

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]




Frank Walker has been an Australian journalist for forty years and this is his fourth non-fiction book. He has been a foreign correspondent in the United States and Europe, covered wars in Afghanistan, terrorist attacks in Indonesia and military coups in the South Pacific.

His first two books – The Tiger Man of Vietnam and Ghost Platoon – revealed uncomfortable truths about Australia’s actions in the Vietnam War. They were bestsellers and went into several printings.

His third bestselling book – Maralinga – lifted the veil of secrecy still hanging over the British atomic-bomb tests in Australia in the 1950s and 60s.

Commandos examines the heroism of Australians and New Zealanders in the most daring raids of World War Two.

He can be reached through his website:
www.frankwalker.com.au


This book is dedicated to all the brave Australians and New Zealanders who fought and served in World War Two – many of whom are never mentioned in histories as there was no one to record their heroism – and those who supported them from home.

Lest we forget.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Australians and New Zealanders were at the forefront of the most daring and courageous raids behind enemy lines of the Second World War. Many were carried out alongside men of Allied nations, but the special character of the men – and women – from Down Under was essential to the success of the operations, whether they were in the sea, the air, desert sands or thick jungles.

Commandos brings to life these amazing secret operations – from midget-submarine attacks on German battleships, to night bombing raids at treetop level over Germany, crossing thousands of kilometres of sandy desert to hit the enemy, almost suicidal commando raids on enemy ports, and sneaking through thousands of kilometres of enemy-controlled waters to hit the target.

Not all the operations in this book were carried out by commandos or army special service fighters. Some were carried out by navy men, some by airmen, and some by brave women. They used everything from midget submarines to big bombers, from canoes to disguised fishing boats, special bouncing bombs to little limpet mines. One raid in the heart of Nazi Germany was carried out with no weapons at all – just sheer guts and guile.

Many men on these missions grew up in the Australian outback or the rugged back country of New Zealand. In those remote places they developed unique abilities of resourcefulness, and skills to work with what was available. Many were prominent sportsmen. All were incredible physical specimens at their peak. They also had a certain rugged individuality, a self-reliance, a personal confidence that would get them through tight spots using incredible ingenuity.

On top of that, many had grown up with people from other cultures and backgrounds. They didn’t come with notions of being superior, or having the right to lord it over local tribespeople. They had an innate respect for local lore and custom that enabled them to mix with and fight alongside tribal warriors in lands as far apart as Timor, Borneo and Ethiopia.

They were an incredible group of men and women who fought the war with courage, determination, honour, bravery and even good humour. What they did, and what they achieved, should never be forgotten.

Frank Walker
Sydney, 2015
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THE RAID ON ST NAZAIRE

ST NAZAIRE, FRANCE

28 MARCH 1942

The powerful twin diesel engines on the Royal Navy motor launch kicked into full throttle. Below deck Ordinary Seaman Patrick Joseph Brady of the Royal Australian Naval Volunteer Reserve knew that the sudden increase in speed meant the operation was truly on. They’d passed the point of no return off the west coast of France, and the flotilla of small motor launches and one disguised old destroyer accelerated into the most outrageous and daring commando raid of the Second World War.

Brady saw the squad of hard British commandos around him nod to each other, and start to drop their brown combat uniform pants. Odd, thought the London-born former merchant seaman. But then these were commandos: the toughest, meanest bastards around. Best say nothing. They were army, after all. The commandos then pulled kilts out of their bags and put them on. Brady realised what was going on. They were Scots and this was their preferred battle kit. Commandos were drawn from all sorts of regiments, the pick of the crop. There was little chance of them emerging unscathed from this mission, and the Scots were determined to be in their honoured Scottish regimental colours.

Brady grabbed his own kit bag and pulled out a football jersey with thick black-and-white vertical stripes. As he pulled it on over his naval uniform one of the commandos gave him the thumbs up and said: ‘Hey, Newcastle United! Go Magpies.’

‘Nah, mate, Collingwood – in Melbourne. They’re the Aussie Magpies, and they’re fuckin’ winners! Always pull it on when I go into action, and it works ’cause I’m still here.’1

They burst out laughing, breaking the tension for a few precious seconds. On deck all eyes peered into the darkness for any sign of the enemy. At the bow sailors manned the three-pounder gun, while men midship were ready to fire the deadly Oerlikon cannon. The navy men aboard knew that their wooden vessel was little more than a floating matchbox that would quickly burn to the water line if they were hit, but they kept that little fact from the commandos on board – the latter had enough to worry about. The 35-metre patrol boat ML443 raced on through the night towards its destiny.

The small flotilla had moved into attack formation. ML443 was fourth in a column of six motor launches on the port side of the First World War destroyer HMS Campbeltown; another six motor launches lined the starboard side. Each had a navy crew of twelve to man the three-pounder pom-pom gun at the bow and the Oerlikon gun on the afterdeck. Each carried a squad of around a dozen commandos heavily armed with Bren guns, grenades, explosives and, of course, a double-edged Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife, which would become the famous symbol of special forces. At the head of each motor launch column was a torpedo boat. At the very front, leading the strange flotilla, was a heavily armed motor gunboat. To the rear followed a spare motor launch and torpedo boat.

The American-built destroyer was once the USS Buchanan. The rusty old ship had never seen action, but in her 23 years had succeeded in accidentally colliding with a few fishing boats. It was hardly a distinguished career, but now the old rust bucket was being steered towards a destiny that would blaze her name into naval history. HMS Campbeltown had been altered by Royal Navy engineers; two funnels had been cut in half to look like a pre-war German destroyer and armoured plates had been installed around the ship’s bridge. Armoured screens had been erected along the afterdeck to protect commandos who would lie there as the ship sailed into heavy fire towards its target.

This was Operation Chariot, a desperate and highly dangerous mission to destroy the largest dry dock on the German-occupied European coast at St Nazaire at the mouth of the River Loire. The dock had been built by the French before the war to be big enough to repair the world’s largest passenger ships such as the Normandie. Now it was in German hands. It was the only dry dock outside Germany that could accommodate the massive German battleship Tirpitz. Her damaged sister ship Bismarck had been heading to St Nazaire for repairs in May 1941 when the battleship was attacked by a Royal Navy fleet. Bismarck was badly damaged and had to be scuttled. If Tirpitz had a French base for repairs and then to hunt the vital Atlantic convoys that linked Britain with the United States and Canada, it would be all over for besieged Britain. Churchill and military leaders, therefore, decided the dock had to be destroyed.

The RAF bombed the dock repeatedly, but it was solid concrete and heavily defended. Bombs couldn’t be targeted accurately enough to destroy the mechanisms covered in concrete bunkers that made the dry dock work. Key, then, were the huge metal gates that sealed the dry dock, the machines that moved the gates and the water pumps – destroy these and the dry dock was just a big trench of concrete. Campbeltown was the secret weapon.

The idea came from the Battle of Troy thousands of years earlier. It was simple. Campbeltown was to be a Trojan Horse. Disguise it as a German ship so the Germans let it into the harbour. Cram four tonnes of explosive into the bow, then at full speed ram it into the huge gates. Everybody jump ashore before the timer goes off and the ship blows up, destroying the nine-metre-wide hollow gates. Meanwhile, commandos land from motor launches and blow up the pumps. Bingo, dry dock destroyed. Everybody jumps into waiting motor launches and they all go home.

The plan was crazy enough that it might, just might, actually work. Certainly the 6000 Germans guarding St Nazaire didn’t expect an attack to come from the sea; so many guns lined the docks it would be almost certain death. The dry dock lay past these guns eight kilometres up the estuary, the mouth of the River Loire. Shifting shoals and sandbanks made passage difficult. Nobody would be that mad – nobody except 268 commandos and 353 members of the Royal Navy, including several Canadian officers, four Australians and a New Zealander.

Powering along in front of ML443 and Collingwood-clad Brady was motor launch ML307, commanded by Australian Lieutenant Norman Wallis RANVR. The wooden-hulled motor launch was the first command for the 33-year-old reserve officer. Wallis was born in Melbourne and joined up in Sydney shortly after war broke out. On board Wallis’s ML307 was a demolition team of commandos and, among the Royal Navy crew, Australian sailor Able Seaman Donald Croft. The 19-year-old Croft was a tall gangly youngster from Tenterfield in country New South Wales. Also aboard ML307 was Edward Gilling from the London news agency Exchange Telegraph – one of two journalists allowed to go along on the raid to chronicle the ripping yarn.

Wallis knew they were getting close to coming within range of the powerful German shore batteries. Two destroyers, HMS Tynedale and HMS Atherstone, had escorted them from Falmouth but had to pull away when Campbeltown’s flotilla of small boats made the final turn to run into the harbour. It was close to midnight. They were on schedule. Now came the tricky part.

HMS Campbeltown had been gutted to remove as much weight as possible. The plan was to enter the estuary at high tide so the old destroyer could get over shallow sand bars on the southern edge of the mouth of the estuary. If they went through the regular shipping channel it would take them too close to the gun batteries lining the dock. After that it was still several kilometres further up the estuary before the ship, now little more than a giant guided torpedo, could line up on the closed gates and hit them at full speed.

Meanwhile the seventeen motor launches, including the torpedo boats and gunboat MGB314, which carried the commanders of the operation, would land their commandos at specified points along the dock. Each squad had a particular mission.

Group 1, comprising the six launches on the port side of Campbeltown, was to take and hold a concrete jetty to a lighthouse called Old Mole. This was to be the escape point for the entire operation. The commandos on land were to blow up a power station, bridges and locks. This group included boats crewed by the Australians. Group 2, on the starboard side of Campbeltown, was to land on the dock and destroy German artillery and anti-aircraft guns. Group 3, on board Campbeltown, was to blow up the pumps and machinery that opened and closed the dry dock gates.

For weeks the commandos and launch officers had studied a model of St Nazaire constructed from aerial photographs. They’d practised their special tasks until they could do them blindfolded. Each group was divided into assault, demolition and protection squads. If one squad failed or a motor launch blew up before they could complete their task, back-up units knew exactly what to do to take over.

An hour before the flotilla was due to arrive in the estuary, the RAF conducted a rather weak bombing raid on St Nazaire. It was a diversionary tactic only. RAF command wasn’t keen on committing valuable planes to what it considered a looming disaster, but it meant that, at the crucial moment, German eyes were raised to the sky rather than the darkness of the sea. The Germans had turned off their searchlights in case the RAF bombers were using them to home in on the docks.

On the small bridge of the motor gunboat MGB314 out in front of the flotilla the commander of Operation Chariot, Royal Navy Commander Robert Ryder, turned to the man beside him, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Newman, the officer in charge of the commandos. They could hear the air-raid sirens in St Nazaire. They were getting close. Still they hadn’t been spotted. With the dock’s searchlights off they ploughed on like ghosts in the night.

Up on the bridge of HMS Campbeltown the ship’s captain for the mission, Lieutenant Commander Stephen Halden Beattie, suddenly felt the old vessel shudder. He heard a scraping sound under the keel as the ship slid over the sand bar. Just as well they’d stripped the ship of all internal walls and timed it right for high tide. While the destroyer’s big guns had been removed, they’d been replaced by a quick-firing twelve-pounder in the bow and eight twenty-millimetre Oerlikons. The warship on its last voyage was powerfully equipped for close-action battle. The four tonnes of explosive hidden behind false bulkheads in the bow had been primed and timers set for it to explode at 3.30am – two hours after they were scheduled to ram into the dry dock gates. If that failed to go off, further carefully hidden timers were set to explode eight hours and even a final one to go off ten hours after ramming. The danger was the Germans would find the timers for the explosives and defuse them. If they defused one, even two, the Germans would probably think they’d defused the lot. The carefully hidden ten-hour timer ensured the explosives would go up in the end.

Major Bill Copland, in charge of the commandos on Campbeltown and second in charge of the commandos’ operation, ordered his men to lie down on the deck behind the eighteen-inch (forty-five-centimetre) steel plates. They had ladders and ropes handy because they would have to get off quickly once they struck the gates. Before that, it was going to get very hot. A veteran of the 1917 Battle of Passchendaele, Copland was a nuggety fighting man who knew the heat of combat.

At 1.22am the flotilla was still eight minutes from reaching the dry dock when suddenly the dock searchlights went on, flashing arcs across the water trying to pick out what was out there in the darkness. HMS Campbeltown was flying a red, black and white German naval flag. Flying a false flag is a long-accepted naval tactic, a ruse de guerre that complies with the Geneva Convention – so long as you haul down the false flag and hoist your own flag before you open fire. When the searchlights quickly found Campbeltown and the motor launches steaming into the estuary, the German guns hesitated to open fire, confused by the German flag and the German appearance of this strange vessel and its posse of small boats.

A shore naval signal light demanded they identify themselves. The raiders had a couple more tricks up their sleeves to stave off the inevitable attack. Commander Ryder on MGB314 replied in a German code the Royal Navy had discovered earlier on a captured German fishing boat. Immediately the Germans fired a few bursts from a shore battery, ordering the flotilla to stop. Maybe it was an outdated code.

Captain Beattie on Campbeltown immediately signalled to the shore in German: ‘Ship being fired on by friendly forces.’ Ryder sent the same signal. Anything that might delay the bombardment a few moments longer. Another warning shot, landing closer this time. More shore guns opened fire, including deadly anti-aircraft guns.

Beattie knew that the game was up. It was 1.28am and it was amazing they’d got this far without being fired on. The tricks had bought them an extra five minutes of precious time. They were still 1.6 kilometres from the dry dock – about six minutes at the old ship’s current speed of 10 knots.

As shells started to land around his ship, Beattie shouted the blood-stirring order that had been shouted by navy captains since the days of Nelson: ‘Hoist Battle Ensign!’ and ordered full speed.

In a flash the German naval flag came down and the famous Royal Navy White Ensign, the biggest flag on the ship, flew to the top of the mast. Instantaneously every gun on Campbeltown opened fire on the shore. Commandos fired mortars and Bren guns, trying to knock out the searchlights.

The Germans too had fingers poised on triggers. The moment they saw the German flag start to lower, more than a hundred guns on the docks poured fire at point-blank range into the tiny flotilla, most of all at the biggest target, the old destroyer. Tracer lit up the night. The noise was deafening. White-hot metal slammed into the steel plates lining Campbeltown. Sailors manning the guns fired back at the gun flashes on shore.

As soon as the furious gunfight began, the launches also ran up their White Ensign flags. It boosted the spirits of the men in the little boats. A searchlight stabbing through the dark landed on Wallis’s ML307. The Australian skipper slammed the throttle to full and the powerful twin 650-horsepower engine kicked up to maximum revs. The wooden boat surged forward just as tracer from the shore battery ripped across the water seeking out the fragile vessel. Wallis knew the light and highly flammable launch made from plywood would go straight up if heavy German machine-gun fire hit them. The launches were built for coastal and river patrols, not attacking enemy fortresses. The boat’s Oerlikon fired non-stop, the bow gun firing as quickly as possible. Among the confusion and deadly hail of bullets Wallis concentrated on finding the Old Mole lighthouse jetty, where he was to land his commandos.

Behind Wallis’s ML307 raced ML306 with an ANZAC contingent in the crew. Second in command on ML306, sixth in the Group 1 column, was 29-year-old Sub-Lieutenant Patrick Wallace Landy RANVR, from Ipswich, Queensland. In the crew was New Zealander Telegraphist Russell Hunter Newman RNZN, a 21 year old from Taranaki on the North Island who had joined up two years earlier and been seconded to the Royal Navy coastal defence forces, where telegraphists were in heavy demand. Their boat swerved and accelerated as it took evasive action to avoid the heavy fire pouring at them from the dock.

Leading the flotilla, the motor gunboat MGB314 with the operation commanders on board roared into the narrow mouth of the estuary. Through the gun flashes and searchlights Ryder suddenly saw the huge gates to the dry dock ahead. A German guard ship was anchored just 200 metres ahead, blocking their path. MGB314 was too close for the guard ship to lower its big guns on them, so she circled around, every gun blazing at the guard ship. On the bow of MGB314 Able Seaman Bill Savage RN opened fire with the pom-pom gun, hitting the German vessel with every shot. The following motor launches arrived and joined in, pouring fire into the hapless guard ship. Within minutes it was ablaze and out of action.

HMS Campbeltown was being raked by a storm of fire, shells slamming through the steel panels and AA fire ripping up and down its decks. Sailors manning the unprotected Oerlikons were mown down. The bridge was copping it hard. Beattie saw the gates ahead. They were coming up fast. He turned to rap out a steering correction, but he saw the coxswain at the wheel collapse, blood pouring from wounds. The sailor who took his place was immediately shot down. Lieutenant Nigel Tibbits, second in command, jumped forward, took the wheel and steered the ship back on target to the dry dock gates. Three of the starboard launches had made it to the docks close by Campbeltown, ready to offload commandos and take on survivors. Tibbits shouted a warning as he saw that the small boats were in the line of fire aimed at the destroyer. Several copped direct hits and the men either leaped overboard for their lives or scrambled onto stairs that led to the dock above.

Beattie felt a bump as Campbeltown at full speed drove over the top of the torpedo net hanging in front of the dry dock gates. The middle of the gates was now 100 metres ahead. Tibbits altered course slightly to head straight for it. Major Copland, standing on deck in front of the bridge, grabbed hold of a solid rail.

‘Hold on!’ he yelled to the men around him. He later wrote: ‘We hung on like grim death to any projection expecting a terrific shock and then – impact! The debris from our own impact fell all about our bows. Sparks, dirt and planks seemed to fly everywhere and from our bows poured a dense white smoke.’2

The old destroyer slammed into the gates plum centre, its impetus carrying the ship’s bow high over the black gates, rising into the air. Enemy fire continued to assault the Campbeltown. Sailors still on their feet fired the Oerlikons back with devastating effect, clearing the gates and surrounding docks of German soldiers. Commandos threw ladders over the side and scrambled down the ship to the crumpled gates to carry out their assignments. Corporal AF Woodiwiss was first down the ladder, only to discover the ship had ridden so high over the gates the ladder didn’t reach the bottom and he had to jump the last few metres.

The commandos were well trained in parachute landing and jumping down from roofs, so Woodiwiss completed a combat roll and came up firing. ‘I saw a potato masher [German hand grenade] flying towards me. I fly-kicked this, luckily hitting the handle and it went back where it came from and sorted out the group who had hurled it.

‘After bitter hand to hand fighting I eliminated the sentries, forced my way into the gun position and sprayed the gun crew with my Tommy gun.’3 Woodiwiss wrapped explosives around the breech and destroyed the gun and went on to attack more guns and oil tanks.

Beattie looked at his watch: it was 1.34am. The skipper turned to Tibbits to utter one of the great British understatements: ‘Well there we are … four minutes late.’4

Meanwhile the motor launches were being decimated in the maelstrom of gunfire from the docks. Their wooden hulls offered no protection and several simply blew up as AA fire hit their fuel tanks. Officers like Australians Wallis and Landy were trying to make sense out of the chaos, searching for their allotted landing points to offload their commandos. Ordinary Seaman Ralph Batteson RN manning the Oerlikon on ML306 later recounted that, cool as a cucumber, Landy stood pointing out targets on the shore. The Germans were switching off the searchlights as soon as they came under fire, then turning them on again. On a moving boat it was hard to pinpoint the land target. Batteson recalled Landy ordering: ‘Hang on, don’t swing away from that setting, mark it in your mind and keep it there and then as soon as they light up again let ’em have it.’5 Batteson said the trick worked and he destroyed at least one searchlight.

Beside the landstruck HMS Campbeltown Ryder in MGB314 managed to get his commandos ashore, but for most launches the attack had become a nightmare. The water was ablaze with burning launches. Floating bodies of commandos and sailors could be seen by the light of burning fuel in the water.

Wallis’s ML307, Brady’s ML443, Landy’s ML306 and three other motor launches from Group 1 were desperately manoeuvring around the Old Mole lighthouse jetty. They were too close in now for the shore batteries to lower their guns at them, but Germans with machine guns raked the launches from the higher dock position. One launch managed to land its fifteen commandos on a nearby slipway. It was a critical turning point that created a toehold on the docks for what was supposed to be the escape point for all the commandos and crew of the Campbeltown, 400 metres away around the dock.

Wallis seized his chance to take ML307 in close to the Mole jetty. He roared in at 18 knots hoping to escape the fusillade of fire from the two pillboxes on the concrete dock. He tore his eyes away from the bodies in the water as he dodged and weaved around several burning and destroyed launches. Small-arms fire ripped at them from the dock. Wallis knew he wasn’t carrying a fighting unit of commandos, but seven specialist demolition experts, a commando doctor and the journalist Edward Gilling; he feared the landing team couldn’t fight its way ashore.

Don Croft later described what happened when they reached the Mole jetty. ‘The skipper brought the Fairmile [launch] nearby but already one boat was on fire and another was shot up so badly and seemed to be without life. This was right in our path.’ Wallis manoeuvred the boat around the lighthouse to try to land on the upstream side of the jetty. Just as he nosed the boat towards the jetty, the bow became stuck in the mud a few metres short of the wall.

‘At that moment a German soldier appeared on top of the Mole and threw grenades in our direction. Fortunately they dropped over our deck or fell short, exploding in the water.’6 Two commandos on deck opened fire and killed the German. More grenades rained down on them, but the men on the boat kicked them overboard. They had to be quick. A commando officer climbed on a soldier’s shoulders with a Bren gun to try to reach the German up on the jetty, but the gun’s recoil knocked him back down to the deck.

As Wallis tried to reverse out of the mud, the stern swung around and bumped against the end of the jetty. With machine-gun bullets whipping around them, Ordinary Seaman Stan Roberts holding the stern rope stepped onto the stone steps aiming to tie the boat to the jetty. However, Wallis and the commando Captain Bradley agreed it was impossible to make the landing – they would be cut down the instant they left the launch. Wallis recalled Roberts to the boat, and reversed at full power to get out of the mud holding the vessel. More grenades lobbed around the boat and machine-gun fire ripped into them from the dock. Finally, with a shudder, the mud released the battered boat.

Wallis reversed from the jetty, every gun firing. Croft reached down and pulled a commando from the water. Dr David Paton, who was the medical officer for the assault, saw a dear friend of his, Captain Birney, struggling in the water. Paton reached out and managed to get a tenuous grip on Birney’s hand, but a sudden surge from the engines broke the hold and Birney drifted away. James Dorrian, one of the expert historians on Operation Chariot, wrote that the repulse of ML307 from the Mole jetty ‘to all intents and purposes ended the battle for control of the Mole’. Dorrian said ML307 was the last of the launches of Group 1 to get anywhere near effecting a landing. The mission had lost its chance of an organised evacuation.

The next boat in the column, ML443 with Brady on board in his Collingwood jumper, was in deep trouble. The skipper was dead. The next officer in charge had joined the mission at the last moment and hadn’t done the training with the model of St Nazaire. He hadn’t even been told there was a lighthouse at the end of the jetty, and with searchlights blinding him, he was lost in the confusion. When he did find the jetty, ML307 had already withdrawn. He was faced with a wall of burning boats and withering fire from the docks.

The skipper of Sub-Lieutenant Landy’s ML306 tried to bring his boat into the Mole jetty but they too were struck with devastating fire from the docks. As burning boats blocked their way the commandos urged the skipper to drop them ashore further away from the jetty, but the skipper knew the chance of making a successful landing against the high walls of the dock under heavy fire was slim at best. Reluctantly ML306 turned for the open sea.

A dozen motor launches had entered the estuary but only two managed to set their commandos ashore. Seven were destroyed or sinking, the burning hulks lighting up the night. There would be no evacuation. The commandos from Campbeltown and the two launches were on their own.

Captain Beattie’s orders were to abandon ship once HMS Campbeltown struck the dock gates, but he was holding on to give covering fire from the ship’s Oerlikons as commandos ran from the stranded ship over open ground towards the pump house. Boots pounding on concrete, the first commandos killed Germans manning nearby guns and raced on. They were supposed to number sixty, but many had fallen wounded or killed. Only forty-one were left to make the attack on foot. Demolition teams made it to the pump house, descended the ladders, placed their charges and got out with seconds to spare before the pumps blew.

Beattie methodically walked through his wrecked ship to make sure no one was left behind. He was the last to abandon ship and climb the ladder down to the gate. As commandos spread out along the dock they discovered they couldn’t meet up with the commandos they expected to arrive from the Mole jetty. Their escape route was blocked. Fresh fire came down from above. German machine gunners were firing from the roof of the submarine pens on the other side of the docks. All commando radios were out. It was confusion. But amid all that, the commandos succeeded in also blowing up the dock operating machinery.

MGB314 and another motor launch from Group 2 pulled in alongside the damaged dry dock gates, and the wounded from Campbeltown were lowered aboard. Meanwhile about 100 commandos and sailors from Campbeltown and the boats remained on land. They were in small scattered groups moving inland towards the town of St Nazaire. Before the mission they had worked out a plan that if they couldn’t be evacuated by sea, they would make their way overland heading south all the way to Spain. But first they had to cross a lot of open space with German soldiers everywhere looking for them. One by one they were being picked off.

Beattie and Tibbits were on the last motor launch to pull away from the dock near Campbeltown. More than fifty men, many of them wounded, were crammed on the launch. They were moving back down the estuary to make their escape when a German shell landed right on the bridge. Tibbits was killed instantly. Beattie had stepped away just moments earlier to comfort the wounded. They were now all in the water, many going straight to the bottom.

HMS Campbeltown was sinking by the stern. Ryder, on MGB314, was concerned the ship would slide back off the gates before it exploded. The two-hour timer was due to go off soon. He saw a fierce firefight on the docks; the trapped commandos. He watched as somebody, most likely one of the Campbeltown crew, climbed back on board the abandoned ship and manned the Oerlikon, firing it at the Germans who were pinning down the commandos. The brave action by the unknown sailor brought concentrated fire on his position. Ryder saw the man drop. His gun fell silent. It was just one of the incredible acts of courage that night.

Just seven of the original seventeen motor launches and the larger gunboat MGB314 reached the open sea. The blood-splattered boats included ML307 with Australians Wallis and Croft and ML443 with Brady still in his Collingwood jersey. ML306 with twenty-six men on board, including Australian Pat Landy and New Zealander Russell Newman, was well ahead and out of sight of the others. Just when they thought they’d escaped the hellfire, a jaguar with real teeth was heading their way.

Jaguar was one of five German torpedo boats out looking for the raiders. It was still dark at 5.30am when Jaguar’s spotlight picked up the struggling launch. Manning the aft Lewis machine gun was commando Sergeant Thomas Durrant, still angry he hadn’t been able to join his mates on the shore. He was already wounded but wasn’t going down without a fight. As Jaguar raced in firing its guns, Durrant opened fire with the Lewis, trying to hit the torpedo boat’s bridge and kill the spotlight. Another bullet slammed into Durrant but he didn’t stop, firing drum after drum of bullets at the far bigger German vessel. The German commander roared straight at the annoying little launch to ram it. But the navy crew, including Landy and Newman, along with the commandos, especially Durrant, refused to give in. They relentlessly fired on the Germans as the Jaguar roared past once more, raking the smaller stricken vessel in return.

Finally, after forty-five long minutes the gallant men of ML306 could fight no longer. Almost everyone on board was wounded to some extent and their ammunition was gone. The boat’s skipper, Lieutenant Ian Henderson RN, was mortally wounded. Sub-Lieutenant Landy was badly wounded, as was Philip Dark, the other sub-lieutenant. At gunpoint the Germans boarded the blood-soaked wooden launch to take it as a prize. The only officer left standing was commando Lieutenant Ronald Swayne, the skin of one of his hands badly burned. In fine military tradition Swayne pulled his commando Fairbairn-Sykes dagger and reversed it to offer the launch’s surrender to the commander of Jaguar, Korvettenkapitän Friedrich Paul. Despite receiving the best medical attention from his captors, Sergeant Durrant died of his twenty-five wounds. After the war Kapitän Paul’s report of Durrant’s courage led to the sergeant receiving a posthumous Victoria Cross. Landy, Newman and the surviving crew and commandos spent the rest of the war in a POW camp.

As dawn broke over St Nazaire, German patrol boats moved in amongst the wreckage to pull survivors from the water. German officers and guards climbed onto the wreckage of Campbeltown, still stuck fast on top of the gates. The two-hour timer hadn’t gone off. It was ten o’clock and the second timer should have gone up half an hour ago. The commandos who had been captured or lay in hiding began to fear the mission had failed. Had the Germans found the detonators and defused the explosives? The commandos and captured navy men knew they couldn’t give any indication to the Germans that the ship was a ticking bomb. They had to stop themselves looking at watches or showing signs of concern. They acted with affected nonchalance, whistling and joking together as though it had all been a jolly bit of sport they’d played and lost.

The Germans were mystified. Why go to all the trouble of ramming a ship into the gates like that? Were the British mad? They must have known the ship could be pulled off and the gates repaired. The Germans believed they had just had a huge victory against a desperate and crazy enemy. Official propaganda units rolled up to take photos of triumphant German officers standing astride the shipwreck. They photographed the captives – and the dead bodies of commandos lying on the dock.

At eleven o’clock the Jaguar pulled into the harbour to offload the captives from ML306. St Nazaire was returning to normal. French civilians emerged to gaze in wonder at the scenes of devastation, in particular the incredible sight of the British warship astride the massive gates of the dry dock. Then, at 11.30am, the timers buried deep inside the bow of the old destroyer finally clicked over and the huge mass of explosive blew up. The enormous force of the explosion sent the remainder of the old ship hurling forward onto the dry dock. Beneath it the gates of the dry dock were ripped asunder. Water poured into the dry dock. More than 150 Germans who were on board souveniring bits of the Campbeltown simply disappeared. The plucky old ship had performed her final duty.

The sound of the blast reached the prisoners kilometres away. They broke into cheers, and the wounded who were able smiled and gave a thumbs up. Angry guards quickly silenced them. The Germans were furious they’d been duped. The German port commander had been berating Captain Beattie for his stupidity in mounting such a pointless attack when the blast smashed the windows and sent glass crashing to the floor. The German commander was livid to be shown up in the most embarrassing way possible. His teams should have found the explosives. His face paled. The Führer would not be pleased. He slowly realised this was the end for him; probably the ultimate end.

The few commandos still in hiding shook hands and clapped each other on the back. But still they’d have to lie low for some time. The Germans wouldn’t rest until they’d captured every raider. Eventually, in one of the great escape stories of the war, five commandos made it all the way to Spain and returned to England.

Of the 621 men of the Royal Navy and commandos who took part in the raid, only 228 returned to England. Nearly a third of the force were killed – 105 Royal Navy and sixty-four commandos – and were buried by the Germans with full military honours. Another 215 became prisoners of war. Despite the heavy losses, Operation Chariot was a complete success. Nazi Germany abandoned plans to deploy its massive battleships in the Atlantic. Tirpitz was stuck in a Norwegian fjord, unable to be properly repaired in a dry dock. Britain’s essential convoys from America and Canada continued.

The importance of the raid on St Nazaire was far more than the destruction of the dry dock. News of the successful raid provided an enormous boost to morale in Britain at a time when all was at its bleakest. America had joined the war against Germany and Japan four months earlier, but it took three months before the first US troops arrived in Britain. Britain had just lost Singapore, and the United States had just been forced out of the Philippines. For Churchill the raid proved to the United States that Britain was still fighting the war, taking the fight right up to the Germans. It also forced the German high command to devote far more troops than it wished to coastal defences for fear of another such daring commando raid.

Three Australians who took part in the greatest commando raid of the war made it back to England. ML307 skippered by Lieutenant Norman Wallis with Able Seaman Donald Croft in the crew and ML443 with Ordinary Seaman Patrick Brady still wearing his lucky Collingwood jersey managed to sail all the way back to Falmouth. It was a highly creditable feat of seamanship.

Australian Sub-Lieutenant Pat Landy and New Zealander Telegraphist Russell Newman from ML306 spent the rest of the war as POWs. A group photo of the naval officers from the raid taken in their Stalag prison shows Landy in the full naval uniform in which he was captured.

Eighty-nine medals were awarded from the raid on St Nazaire, including five Victoria Crosses – to Captain Beattie, Lieutenant Colonel Newman, Commander Ryder, and posthumous VCs to Sergeant Durrant on Landy’s ML306 and Able Seaman William Savage, who manned the forward gun on MGB314.

Lieutenant Norman Wallis was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross. Collingwood fan, Ordinary Seaman Patrick Brady, was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal for bravery.

Many years after the war former Korvettenkapitän Friedrich Paul met up with former Lieutenant Ronald Swayne. The German skipper reached into a case and returned the commando dagger he had accepted from Swayne when he surrendered the bleeding and battered ML306. The blade of the knife had been snapped off by an American soldier when Paul was captured at the end of the war, and Paul offered to have a new blade inserted. Swayne said no, it was right to leave the broken blade as it was.7
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