his former regiment remained alive. In October 1945, the SAS Regimental Association was inaugurated; David Stirling became its president and Mayne one of its vice-presidents. Reunions were held and links were maintained. Mayne invited at least four of his former colleagues across to his home in Ireland for a few days. One was Bob Bennet, who at one of their reunions told Jimmy Storie what had transpired one night during his visit. Late one evening Mayne took Bennet out to a local pub, although it was well past the very restrictive opening hours that were in force at the time. Well aware of this, Mayne simply forced the lock on a side door; they served themselves generously for a few hours. Storie recounts the outcome:


When Bob wakened in the morning on the floor of the pub Paddy wasn’t there, but he had left money for the drink and the damaged door. So Bob went over to Mount Pleasant and found Paddy chopping wood. Paddy said to him, ‘Don’t tell my mother where we were last night.’18



After Mike Sadler terminated his contract with the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey a year early, he returned to the UK and married Anne Hetherington. They led an itinerant life travelling abroad. But the marriage did not last, and they divorced. Sadler was not yet established in a career and decided to apply for the Foreign Service. He too spent a few days with Mayne at Mount Pleasant, but his experiences were different from Bob Bennet’s. There was no drinking session; they went out in Mayne’s car: ‘He took me for spins, which we enjoyed because we were both quite fond of cars at that time.’ They went dinghy racing on Strangford Lough, ‘and for some reason I did quite well, although I was totally inexperienced. When I came ashore, some local thought I was some well-known Irish dinghy sailor. But it was just chance. It was very light weather; anyone could have won really.’ Did Mayne seem happy after the war? Sadler replied, ‘I think reasonably, yes.’19

On 27 July 1951, not long after Sadler stayed with him, Mayne wrote to Peter Swan, Press Officer at the British Embassy in Montevideo, whom he had become friendly with during the three weeks before the survey team sailed to the Falklands.


Dear Peter

I am afraid that I am a very bad correspondent but this is a short note to introduce a very good friend of mine – Brian Baxter. I hope you will be able to have a gin or two together.

I saw Malcolm for a few minutes after the Irish–Scots match at Murrayfield. He has grown a lot since I last saw him and is turning into a very sizeable schoolboy. He looked fit and seemed quite happy.

I also saw Mike Sadler a few months ago. He was applying for a position in the Foreign Office; I haven’t heard whether or not he was successful.

Ted Bingham is at the naval depot in Londonderry. I haven’t seen him and I am not particularly keen to do so as I am afraid he bores me.

I myself am living my usual quiet life here. I would very much like to be sailing out with Brian and to have an opportunity of seeing you all again at the club. However, it can’t be done and so all I can do is to send my very best wishes and to hope that there will be an opportunity sometime. 

Yours as ever

Paddy20



Fraser McLuskey was another visitor to Mount Pleasant. He published his book, about his wartime experiences in the SAS, Parachute Padre, in 1951; it was some time afterwards that he stayed with Mayne. His impression was, ‘Paddy was very much a family man and he was devoted to his mother and to Barbara and to Francie, and he was very fond of Dougie, too.’ Then Fraser gave a Celtic perspective on social life and Mayne’s circle of friends:


It was partly that the atmosphere in Northern Ireland was very convivial. I’m not much of a drinker. I’m not teetotal. The first time I went over to Ireland, not Paddy but his friends were so hospitable that I was wondering if I’d get home. You know, that was the atmosphere there: ‘Padre, come and have a drink.’ Well you had to go and do something. I’m not in the way of having more than a modest drink. I always remember, by the time they came to see me off on the boat I was wondering if I would get up the gangway. They were so kind. They did not want to make trouble for me, but that was the way they were. So if Paddy had occasionally too much to drink, it was partly the convention of the situation.21



The Mayne family tended to spend part of the summer months at a property in Donaghadee. It was here that Mayne took his friend from No. 11 (Scottish) Commando days, Tommy Macpherson. Macpherson had been captured in November 1941, during a reconnaissance probe in advance of the raid on the house assumed to have been Rommel’s headquarters. He escaped two years later and went on to distinguish himself. He was gazetted MC in 1943 in relation to Commando operations, joined SOE and won the first Bar to the MC in France and the second in Italy. Although he wrote to Mayne when 1 SAS was stationed at Darvel in 1944, they had not met since June 1941:


So Blair passed out of my ken from then. I next saw him after the war when he invited me over to Donaghadee; I stayed with him for a weekend there. He was going through one of his very quiet periods and he couldn’t have been a better host, living alone. What he talked about was serious and not in any way provocative or inflammatory, but I thought he was depressed; I thought he was just dead bored and finding life a little purposeless.22



Considering the way Mayne – in his journal – expressed his interest in women, one would have anticipated that, as he became established in his job, it would not take long before he formed a relationship and married. It is the case that he was inexperienced with women; the joke he wrote in his journal of the curate on honeymoon was partly against himself. When he had been a student, when there was most opportunity to go out with girls, he was committed to sport at a high level. Then came six years of war, much of it spent overseas, and much of that in combat zones. But, at some point after he returned from Antarctica, an unfortunate situation arose. During the war, Mayne had written an appreciation of an officer of his regiment who had been killed in action and who, at the time of his death, was engaged to be married. After the war, the fiancée took a teaching post in Northern Ireland, making it very obvious from her behaviour and her interest that she had set her cap at Mayne. However, he did not reciprocate the feeling; and a combination of his natural courtesy and lack of experience delayed a quick termination of an embarrassing situation that went on for about two years or so, until she returned to England. His discomfort was certainly known about in the family and by his friends; and it may well have become the basis of anecdotal wisdom suggesting that Mayne was uncomfortable in female company.

Which is wrong. Mayne used to take Anne Hetherington, Mike Sadler’s former wife, to SAS Regimental reunions:


I spoke with Anne recently and . . . she said that after she and I had split up, Paddy used to get in touch with her before the regimental annual reunions. He liked including her; they would go out for a meal and he would take her along to the reunion. He was considerate to her but it was not a romance.23



But, as Anne indicated, it was not a romance. Fraser McLuskey, who had known Mayne well, commented:


Paddy, if things had worked out differently, might well have married and would have been a very happy and considerate family man. I’m sure of that because of his attitude to his two sisters and his mother. He was also friendly with another lady whom I happened to know. And if things had worked out differently, it’s not impossible that he might have married someone like that. He wasn’t averse to feminine company, certainly not. Although I’m quite sure that there would only be one or two with whom he was at ease. The fact that Anne was the wife of Mike – she’s one of us, you know.24



There was also the situation at home into which a girlfriend would be introduced. Mayne was the owner of Mount Pleasant, but it was still the family home. Barbara lived there and worked in the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast. Frances was a Froebel-trained teacher who taught pre-five children and the early stages of the primary school. After the war she taught in boarding schools in England, but came home at vacations, and in 1948 she returned to teach in Northern Ireland. Neither of the two sisters married. Billy, after his failed marriage, continued living at home, and although he had a long-term girlfriend, for whatever reason she was not invited to Mount Pleasant. In 1948, when Douglas finished studying dentistry at Queen’s, he and his family returned to Newtownards and moved into a property in the grounds of Mount Pleasant, and he went into a practice in the town. His young daughter Fiona used to climb the boundary wall to see Uncle Blair at work in the grounds. Each day, as he drove his red Riley Roadster to and from work, he beeped the car horn as he passed Douglas’s house. So it was not quite an extended family, but it was more than a nuclear family; and presiding over all was Mrs Mayne, a formidable matriarchal figure. Fraser McLuskey spoke in terms of the closeness of the whole family. Sadler also thought that they were a close family; but he said of Mayne and his mother:


I think you could say he was slightly under her thumb, because she was a very strong character, and he was nervous that she should hear something unfavourable.25



However, Mrs Mayne’s health began to deteriorate, and Parkinson’s Disease was diagnosed. The protracted nature of the illness led first to Barbara giving up her job so that she could look after her mother. Barbara, however, had additional skills: she was a keen baker and she kept the family, including Douglas’s, supplied with pancakes and scones. Then Mrs Mayne became confined to a wheelchair. In 1953, Frances resigned from her teaching post to help her sister look after their mother, it would appear, because her head teacher, in accepting Frances’s resignation, wrote that he understood her reasons.

But also at this time, which, ironically, was to be the final stage of it, there emerged a creative period in Mayne’s life: he began a small business venture and he redesigned and restocked the extensive grounds of his home. Planning for the enterprise and development of the grounds began in 1953; it has all the signs of a thoughtful approach – in its sequencing and phasing – as though it had been a military operation. The business venture he had decided on was poultry farming. In January 1954, he had a poultry house built; he employed a man full time to look after the livestock. In December of the same year, he improved the access by having the road into the property resurfaced with tarmacadam. The audited accounts of the business for the first year of trading reveal that he had a viable enterprise; and it continued as a successful concern after his death when it was taken over and managed by Douglas’s wife, Pat. Now, Bradford and Dillon were informed that the business failed, and this fitted their thesis of a general decline in Mayne in the postwar years. But unless their respondent knew something that Mayne’s accountant did not know, their version has no credence and reflects, at best, gossip, or, at worst, spitefulness.

In the meantime, as the business got under way, in the spring of the same year he had plans drawn up for the remodelling and restocking of the grounds. According to the nurseryman’s tender his planting list was considerable:26 he planted twenty-four rhododendrons, twenty azaleas, sixty cotoneasters, one hundred and thirty ericas and a wide range of herbaceous plants and trees. By the following spring and summer, he was deriving a lot of pleasure from the results of that planting; and he carried out a great deal of the work himself. He brought one or two of his friends to see the results. One of them was James Lindsay, probate registrar. He wrote:


much of his great physical energy had of late been devoted to gardening in which he found an increasing joy. One could not fail to be touched by the shy pride with which, in his garden, he pointed out the beauty of a rare bloom.27



Another friend who was shown over the garden was Ambrose McGonigal, who brought his young son Eoin to see the poultry operation. Mayne was very fond of children, and in particular he was very good to Douglas’s young family. And he was not simply indulgent with them: he was sensitive to them. It probably reflected a lack he felt in his own life. The last Christmas present, for example, that Fiona Mayne received from her uncle Blair (which she actually received after his death) was a year’s subscription to the Children’s Book Club (which was so appreciated by Fiona that her parents kept it up for several years).

As Christmas 1955 approached, Mayne was still a relatively young man. True, like others of his generation who had seen much combat, or their fathers’ generation, who had survived the First World War, he was aged by the experience. Nonetheless, he was only forty, and, from the way he had shaped his environment during the previous two years, he anticipated the future. But, as it turned out, he was to predecease his mother by less than three months.


PART IV
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ASHES OF SOLDIERS

As I muse, retrospective, murmuring a chant in thought,

Lo! The war resumes – again to my sense your shapes,

And again the advance of armies.

Walt Whitman, ‘Ashes of Soldiers’

After the war, it was difficult for his family to describe the way in which Mayne had changed. In most respects his temperament and behaviour were as they had been. But he had changed from the young man who had gone off to war.

Little was known in the 1940s and 1950s about the emotional and social effects of the experience of combat on soldiers. In both the UK and USA, there were some case studies of work carried out during the First World War, when the term in use was shell shock. Work of this nature continued on both sides of the Atlantic into the Second World War, when it tended to be called combat fatigue; but this, and earlier work, was concerned with clinical cases of breakdown. The longer-term effects of exposure to combat on men generally was not widely understood.

When he was in the SAS, Malcolm Pleydell, for example, recalled his feelings one night under the desert sky, far behind enemy lines. He wondered how Mayne would find a solicitor’s life after the war compared with the joy of comradeship and the thrill of destroying planes; but he felt the problem would apply to himself: how would routine medicine appeal after the life of a medical officer in the Western Desert? Now, that was what he thought at the time he published his book Born of the Desert in 1945. However, what Pleydell actually reported forty-six years later, in the postscript to the second edition of his book, was that it had not been the dullness or boredom of his civilian job – compared with the excitement of the desert war – that troubled him after the war. He married soon after he returned home at the end of the war; and he needed the support of his wife and both their families for years afterwards.


I still found myself avoiding social gatherings years after that, however, because of the [ac]cumulation of my earlier traumatic experiences as a ship’s doctor in Dunkirk harbour, evacuating the wounded from the British Expeditionary Force, then in Tobruk the following year with the Coldstream Guards and the SAS following that . . .1



Even a medical officer, in 1945, had not been prepared for the long-term effects of traumatic experiences. Not only that, though, Pleydell had been decorated with the MC; so highly motivated, highly competent men could develop the disorder.2

This was brought out sometimes in works of art of the period. The American novelist Norman Mailer had been a combat soldier in the Far East; his powerful novel The Naked and the Dead, which was derived from his own experiences, was published in 1948. In it Mailer describes one of his characters – the tough, highly competent and experienced Sgt Croft – suffering from a recurring nightmare. Then a small number of films of the 1940s also dealt – usually obliquely – with the emotional effects that the Second World War had on combatants. One distinguished film, The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), follows the homecoming of three war veterans. One of them, Fred Derry (played by Dana Andrews), a highly decorated aircrew officer, is briefly shown suffering from daytime recall of a combat experience which temporarily blots reality of where he is in the present; and there is a scene of him having a nightmare, reliving the event.3 But the same film makes an important point about the after-effects of war experience in the culture of the time: the symptoms were rarely acknowledged and the individual coped by not talking about it.4

It was to be another generation and another war – one in which the UK was not involved – before there was a serious attempt to gather information on the effects of combat on soldiers, when the ‘National Vietnam Veterans’ Readjustment Study’ took place in the USA. There then followed research studies in both the USA and Australia into the longer-term effects of combat. The symptoms a returning combat soldier might experience for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are covered in the official diagnostic criteria of the American Psychiatric Association. They include persistent re-experiencing of the event through intrusive thoughts or dreams. Then there is avoidance of stimuli associated with it, or numbing of responsiveness, for example, by avoiding thoughts or feelings associated with the event, and there is often a detachment or estrangement from others. In addition, there are persistent symptoms of increased arousal, such as difficulty in falling asleep, irritability or anger, difficulty concentrating and hypervigilance.

Australian forces, including the Australian SAS, took part in the Vietnam war; and work involving the longer-term effects of their experiences on veterans of the Vietnam War has continued for three decades. Indeed, the Australian National Centre for War-Related PTSD has been established. The centre describes three groups of symptoms that can affect veterans with combat experience, which are broadly similar to the American categories. One is re-experiencing the trauma through repetitive thoughts, memories or dreams. The second is avoidance of reminders, withdrawal from social interaction and difficulty in responding emotionally to others. Thirdly, heightened arousal, reduced sleep, increased jumpiness and anger. In addition, post-traumatic stress disorder is often associated with other problems such as anxiety, depression and alcohol abuse.

Mayne was first in action in the Syrian campaign in 1941; he continued through the North African desert, Sicily, Italy, France and Germany; for five years of battle experience, he operated at a very high level of effectiveness. But what makes even the most effective of soldiers vulnerable – ‘many Victoria Cross winners, for example, also have PTSD’5 – is not the presence or absence of fear: it is something that happens as a result of the bonding and comradeship that exists among men in combat. Jonathan Shay is a psychiatrist who has worked extensively with American combat veterans:


We can never fathom the soldier’s grief if we do not know the human attachment which battle nourishes and then amputates. As civilians we have no native understanding of the soldier’s grief. Combat calls forth a passion of care among men who fight beside each other that is comparable to the earliest and most deeply felt family relationships.6



Now, Pleydell felt that the safest place to be under fire was with Mayne because ‘Paddy . . . took such good care of the people who were under him’. But even the most effective of leaders will lose men, and when this happens deep emotions are then triggered.

Mayne’s great friend in No. 11 Commando and L Detachment was Eoin McGonigal; he was ‘Paddy’s soulmate, as it were’, as Jimmy Storie put it;7 and Mrs McGonigal’s moving letter of thanks to him for trying to find Eoin’s grave would confirm that. David Stirling made a perceptive comment in relation to Mayne’s reaction to McGonigal’s death: ‘Perhaps due to the family friendship, Paddy also felt in some way responsible for Eoin, yes, I’m sure there was a little of that.8’ This of course was irrational, but it is by no means unusual. For, basing his analysis on case histories of veterans, Shay found that grief and guilt come together, and ‘Self-blame seems almost universal after the death of a special comrade, regardless of the presence or absence of a “real basis” for it.’9 McGonigal was his close friend, but, as the years passed, there followed a long list of lost comrades; and there was a cost which Mayne paid. Fraser McLuskey’s calling as a padre alerted him to this.


In addition, he had a natural sensitivity. I’m quite sure he felt with the men he commanded. If they were in trouble, I’m sure if they suffered from a raid, he would suffer with them. Although he was so good and big and strong and apparently fearless, he wasn’t unfeeling – certainly not. So often, people who are very courageous and efficient are somewhat cold, but he wasn’t.10



From time to time, indications of this come through in Mayne’s letters. After the raid on Capo Murro di Porco, where Caton was killed, he wrote, ‘We had only one man killed in our first operation and he, poor chap, had been with me right since the time we started as a Commando in Galashiels. I was very fond of him.’11

However, the earliest reliable evidence that Mayne, years later, may have experienced and re-experienced intrusive recollections of the war came from a colleague in the legal profession. James Lindsay, Probate Registrar, wrote: ‘He had his moments of brooding and strange sensitivity, but to those who knew the depths of his complex character these were understandable and fell into place.’12 Withdrawal and brooding, according to those who have worked with combat veterans, are characteristics of the power of intrusive memories. For the combat veteran who has been through the experiences of loss, grief and pain, as Shay puts it, ‘The experiential quality of reality drains from the here and now; the dead are more real than the living’.13 At the time, Douglas Mayne felt that Lindsay had accurately expressed what he described as his brother’s complex character.14 In 1960, Marrinan spoke to some of Mayne’s former colleagues and friends and said of Mayne’s emotional state, ‘the transition from guerrilla leader to Law Society official induced a mental complex akin to schizophrenia and at times even his best friends became exasperated’.15 However, Marrinan had been a barrister not a psychiatrist, and while his deductions were wrong, his description of Mayne’s symptoms was probably accurate. For, thirty-six years later, looking back on the development of understanding about combat-related stress, Shay wrote:


Combat veterans in our programme who first made contact with the mental health system in the early 1970s were almost universally diagnosed as paranoid schizophrenic, if first seen in the late 1970s as manic-depressive or schizo-affective, and if first seen in the mid-1980s as suffering from PTSD.16



So the earliest descriptions of the perceptions of colleagues and friends of Mayne are consonant with later findings on the experiences of combat veterans.

Then there is a circumstantial indication that Mayne was troubled and may have suffered from intrusive images or thoughts: he studied hypnosis. The earliest reference to Mayne’s interest in hypnosis came from Marrinan, simply as a statement; he made no attempt to account for it. Basically, Marrinan found little of interest to write about in Mayne’s postwar years. He assumed – as Pleydell had assumed earlier – that the problem after the war would have been boredom, and that Mayne did, ‘anything for kicks’. But Mayne had too active a mind to be bored for long. As he wrote in his journal, ‘I can be lazy enough to enjoy it, or possibly to tolerate is a better word. I don’t think anyone no matter how lazy could enjoy it.’ So Marrinan simply left it that Mayne dabbled in hypnosis. Five years later, one of Mayne’s friends, Jake Auterson, reported that Mayne, ‘had said that he had spent quite some time studying it and wanted to use me a subject’.17 Mayne, of course, gave no clue as to the nature of his interest in hypnosis.

But he was eclectic in his reading. There was discussion with acquaintances and friends on wide-ranging topics. Among Mayne’s papers is a letter from an acquaintance, ‘knowing of your thirst for literary knowledge’, sending an enclosure to him.18 It is quite possible that Mayne learned, through friends in the medical profession, or had read that hypnosis had been practised by medical therapists in the First World War, and to a lesser degree in the Second World War, as part of psychotherapy. Charles Myers, for example, had written in the Lancet of the value of hypnosis in the treatment of shell shock, and again in 1940, in his book Shell Shock in France 1914–18, he wrote of its use, ‘in particular for mental reintegration or re-synthesis of dissociated or repressed memories’. In 1949, Watkins produced a detailed description of the therapeutic use of hypnosis in the treatment of war neurosis. Interestingly, decades later there was a renewed interest in the use of hypnosis in the treatment of trauma with Vietnam veterans. Etzel Cardeña of the Uniformed Services University of the Health Services, in the USA, referred to studies which suggest that there was a degree of efficacy in the use of hypnosis with Vietnam veterans with PTSD.19 Nowadays, relaxation techniques would be commonly known about and practised, but in the 1940s and 1950s specialised knowledge was the only source from which to find ways of self-help. To have read about hypnosis was one thing, to practise it was something else. Present-day practitioners would not recommend self-hypnosis without professional advice. But, apparently, once a person has taken the trouble to learn the elements of self-hypnosis, practice can enable one to achieve a state of deep relaxation.20

Then Mayne’s family had indications that all was not well with him: he and Douglas fell out; and he showed displays of anger, not against individuals, but vented on objects, for example, when working in the grounds of his home. This underlying anger also highlights the difficulty of forming a relationship with a woman. Mark Creamer has carried out a lot of research with Australian combat veterans and he elaborated:


The symptoms of PTSD, of course, militate against a healthy relationship. The numbing and withdrawal make the person seem uncaring, cold, and hard to relate to; the anger is very difficult for partners to deal with: alcohol is often used by the PTSD sufferer as a way of coping with the symptoms, also causing problems for the relationship.21



Then the family were very much aware of another significant change in Mayne’s behaviour since before the war: he had difficulty in sleeping. He was awake at all hours of the night, and he was often very late in going to bed; yet he was never unable to get up for work the following day. Evidence of this wakefulness also comes from some of the entries in his Antarctic journal. But this symptom, in a cruelly ironic way, was a result of his superlative skills on the battlefield continuing into civilian life. This sensitivity to threat in combat, carried on afterwards becomes maladaptive behaviour; the person is hypervigilant all the time and tends to be very sensitive to any outside noises.22 An Australian study of combat veterans suffering from PTSD showed that difficulty in sleeping was one of the most commonly reported problems; and the persistence of the problem is very long-lasting. In the mid-1990s, a survey showed that 36 per cent of Vietnam veterans with PTSD slept less than five hours a night. Then an extended study got under way with a hundred veterans, whose average age was forty-eight years – these middle-aged men had been in their late teens or early twenties when they were in combat. American case studies also confirm the persistence of sleep problems. Shay wrote:


It is difficult, however, for anyone who has never been in combat to grasp the extent to which vigilance invades sleep. . . . Survival skills, such as vigilant sleep, brought back into the civilian worlds of family and employment, are actually more destructive of the veteran’s well-being than the intrusive persistence of the traumatic moment.23



One of Mayne’s officers in 1 SAS, Roy Close, gives some insight into the effects of vigilance invading sleep when the regiment worked in France, and they were hiding in the forest in occupied territory, living with the perpetual fear of being discovered:


I guess that I spent more time awake at night listening for suspicious noises (you realise then how many noises there are in woods at night) than I was asleep. And that went on for weeks; and you didn’t know that at the time you were getting tired, but you were getting tired. Later you get a reaction to that.24



Mayne was one of Britain’s most highly decorated soldiers of the Second World War; and it is interesting to hold up a mirror to his transatlantic counterpart by glancing at an assessment that Roger J. Spiller, US Army Command and General Staff College, made of America’s most highly decorated soldier. On the face of it, Audie Murphy was more of a contrast than a comparison with Mayne. Rejected by the Marine Corps and Airborne units, slight of stature and five feet six inches in height, he enlisted as an infantryman, was promoted to the rank of sergeant in the Italian campaign and came to the notice of his superiors as a soldier who ‘possessed extraordinary combat sense’.25 In France, after his best friend was killed, he carried out an attack which earned him the Distinguished Service Cross. Commissioned in October 1944, he was later wounded in action and in January 1945 gained the Medal of Honor. Feted by the American media after the war, and without educational qualifications, he accepted an invitation from the actor James Cagney, went to Hollywood and became established in the film industry. Murphy later wrote, ‘I did not want to be an actor. It was simply the best offer that came along.’ Spiller traced the later effects of his war experiences: Murphy’s marriage lasted one year; he had an outburst of explosive violence over a trivial incident at traffic lights, attacking two men. Years later he was cleared of attempted murder after a brawl in a bar. However, he did write of his war experiences and put on record what he saw as the failure of society, and the military in particular, to prepare soldiers for postwar life. ‘They took army dogs and rehabilitated them for civilian life. But they turned soldiers into civilians immediately and let them sink or swim.’ Spiller summed it up:


Decades after the war, he still could not relax. He had chronic stomach complaints, sensitivity to loud noises, and frequent nightmares. He always kept the bedroom light on at night and a loaded pistol by his bed. Sometimes he carried the pistol.26



The persistency of Murphy’s symptoms continued until his death in an air crash in 1971.

Most veterans who suffered from the after-effects of war experience in the two world wars of the twentieth century coped with it on their own by not talking about it, and also with the support of their families. This is what Mayne appears to have done; and in fact he handled his problems very well. He kept the same job, and while at times it bored him, it gave a structure to his life and often absorbed him.27 Then he developed strategies to help manage intrusive images and memories, for example, by finding ways to induce deep relaxation; and he developed hobbies and interests. Although he did not have a partner, he had the strong support of a large family. In most respects he managed his problems very well. What he did not do – and what he had intended to do when he went on the Antarctic Survey – was to write about the growth of the unit he had commanded.

As the last veterans of the wartime SAS fade away, the lack of a companion to Pleydell’s Born of the Desert is heightened. If Mayne had written (in whatever genre) his account of the growth of the unit, it would have given perspectives from both the policy and operational levels of the SAS that no one else could give. And it would have curbed the tendency to substitute fancy for fact about him. Even if he found that the novel, with its structure, character and plot was not the form for him, he could have written a personal account. Apart from recall, he had written sources in his home: the chronicle of the regiment, ‘Birth, Growth and Maturity of 1st SAS Regiment’, with the accounts of raids and copies of his written reports – material that would not be in the public domain for years – as well as papers and letters. It was unusual for him not to follow up on his intentions. But the reason was probably that to do so, in the early years, would have evoked too much of the past. This is exactly what a former lieutenant-colonel with a lot of combat experience in the United States Special Forces, the Green Berets, found. It took about ten years before, as he put it, his mind was able to give him the information that allowed him to write about his experiences.28 Now, it is the case that, in 1960, Marrinan reproduced in his book what he claimed was an account that Mayne had written of his first raid on Wadi Tamet airfield: ‘Paddy began to write his own so-casual account of this remarkable exploit.’29 Apparently, it is about one thousand words in length. However, no trace of the manuscript exists in Mayne’s papers; so what happened to it, or even if it was Mayne’s work, is unknown.

For those who managed to come to terms with the after-effects of war experience and who went on to lead constructive lives, most, according to the Australian findings, were well-integrated individuals to start with and received support from their families. However, the past could be all-too-easily triggered; so, as American research suggests, they remain ‘highly symptomatic’. Of the Vietnam generation of soldiers who were able to cope and live useful lives, Shay concluded, ‘In the sense of regaining lost innocence, combat PTSD is definitely incurable.’30 From the Second World War veterans, without the benefits of knowledge and therapy, the conclusions were not all that different. When Audie Murphy was ‘once asked whether men got over a war, he had replied reflectively, “I don’t think they ever do.”’31 Perhaps Mayne was not asked the question, but he implied an answer nonetheless: in 1946, he wrote in his journal, referring to a carefree spree during St Patrick’s Day in 1940, before he had had experience of combat, ‘Lot of everything flowed under the bridge since then.’

Mayne met his death driving home in Newtownards about 4 a.m. on 14 December 1955. It came as randomly and swiftly as on the battlefield. His speeding Riley hit a parked, unlit lorry and cannoned into a pole carrying overhead cables. He had been driving home to go to bed for perhaps about two hours sleep before going to work next day. Although a resident was wakened by the noise, seeing a car with its lights on adjacent to the pole which was sparking, he assumed repairmen were working on the power lines, so the accident was not discovered until around 7 a.m.

Mayne had worked for the Law Society for nine years; the dominance of the war years in people’s minds was receding. The Editor of the Law Society’s Gazette referred, of course, to Mayne’s war record and the professional way he had carried out his work for the society. But, in effect, he acknowledged the continuity over time in Mayne’s character when he wrote, ‘Blair Mayne will always be remembered as a man who gave of his best in everything he did, and how superlative was his best and how varied his activities.’32 And, in a close echo of what had been attributed to Mayne as a young man before the war, he respected his modest and unassuming personality.

Mayne’s funeral, which was held on Friday 16 December, was the largest ever held in Newtownards – before or since. A number of men from the SAS Regiment attended, including Col Brian Franks (who first got to know Mayne in the Sicilian and Italian campaigns), Lt Col Lapraik, Maj Macbeth, Maj Ellery, Sgt Maj Bennet (who had joined the re-established SAS and who was one of the original L Detachment), Sgt Maj Mitchell and Mr Barnes.33 The short, moving service was held in Mayne’s home, Mount Pleasant, and conducted by his colleague and friend, the Revd Fraser McLuskey, Padre of 1 SAS, and by the Revd A.M. Adams. The funeral procession was a mile long. Mayne’s family, representatives of the bench and legal profession of Northern Ireland and the Irish Rugby Union attended. Bob Bennet, Jock Mitchell and Bob Barnes of the SAS Regiment acted as bearers. There were wreaths from the Colonel Commandant of the SAS, Gen Miles Dempsey, from the SAS Regiment and the SAS Regimental Association.


11

GROWTH OF A UNIT


The love that the SAS men had for him is usually striking; you have to talk to them to understand.

Douglas Mayne



Almost thirty years later, in 1984, at the opening ceremony of new quarters for the SAS Regiment, David Stirling, speaking of the regiment, described it in these terms: ‘We are a family.’1 Linking the generations of that family was the regimental association; and in his audience were veterans of L Detachment, 1 and 2 SAS, the Malayan Scouts and the Falklands conflict. Speaking en famille, Stirling used the expression, ‘the great Blair “Paddy” Mayne’. But what was the contribution that Mayne made to the growth and development of that family, and how did it – and does it still – perceive him among its circle?

On that same occasion, Stirling said that he particularly wanted to have his address published so that he was able ‘publicly to express my gratitude to my co-founders’.2 Among his five co-founders – he encompassed the modern SAS and its French counterpart – he listed, from L Detachment, Jock Lewes and Paddy Mayne.3 It was a generous statement on Stirling’s part. For Mayne, it is certain, would not have pretended to the title of co-founder: it was contrary to his nature to embellish what he had done; he was even reticent in taking credit for his own achievements. No, that was not the claim to be made on Mayne’s behalf. The diarist of 1 SAS, writing in 1945, expressed the understanding of those who had been in the unit since its inception: ‘Stirling gave birth to the idea, but found in men like Paddy Mayne and Jock Lewes the ideal leaders to enable him to put these ideas into practice.’4 That was so, but it was more than that, for it was Mayne who played the pre-eminent role in providing continuity and influencing the growth and development of the SAS during the war years.

For those who served in the unit there were three aspects of Mayne that set him apart: his effectiveness on operations, the quality of his leadership and his attachment to his men.

During the formative eighteen months of L Detachment’s existence, Mayne’s outstanding operational effectiveness, more than any other factor, vindicated the idea of small groups of men operating deep behind enemy lines. In successfully prosecuting the concept underpinning the unit, he was peerless. The simple, unadorned facts are that the destruction of over a hundred enemy planes was credited to the groups he led. Those close to him at the time saw his fieldcraft in operation. Mike Sadler said of him, ‘He was terribly observant and concentrated. He really concentrated on the job in hand and he really knew what was going on. Paddy was a tremendous operator – there’s no question about it.’5 In this respect his earlier skills on the sports field can be seen as a preparation for his performance on the field of battle. The ability of the player, and particularly the team captain, to read the game, select a strategy, anticipate the opponent’s actions and improvise accordingly – all this ‘requires a high level of cognitive self-regulation’.6 This, in part, is what Sadler sensed as he wondered if it was Mayne’s legal training that enabled him to concentrate so intently. The results of Mayne’s work are succinctly summarised by George Bergé, who led the French SAS in the early days in the desert. After the war, Bergé was the member of the military cabinet of the presidency who signed the decree for the Légion d’Honneur which was conferred on Mayne; and he wrote that Mayne’s great exploits will ‘remain forever in the annals of the SAS’.7 His achievements meant the unit’s success. As one of its number, Ernie Bond, an original member of L Detachment, put it, ‘A lot of the SAS’s strength was down to Paddy Mayne and how he worked.’8

As with his operational effectiveness so with the quality of Mayne’s leadership. The military, of course, has always been interested in the idea of leadership; and studies of exemplary military leaders form an integral part of traditional military training. But the Second World War brought into the forces large numbers of men and women – both volunteers and conscripts – who had not much by way of traditional military training, some of whom went on to achieve positions of leadership. This was particularly so in the case of Special Services. David Stirling in later years wrote of the important part played by the amateur in the SAS.9 Peniakoff, or Popski as he was called, an engineer in civilian life, led a Special Service unit; and he came across and was struck by exceptional leadership qualities that were not the product of a traditional military training.10

A traditional definition of military leadership has it as ‘projection of personality and character to get soldiers to do what is required of them. . .’.11 As to how this might be achieved, this view takes a pragmatic line: there is no right way: ‘There is no prescription for leadership; different individuals will motivate soldiers in different ways – by example, by persuasion, by force of personality, by charm or by any combination of techniques.’ This is perhaps a good working definition. However, Field Marshal Slim added another dimension to the idea of leadership. ‘Leadership,’ he wrote, ‘is of the spirit, compounded of personality and vision; its practice is an art.’12 This view of leadership comes closer to a theory of leadership put forward by James MacGregor Burns, who posited two categories of leadership: transactional leadership and transforming leadership. According to this view, transactional leadership is when a leadership act takes place, but not one that binds leader and follower. The military statement referred to above, of a leader projecting personality and character ‘to get soldiers to do what is required of them’, would be said to be in that category. Transforming leadership, on the other hand, is when ‘one or more engage with others in such a way that leader and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation and morality’.13

There were, in the Army in the Second World War, some men of whom it could be said that they exercised transforming leadership. Peniakoff described such a person under whom he served before his own unit – ‘Popski’s Private Army’ – was formed. Peniakoff wrote of Jake Easonsmith, who at that time was a major in the LRDG, that he had been a wine merchant in civilian life, lived a quietly contented married life, and ‘by all accounts he was perfectly happy with this low-level existence’. But with transition to active service, ‘he developed a new and powerful personality, as has happened to others in wartime’. Peniakoff described what this meant for one who was led:


He led us without using any of the tricks of leadership, for it was a privilege to do his bidding, a means of joining him in a superior adventure, as if he had some hidden knowledge which made worldly success of little moment, but gave immense value to our striving.14



Mayne was another of whom it could be said that his leadership raised men to higher levels. Some of those who served under him expressed the effect that his leadership had on them. The ability Mayne had to strengthen a soldier’s sense of self-concept was caught by Mike Sadler, who, referring to occasions when they were in combat, said, ‘He gave you great confidence in those situations.’ The attitude in general of the officers and men to Mayne was, in Roy Close’s words, ‘Admiration. Without doubt, admiration, not worship, but admiration and respect.’15 In what was after all a unit that contained many highly capable personnel, Mayne’s stature as a leader was also evident to the outsider. For example, Gen Vokes of the Canadian 4th Armoured Division ‘observed the very marked respect and regard in which he was held by his officers and men’.16 And, four months after Mayne’s death, expressing perhaps what comes nearest to the collective view of those who served under him, the Editor of the regimental association gazette wrote:


The gift of leadership and the ability to inspire complete devotion and loyalty were his to an exceptional degree.

In spite of his great physical strength, he was no ‘strong arm’ man. In the many operations in which he personally took part, and in those he planned for others, the same meticulous care and attention to detail was applied by him. He seemed to know instinctively exactly what the enemy’s reaction would be to the devastating raids he carried out far behind the enemy lines, and was able to give his order accordingly.17



He was a soldier’s leader, and therefore, as one would expect, there is nothing on the record to suggest that Mayne failed to show restraint on the field. From the Litani river operation, which gave insight into his actions and attitudes in close-quarter fighting; to his feelings for the demoralised enemy soldiers in the desert, who wanted to be taken prisoner, rather than return to their own lines; to his laconic account of the first Wadi Tamet raid, attacking a building housing the enemy; to his description of Stirling, himself and four others firing on enemy transport – all show a disciplined approach. In prosecuting this type of warfare, the SAS had not been first in the field: the LRDG, under Bagnold, had carried out aggressive raids as well as information-gathering penetrations. And Gen Wavell summed up the value of these LRDG fighting raids, and, by extension, the entire work of the SAS, as having ‘caused the enemy, in lively apprehension of their activities, to tie up considerable forces’.18 So, in terms of pursuing a just war, under both Stirling’s leadership of the unit and Mayne’s, it can be claimed that the old legal and theological requirement was met: the harm caused by a military action should not be disproportionate to the good the action achieves.

But Mayne’s grasp of leadership went beyond the battlefield and relationships with his men. He had an understanding of how the unit should be managed and led if it was to remain in existence. After Stirling’s capture in 1943, it was Mayne’s commitment to the original philosophy of the unit that was essential in ensuring that it was not absorbed into the Commandos.19 For when it was being argued in some quarters that its raison d’être had ceased, that a different campaign had to be waged in Sicily and mainland Italy which required assault troops, he held out. ‘He still cherished the idea of continuing at some later date the work begun in the desert.’20 So while the unit was scaled down and restyled the Special Raiding Squadron, and developed new strengths – which is to say that the individual members of the unit trained and retrained and acquired new skills – it was with a long-term aim in mind. Mayne understood the assault role; he had trained for it in the Commandos and he was determined that in undertaking it his own men should excel. And they did. But it did not happen by good luck: Mayne strove for it, and led and managed the transition. Those in the regiment at the time understood Mayne’s achievement. One of Mayne’s colleagues at the time, Roy Close, in his postwar career became Director-General of the British Institute of Management; and from that standpoint he reflected:


Credit is rightly due to David Stirling for founding the SAS concept and getting it accepted. He founded the regiment. But tremendous credit has to go to Paddy for holding the regiment together after David was captured: it could have folded. Paddy had great leadership skills; he was a reflective man and a very clever man.21



The extent to which Mayne succeeded during that transitional period can be gauged by Gen Dempsey’s assessment that he had never before met a unit in which he had as much confidence as he had in the Special Raiding Squadron. Among the reasons Dempsey gave for their high calibre were that they: took their training seriously; were well disciplined; were physically fit; had confidence in their abilities; but, notwithstanding that confidence, planned very carefully.22 It was what Mayne insisted on and strove for, ruthlessly returning to unit – even hours before setting out on a raid – anyone not measuring up.

A key component in the make-up of a successful leader is the quality of that person’s judgement; and in this regard, Mayne was very sure-footed. His support for Brian Franks in 1943 was vindicated when the following year Franks went on to command 2 SAS. Then when the unit was upgraded to full regimental strength – before the campaign in France – it had to be done in a very short timescale, and Mayne had the complex job of grafting onto it men with disparate experiences. His choice of senior officers was judicious; and the extent to which he himself conducted recruitment of officers and men meant that he had detailed knowledge of personnel as well as oversight of the enlarging unit. And the care he took to retain – and commission – experienced men like Badger and Almonds underline that he was a secure, confident commander.

The unit’s style of management suited Mayne, but it pre-dated his taking command: it had been part of the basic culture which Stirling promoted; and it was necessary if a small close-knit unit was to operate successfully. The American psychologist Abraham Maslow was particularly interested in how different organisational groups were managed, and he noted that in units such as Merrill’s Marauders and Special Forces participative management tended to replace authoritarian hierarchy. Maslow thought that the management of these units would be worthy of research; his hypothesis was that in these units the principles of enlightened management are better than classical authoritarian military principles.23 By enlightened management, he had a number of assumptions in mind that underpinned managers’ thinking: those who have been selected for a particular job should be trusted; they should be kept informed as much as possible about the situation, because they want to achieve the same objectives; they should be encouraged to work as part of a team; they like to be fairly appreciated, especially publicly; but also that people can take it on the chin – fair criticism is healthy – and they can be objective about their own capacity and that of others.24 That probably summarises how the SAS was managed. According to Roy Close, the style was appreciated by officers and men, and indeed it has continued in the regiment:


The discipline was there, but it was unobtrusive and understood; and that really is the hallmark of the SAS. We knew who was who. It’s epitomised, I think, by a weekend reunion at Hereford fairly recently which the regiment very kindly gave to what they call the veterans on the occasion of an anniversary of the regiment’s foundation. The regiment entertained us and our wives or girlfriends and served us our meals. And we didn’t know whom we sat next to, and by whom we were being served: an NCO, a trooper or an officer. One discovered who they were over the meal as we chatted.25



Now, Mayne had had no leadership experience in his work before the war; and the management models that he observed in the legal practices in which he worked were professional-bureaucratic. In style, the culture would have been friendly, characterised by a paternalistic courtesy, where one worked on one’s own after being given a case, referring to a more experienced colleague occasionally, either to air an idea or discuss an interpretation. But where Mayne had been a leader before the war was on the sports field; from that background he had to develop ‘a new and powerful personality’. And such was the quality of Mayne’s leadership that it was appreciated by his superior officers and by colleagues in other units of the SAS Brigade. One of the reasons why Brig Calvert suggested putting the Belgian SAS Squadron under Mayne’s command during the latter stage of the war – a proposition that the Belgian squadron readily accepted – was so that that unit would benefit from Mayne’s leadership.

His leadership was not, however, simply intuitive; and as his role changed, he thought about leadership behaviour and how people are motivated. That he was a reflective leader can be seen from his analyses of field reports and from the journal he kept after the war while he was with the Antarctic Survey. One of the important characteristics of a good leader in different kinds of organisation is the ability to ‘know oneself’. In his journal Mayne showed that he had the ability to be detached and to view others and himself critically. When he considered the survey team, the new unit that he had joined, the style in which it would be managed and his role – second-in-command – he reflected, ‘I am not certain just how good I will be at being an underling.’ However, in his assessment of his new leader he was balancing ambiguities, suspending final judgement, and prepared to alter his initial assessment: ‘I am prepared and hope to find myself completely wrong.’26 But he had sensed rightly that the contrast between classical authoritarian military principles, under which the survey team was managed, and the participative style of control of the SAS was irreconcilable. And Mike Sadler later came to the same conclusion.

That brief period with the Antarctic Survey also picked up an echo of a quality that is particularly relevant in Mayne’s leadership. Antarctica was the setting, early in the twentieth century, where Ernest Shackleton achieved lasting fame. Shackleton’s is usually considered to be one of the outstanding examples of leadership. Thirty years after Shackleton’s party was rescued, on 19 January 1946, Mayne wrote in his journal that he had wanted to go ashore on Elephant Island, from where Shackleton and his companions had set out in an open boat for South Georgia to bring rescue to their colleagues. In that frail coincidence of place, there are parallels in their leadership attributes and how each of them was regarded by his men. Worsley wrote of Shackleton: ‘His outstanding characteristics were his care of, and his anxiety for, the lives and well-being of all of his men.’27 McLuskey wrote of Mayne:


It wasn’t his legendary exploits alone or his signal disregard for his personal safety. It was all of these things together, plus a sense of this man’s greatness. He was great in the quality of his compassion. He really cared for those under his command and never spared himself in their service.28



Mayne’s style of attachment to his men was the product of a number of factors. He was not hidebound by hierarchy; a participative style of management suited him; he had a fine sense of empathy for others; and he was secure in himself to the extent that he had great inner reserves on which he could draw. But above all, his combat capabilities created in him such a degree of self-efficacy that he was able to give tremendous support. His presence, therefore, in times of stress was very important to his men. As a senior officer, his continued exposure in combat (which surprised some outsiders) was a source of support and motivation to his men. But at times they talked about it in the regiment. Roy Close gave an example:


I recall that the officers talked about Paddy’s apparent indifference to his own safety. We wondered was it because he couldn’t care less; was it that he had calculated that, in the light of all the fire, an individual’s chances were reasonable.29



In a photograph of the squadron under mortar attack in a pine forest in north-west Germany in the last months of the war, Mayne can be seen – while his men are taking cover – propped against a tree, watchful. By this time he had had a great deal of combat experience, and, as a result, he had come to terms with it; and he adopted that fatalism that others have described. One of the early records of this coming to terms with the emotional impact of impersonal, mechanised warfare comes from a remarkable diarist who wrote of his experience of combat in the early nineteenth century. Usually referred to as A Soldier of the Seventy-First (the parent regiment of Lt Col Pedder, Commanding Officer of No. 11 Commando), the diary records an incident the soldier witnessed under fire in 1806:


A young officer ran backwards and forwards, as if he would hide himself; an old soldier said to him, with all the gravity of a Turk, ‘You need not hide, sir; if there is anything there for you, it will find you out.’ The young man looked confused, stood to his duty, and I never saw him appear uneasy again: so soon was he converted to the warrior’s doctrine.30



However, Mayne’s undoubted adherence to the warrior’s doctrine and his capabilities as a soldier and leader do not account for what he was able to rise to time and again: heroism. And his heroism was not the product of personal revenge (as the Boy’s Own tradition had it) nor was it blind rage (as some have suggested). Heroism is something that comes from within the individual. ‘Self-trust is the essence of heroism,’ wrote Emerson, and comes about in obedience to an individual’s inner character. When Brig Calvert submitted the citation for the VC for Mayne, he wrote, ‘One almost expects these things from Paddy.’ Here, Calvert – an experienced guerrilla fighter himself by this stage in the war – was not referring to a tendency to display berserk behaviour on the battlefield; he was referring to qualities and characteristics that he himself recognised. That time and again Mayne was able to call on depths within himself is something one can only revere.

In postwar years, as we have seen, distortion characterised much of what has been written about Mayne, particularly with regard to what manner of man he was. Exaggeration of his reputation, as Mike Sadler reported, became widespread. An excellent illustration of this is contained in the two letters, referred to earlier, written by Lady Jean Fforde with a gap of fifty-eight years intervening. She wrote the first in 1944, on behalf of her parents, the duke and duchess of Montrose, inviting Mayne to visit them – Mayne was simply regarded as one of the former officers of No. 11 Commando. She wrote the second to the author – having been informed of the existence of the first – in 2002, expressing disbelief that her mother could have allowed her to write to someone with such a wild reputation. But, subsequently rereading the first, she concluded that in the intervening five decades there has been exaggeration.

But it is of little wonder, for in our culture fascination with military heroes has a long history; and in recent time this has been added to by inordinate media interest in the SAS. The fiction about Mayne progressing from the Commandos to the SAS via a prison cell where he awaited court martial was recycled for decades, which surely cannot simply be explained away as failure to check its accuracy; there was no need: the legend was consonant with people’s expectations. Which is not to say that Mayne was never in a rough house, although the verifiable accounts that we are left with are pallid by comparison with what had been put about. They are of the kind such as the nightclub incident in Cyprus, when Mayne handled the manager in a way reminiscent of films of the Old West, where a rough justice is dished out to the bartender who has been found watering the whisky. And the perfunctory punishment Mayne received – forty-eight hours open arrest under the supervision of Tommy Macpherson – reflected the lack of gravity with which the incident was viewed. What often happens in normal social settings in a time of war with off-duty soldiers is not something with which we are familiar in our time; but it is brought to mind by Jimmy Storie:


One night we went to a cabaret show in Cairo and there were Australians there who were drunk on one side of the room; and on the other side were men from English regiments, and we were sitting at a table stuck right in the centre. Next thing, tables and chairs were going through the air. The MPs came in and started to clear out the hall and here are Phillips and I still sitting at the table with our drinks – we were the only people still sitting at a table – and an MP said to us, ‘You buggers get the hell out of here.’31



Trouble could flare up over a personal slight; and uniform and unit loyalty could do the rest. Not all military police were as sensitive as the one who let Storie and Phillips off. David Lloyd Own of the LRDG quite early on claimed that many a provost marshal regretted getting on the wrong side of Mayne. But as he progressed in rank and assumed responsibility for the unit, Mayne was very conscious of the fragility of a unit’s reputation; hence the concern he expressed to Tony Marsh, lest someone do something silly and bring the squadron into disrepute when they were stationed in Brussels.

Then there was life within the unit, an area where MPs did not normally get involved. Here there was a degree of licence, and the mess could be a rough place at times, as Roy Close described:


Arm-wrestling; or a game called Moriarty, when blindfold, lying on the floor and grasping outstretched hands, you tried to hit an opponent on the head with [a] rolled-up newspaper; or cockfighting, where you lie facing north alongside someone facing south and you try to hook legs to roll your opponent over. The adrenalin is pretty high in wartime, and has to stay high. It was boisterous from time to time, but not violent.32



This was the context in which Brig Calvert in later years recounted that he carried out a rugby dive on the unsuspecting Mayne during a boisterous session in the mess. It happened when the unit was in Norway, at the time they believed they were soon to be heading for the Far East – so the adrenalin was still high. Mayne, according to Calvert, picked himself off the floor then grabbed Calvert bodily and threw him across the room; Calvert sustained severe bruising as a result. But Calvert was not aggrieved by the way he had been bested: it was part of the code by which he lived. Indeed, by 1945 Calvert seems to have mellowed with promotion. Before the war he had been a light-heavyweight boxer of some note in the Army. In mid-1941, he was a Captain in the Bush Warfare School in Burma; the Australian element that was to comprise the military mission had arrived; while the British contingent from the Commandos of Layforce was still awaited. According to Noonan (and since Calvert wrote the Foreword to Noonan’s book, it can be assumed to be accurate), one night Calvert got well plied with liquor and came back to the Australian lines much the worse for wear, and issued a challenge that he would take on any six Australians.33 Such was the off-duty world of men-at-arms; it was one in which Mayne could more than hold his own. But that is all. It does not point to a propensity for violence. Indeed, within weeks Mayne was taking part in the social life of the British community in Montevideo: he had signed a contract to work where there would be no bar or mess life for two years; and he was second-in-command to a naval commander who was much more alarmed by the temperament of the Trepassey’s diesel engines than by the reputation of the former commander of 1 SAS.

At an early stage, in the 1950s, before exaggeration, legend and myth developed to the extent they did, folk memory became implanted in the reborn SAS: Johnny Cooper, Bob Bennet and Pat Riley and others brought their memories of the Western Desert, Sicily, Italy, France and Germany. The regiment was now operating in a very different world of conflict from the Second World War. Mayne, however, in the minds of some, would not have been out of place in such a setting, where, to paraphrase one commentator, the type of person who was wanted was someone with a postgraduate degree who could use himself in a bar fight.34 So it was not surprising that in 1969 members of the regiment’s D Squadron, who were stationed in Northern Ireland at Newtownards, carried out what appeared to be a spontaneous mark of respect at Movilla Cemetery: they paraded in uniform, fired a volley in salute over Mayne’s grave and laid a wreath.35

But if the ceremony over Mayne’s grave in 1969 was purely military in character, and undertaken without publicity, that which took place in 1997 was both civic and regimental. Newtownards was the town where Mayne had been born, educated, lived and died. The community had been important to him, and it in turn was proud of his sporting and military achievements. Ards Borough Council took the initiative in proposing to have a statue raised to commemorate one of its most illustrious sons, and a public subscription was launched. Such was the response – with donations from home and abroad – that, in addition to paying for the memorial, a bursary was established – The Blair Mayne Bursary – to help young people from the Ards pursue their interest in academic, sporting or adventure-training activities.

On Friday 2 May 1997, early-summer evening sunlight bathed Conway Square, Newtownards, as civic dignitaries, the Mayne family and a large crowd gathered. In front of the veiled memorial ten veterans of L Detachment and seven of 1 SAS paraded, wearing their beige berets – that symbol of the early unit that Mayne continued to wear up until the end of the war. Earl Jellicoe unveiled the statue; and the Very Revd Dr Fraser McLuskey carried out the dedication. Afterwards, the band of the Royal Irish Regiment beat retreat and included in its repertoire the haunting melody which L Detachment first heard in the desert, broadcast over the German forces radio – ‘Lili Marlene’, sung by Lale Andersen. It was a soldier’s song that crossed the boundaries of the warring sides, and the unit adopted (and adapted) it as their own. The sculptor of the monument had been well briefed: the statue shows Mayne in the garb he wore in the desert, holding a book in his right hand. The following day, the veterans of L Detachment went to Movilla Cemetery and laid a wreath at Mayne’s grave. Afterwards, the Mayne family invited them to Blair’s old home, Mount Pleasant. Their former leader might perhaps have been disappointed in them, for Jimmy Storie felt that ‘the lads’ seemed to be unusually temperate when they were offered drinks.

The modern regiment operates in very different circumstances from those of its wartime predecessor and, because of the nature of its work, the names of its members are not usually revealed – even after their retirement. A recently retired WOI offers an insight into how Mayne is regarded by the present-day generation of the regiment:


When I first joined the regiment, it was the era before it became property of the tabloid newspapers (i.e. before the Iranian Embassy and Falklands War), but even at that early stage I can remember that Paddy was spoken about with affection and respect by all ranks – something which was to continue throughout my time with the regiment. The present-day basic principles of the regiment, although more developed and refined, still find their origins in the standards developed by David Stirling and Paddy’s generation.

David Stirling will always, quite rightly, be the founding father of the regiment, but Paddy Mayne will always be seen as the true SAS warrior of his time – one of those exceptional individuals from whom come myths and folklore. He is one of the few personnel, I feel, within the short history of the regiment, whose exploits have been at times underestimated; it would not be exaggerating by saying that he was seen almost as a legend of his time.

During the 50th regimental anniversary, which was a unique event, where the present-day members hosted the old and bold ex-members of the regiment – who flew from around the world for a weekend of various events – I was a RQMS with 21 SAS, and because of the value (both monetary and sentimental) of the medals and pictures which I had sent from London to Hereford for display at the event, I was made responsible to ensure none of it went missing. I can remember feeling extremely put out by having this menial task, which was way below my assumed status. It ended up being one of the most enjoyable and humbling things I have had to do, and I still feel very privileged to have been in the company of so many who were involved in the various actions that have made the regiment what it has become today. It was one of those events, even with fifteen years of present-day experience, where one just kept quiet and listened in awe at the old boys’ tales. Many regimental tales were spoken about during the course of that weekend and of course Paddy’s escapades were, as you would expect, spoken about at length by many of the WWII personnel who had personally served alongside him.

Even when some of the tales of his adverse antics were mentioned – he had a habit of dishing out his own brand of unconventional discipline – the one thing I can remember still was the sense of total respect and loyalty that his contemporaries had towards him. To the point that they had a faith and belief that, I believe, they would have followed him anywhere without question. Like all soldiers, he was human and had his flaws, but he was still a soldier’s soldier and, as with the past members, the present-day personnel of the regiment still hold him in utmost esteem and will dream of the opportunity to emulate him.

I am in no doubt that Paddy Mayne will be talked about in the messes and barrack rooms with admiration as long as there is a Special Air Service.36



Almost fifty-five years to the month after the wartime SAS was disbanded, the regiment again commemorated Mayne, and this time with an enduring symbol: an oak tree in his honour was planted in the grounds of its new quarters at Hereford. This ceremony in September 2000 was part of purely a regimental occasion to which all members of the Regimental Association were invited. Following the official opening of the barracks by the Earl Jellicoe, and before a crowd of perhaps 4,000 – including serving members of the regiment and some from the regimental association whose service had been during the war – Johnny Cooper gave a brief address, and then he and Jim Almonds, both of the original L Detachment, performed the tree-planting ceremony. The oak stands in front of a small plantation of trees to the left of the main entrance to the camp; its plaque states that it is dedicated to Lt Col Blair Mayne DSO (3 Bars) Croix de Guerre, Légion d’Honneur, who commanded 1 SAS during the period 1944–5.37

Behind that simple statement lies another truth: though not its founder, the unit’s wartime achievements cannot be separated from Mayne’s capabilities and qualities and the impact he had on it. Put another way, if Mayne indeed had transferred to the Far East in 1941, the annals of the wartime SAS – had it even been allowed to continue – would not read as impressively as they do. Instead, Mayne chose well when he accepted Stirling’s offer to join him and lead a troop of L Detachment; he followed his star with enthusiasm, understanding and commitment; he was very much the right man at the right time for the SAS; and ‘Orion looked just like an old friend’.


GLOSSARY



	AFV
	Armoured Firing Vehicle



	ALC
	Assault Landing Craft



	ATS
	Auxiliary Territorial Service: now Women’s Royal Army Corps



	bint
	young woman: army slang, from the Arabic



	CO
	Commanding Officer



	DCO
	Director of Combined Operations



	DSO
	Distinguished Service Order



	DZ
	Drop Zone



	FFI
	Forces françaises de l’intérieur: Free French resistance



	FTP
	Francs-Tireurs et Partisans: the armed wing of the French Communists



	GHQ
	General Headquarters



	griff
	news, reliable information



	HLI
	Highland Light Infantry



	LCA
	Landing Craft Assault: capable of carrying a platoon



	LCI
	Landing Craft Infantry: the largest landing craft that could be beached



	LRDG
	Long Range Desert Group



	MC
	Military Cross



	MCR 1
	Miniature radio receiver: known as ‘biscuit’ because of its resemblance to a Huntley and Palmers tin



	MEF
	Middle East Forces



	MEHQ
	Middle East Headquarters



	MM
	Military Medal



	MO5
	Military Operations 5: branch of the War Office



	NAAFI
	Navy, Army and Air Force Institute



	NCO
	Non-commissioned officer



	OR
	Other rank



	PCT
	Parachutist: designation of rank in the SAS that was later changed to Trooper



	POW
	Prisoner of War



	PTSD
	Post-traumatic stress disorder



	QM
	Quartermaster



	RASC
	Royal Army Service Corps



	Recce
	reconnaissance



	REME
	Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers



	RNVR
	Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve



	RQSM
	Regimental Quartermaster-Sergeant



	RSM
	Regimental Sergeant Major



	RTU
	Return to Unit



	RV
	Rendezvous



	SOE
	Special Operations Executive



	TAC HQ
	Tactical Headquarters



	TSMG
	Thomson Sub-machine Gun



	Wadi
	valley



	WO1
	Warrant Officer 1st Class



	WRNS
	Women’s Royal Naval Service
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