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           This book is dedicated to those who lost their lives in British ‘Special Forces’ operations – both before and after the SAS
         and SBS were actually formed. I salute the ‘cold courage’ of those who knew in advance that they were taking incredible risks
         for their country.
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      FOREWORD

      
      by Andy McNab

      
      I have little doubt that the private collection of British Special Forces medals that Lord Ashcroft started to assemble in
         1988 now forms the largest of its kind in the world. The collection, however, is remarkable not just for its size but also
         its variety and the number of years that it spans.
      

      
      Even though I served in the Regiment (the SAS) for a decade until 1993, I was unaware that there were Special Forces-style
         operations going on as early as the Crimean War. After all, this conflict is traditionally renowned, not for its intelligence-led
         forays behind enemy lines, but for conventional warfare that led to the needless loss of life in the Charge of the Light Brigade.
         Yet, the very first medal highlighted in this book – a VC for Lieutenant (later Rear Admiral) John Bythesea – is for a typical
         SAS operation in which a two-man undercover team slipped unnoticed deep into enemy territory during the Crimean War to ambush
         a party delivering mailbags containing Russian secrets. This was all happening in 1855 – almost a century before the SAS was
         even formed.
      

      
      In his book, Lord Ashcroft uses the medals and the men who were awarded them to recount how the Special Forces developed over
         the next 150 years. He tells some remarkable stories of valour throughout the Second World War and involving a series of conflicts and incidents right up to the two Gulf Wars. This is a book full of accounts
         of outstanding bravery in the face of incredible hardship. Having carried out covert operations with the Regiment in Northern
         Ireland, I particularly enjoyed the accounts of courage behind the medals that were awarded to some of the men whom I served
         with during the Troubles. Many of these stories have had to remain shrouded in mystery for years for security reasons. Only
         now that we have peace in the province are tales of the bravery that took place in the fight against the IRA beginning to
         emerge.
      

      
      Today the Regiment, which evolved from the 1st Special Air Service and other specialist fighting units formed during the Second
         World War, remains the most élite fighting force in the world. No other military unit uses the combination of highly trained
         men, brilliant intelligence and serious firepower with such devastating consequences against those who confront it.
      

      
      Having met with Lord Ashcroft to discuss his book, I know that he has pursued a lifelong fascination with bravery and has
         a real passion for medals that are associated with great deeds of courage. His decision to put the trust’s collection of VCs
         – the largest in the world – on public display shows, too, his commitment to creating a centre of excellence for bravery at
         the Imperial War Museum that can be enjoyed by the nation.
      

      
      When I wrote Bravo Two Zero and Immediate Action, the two books about my career in the Regiment, I hoped to bring the skilled and daring work of the SAS to a wider audience
         but without compromising its security. As someone who has served proudly with the Regiment and who has been fortunate enough to be twice awarded gallantry medals for
         my actions, I am certain that Special Forces Heroes will also bring the achievements of Special Forces soldiers to a larger, and appreciative, audience. I commend Lord Ashcroft
         for his diligence in researching this book so carefully. I have no doubt that it is a labour of love that will be enjoyed
         and cherished by those who read it.
      

      



      
      
      PREFACE

      
      It is less than straightforward to divide bravery into subsections. However, as someone with a lifelong interest in the subject,
         I would argue there are broadly two types of valour – spur-of-the-moment bravery and cold courage, the latter involving advanced
         planning.
      

      
      I have nothing but admiration for those who have been decorated for spur-of-the-moment bravery, perhaps a serviceman who,
         in the heat of battle and with his blood up, risked his life to save a wounded friend and/or comrade. Many such men have
         rightly been awarded the Victoria Cross, Britain’s most prestigious military bravery award, and other decorations for their
         sterling actions.
      

      
      This book, however, deals primarily with premeditated cold courage. It takes a truly special sort of valour to go undercover
         behind enemy lines, or to be part of a small, élite unit on a hit-and-run raid against a far larger force. The participant
         knows that he is putting his life on the line to a far greater extent than most servicemen do regularly in their line of duty.
         If the mission goes wrong, the serviceman knows that, at best, he might be captured and kept as a prisoner of war for months
         or even years. At worst, he might be seized, tortured, mutilated and killed. The more difficult and daring the operation becomes, the less are the chances that those on it will return.
      

      
      Special Forces Heroes is not intended to be a history of the British Special Forces – history books have been written with great success by others.
         Neither is it meant to be the definitive book detailing all the heroes of Britain’s Special Forces over the years. Instead,
         the book deals solely with the collection of gallantry medals that I started to build up two decades ago. These medals were
         generally awarded to servicemen for Special Forces or Commando-style operations – even though some of the recipients were
         not members of the Special Air Service (SAS) or Special Boat Service (SBS).
      

      
      Today, these medals – which form the largest private collection of such British decorations in the world – are owned by a
         trust, which was set up to care for and protect them. It is also responsible for preserving the collection of Victoria Crosses
         – at more than 150, once again the largest in the world – that I first began to amass in 1986. This VC collection formed the
         basis for my book Victoria Cross Heroes, which was first published in 2006 to mark the 150th anniversary of the VC. Incidentally, the collection will go on public
         display from 2010, following my donation to the opening of a new gallery at the Imperial War Museum in London.
      

      
      The first VC I bought was at auction and had been awarded to Leading Seaman James Magennis, a submariner, for his astonishing
         bravery towards the end of the Second World War. Originally intended as a one-off, this first purchase led me to want to build
         a collection of bravery medals that would do justice to their recipients, outstanding servicemen from Britain and the Commonwealth who had risked their lives, and in many cases given their lives,
         in being awarded the official honours. At first I thought I would collect VCs only, because there are so many stories of bravery
         in our armed forces that I feared, otherwise, it would be difficult to know where to start and where to stop.
      

      
      However, my first purchase of a medal for Commando or Special Forces-type operations came in the summer of 1988 when I learnt
         that the medals of Corporal William ‘Bill’ Sparks were being auctioned at Sotheby’s. Sparks, a Royal Marine, was one of the
         famous Cockleshell Heroes, who had carried out a daring raid behind enemy lines in December 1942. I found it astonishing that
         a group of men had undertaken such a difficult and dangerous assignment when they knew there was an incredibly high chance
         they would either die or be captured. The Cockleshell Heroes and the Dambusters were two missions that had enthralled me since
         childhood. I had seen the film The Cockleshell Heroes – in all its black-and-white glory – shortly after it came out at the end of 1955 when I was just nine years old, watching
         open-mouthed, and at the end I felt totally in awe of the bravery of those who had participated in the operation.
      

      
      Twelve men were taken across the Channel in a submarine and then left to paddle up one of occupied France’s largest estuaries
         in their small canoes with their faces blackened. Before they set out, they were warned by their commanding officer – who
         had come up with the idea for the operation – that their own safety came second to the success of the mission. They were even
         told that if they succeeded in blowing up their targets – enemy ships – they would be on their own because it was too difficult and dangerous
         for anyone to come to fetch them. In short, they were told they should try to get from near Bordeaux in south-west France
         to Spain, using their own initiative in an unfamiliar country swarming with German soldiers and their informants. Yet still
         these men – motivated by a desire to fight for their country, for freedom and for their comrades – unhesitatingly agreed to
         climb out of their submarine into canoes and embark on a mission that would cost eight of them their lives. I find such raw
         courage utterly astonishing and deeply moving.
      

      
      After successfully bidding for Sparks’s medals, I decided that I would occasionally expand my collection to include bravery
         medals in general – not just VCs. So now and again, when a medal with a fascinating story comes up – perhaps one with a quirk
         of history, an unusual location for a battle, an outstanding piece of team work or an incredible example of courage – I’ll
         bid for it. This buying process has generally accelerated over the years and I have developed a particular interest in SAS
         and Special Forces-style operations. One thing led to another, and now there is this second collection of gallantry and service
         medals, which is separate from the VC collection. Today, the second collection involves the medals of forty-four men.
      

      
      History books rightly record that the immediate origins of the British Special Forces lie in the early years of the Second
         World War. I make no apology, however, for applying the term and the title of the book, Special Forces Heroes, more loosely – to medals won for daring hit-and-run raids against a far bigger military force, for missions deep behind enemy lines and the like. I am therefore, in some cases,
         writing about incidents that go back to the mid-nineteenth century, when some of the basic tactics later adopted by the SAS
         and the SBS were first used by British servicemen.
      

      
      I also make no apologies for once again recounting a handful of the stories that appeared in Victoria Cross Heroes because they involve Special Forces-type operations. In each case, the stories are told differently. If the two books very
         occasionally overlap, so be it. Frankly, the accounts of derring-do are so incredible that they are worth telling at least
         twice. Neither do I apologise for including a handful of medals that have no obvious link with Special Forces: for incidents
         which took place in Northern Ireland at the height of the work in the province carried out by the SAS and other British security
         and intelligence groups.
      

      
      I have gone to great lengths not to reveal sensitive information about national security or to endanger the safety of individual
         former servicemen, notably those who operated in Northern Ireland. In certain cases, I have changed the names of some of the
         men who feature in this book, either at their request or because I have been unable to trace them and do not want to put them
         at risk. For security reasons, too, I am not giving the dates of birth of men who served after the Second World War, or the
         towns or villages in which they now live. Furthermore, in a small number of instances, I have chosen not to reveal the date
         the gallantry awards were gazetted, or an individual’s rank or regiment. This has, once again, been done so that there can
         be nothing that leads to them being identified. In short, I have erred on the side of caution on anything to do with personal safety, but without holding back from telling
         the men’s sensational stories.
      

      
      I have been deeply moved by many of the stories I have researched. I also share the sense of anger of many SAS men that the
         bravery of soldiers during the Battle of Mirbat in Oman has never been properly recognised. As a result, I have now sponsored
         the Battle of Mirbat Memorial, at the National Memorial Arboretum in Staffordshire, to commemorate the courage of the men
         from 22 SAS on 19 July 1972.
      

      
      Finally, some of the language used by the former servicemen in their interviews is a little colourful. I have chosen not to
         censor their words, other than to insert some asterisks in place of appropriate letters so as not to cause unnecessary offence.
      

   



      
      

      
      
      When you go home, tell them of us and say,
      

      
      For your tomorrow, we gave our today.
      




      
      Epitaph at the Kohima Memorial in Burma, which marks the loss of Allied lives in repulsing the Japanese 15th Army towards
         the end of the Second World War. The words are attributed to John Maxwell Edmonds (1875–1958), an English classicist.
      

      



      
      
      1

      
      ORIGINS OF THE
BRITISH SPECIAL FORCES

      
      According to Greek legend, as narrated by Homer and others, the Trojan War was waged against the city of Troy in around 1200
         BC. At one point during the war, it was said that Troy was besieged by the Acheaens (Mycenaean Greeks) for almost a decade.
         In the Greeks’ determination to end the war, they devised a ruse, and a giant hollow wooden horse, an animal that was sacred
         to the Trojans, was built. It was filled with soldiers and left outside the besieged city, while the rest of the Greek army
         appeared to retreat. The Trojans, believing the war was over, dragged the wooden horse into the city and drunkenly celebrated
         their apparent victory. At night, up to 3,000 men crept out of the horse and opened the gates of the city to their comrades,
         who were by now waiting outside. After a fierce battle, the Greeks won control of Troy and later burnt it to the ground.
      

      
      The story of the Trojan Horse is, of course, largely, if not wholly, fictitious but, if there was ever an early inspiration
         for the modern-day Special Forces, surely this was it. Given the success of the plan, however, I find it surprising how few
         real-life Commando or Special Forces-style operations there were around the world between 1200 BC and the Second World War.
         This was partly because military leaders over the centuries – even fearless, ruthless warriors such as Ghengis Khan – had a bizarre sense
         of fair play. It was one thing to decapitate, bludgeon or, latterly, shoot a rival dead – even to rape and pillage – but it
         was considered cowardly and lacking in glory to deceive the enemy, or to mount devious hit-and-run raids against him.
      

      
      It is true that Alexander the Great, the Greek king who conquered the world in the fourth century BC, had his élite forces
         that enabled him to remain undefeated on the battlefield. So, too, did the Romans and the Persians as they built their great
         empires, but even such formidable armies still lacked the element of stealth that is associated with modern-day Special Forces
         operations.
      

      
      As recently as the nineteenth century, only isolated examples of what might be loosely described as Commando or Special Forces-style
         operations can be found in the records of the British military. In 1800, Colonel Coote Manningham raised an Experimental Corps
         of Riflemen, which later became a regiment in the regular Army. The soldiers were armed with a new precision rifle, and the
         Experimental Corps of Riflemen was considered a force of sharpshooters and scouts who were taught to think for themselves
         rather than simply follow orders. Even in a traditional armed conflict they were unconventional, going into battle not in
         line, but in skirmishing formations ahead of the main infantry. Despite their variations to the norm, however, they were not
         so different from the regular Army and cannot be looked upon as anything approaching a modern-day Special Forces unit.
      

      
      
      Just a few years later, towards the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the Russian officer Denis Davidoff was in charge of a small,
         but effective, force of Hussars and Cossacks that repeatedly took on the might of Napoleon’s army. His partisan unit raided
         and harassed the French force all the way to Moscow and back with a series of hit-and-run raids and the occasional more conventional
         confrontation.
      

      
      It is ironic, perhaps, that the Crimean War of 1854–6 – famous for the crass stupidity of the Charge of the Light Brigade,
         resulting in dreadful loss of life – also provides an early and successful example of a Commando or Special Forces raid. The
         earliest medal in the trust’s Special Forces collection is a VC awarded to Lieutenant (later Rear Admiral) John Bythesea that
         was purchased at auction in 2007.
      

      
      Yet after the Crimean War, no push to develop special operations further is evident. The First World War of 1914–18, which
         claimed the lives of more than ten million military personnel and civilians, will always be remembered for its trench warfare.
         On the Western Front, tactics were employed that are the antithesis of Commando and Special Forces operations. Day after day,
         military commanders sent thousands of men ‘over the top’ and to their deaths just to make minuscule advances along a narrow
         battlefield. It is true there were some premeditated activities during land battles in the Great War that loosely had a Special
         Forces theme – including trench raids by small units to gather documents and to capture prisoners – but these were the exception
         rather than the rule.
      

      
      
      In the years between the two world wars, little thought was given to the development of special operations. H.E. Fox-Davies,
         a subaltern in the Durham Light Infantry, did, however, write a paper in which he highlighted the need for small bodies of
         specially trained men to be used against specific targets. The paper, seen and admired by at least one general, argued that
         the force would be able to create significant damage to the enemy, out of proportion to the number of men it required. General
         Wavell gave Fox-Davies the chance to try out his scheme on manoeuvres but nothing really came of the idea.
      

      
      More important was the development of the Special Night Squads (SNS) established by Charles Orde Wingate, a British Army officer,
         in 1936. The joint force of British soldiers and Jewish Settlement Police was used during the Arab revolt of 1936–9. Wingate
         used a group of hand-picked men to carry out surprise ambushes. The force was highly successful in halting attacks by Arab
         guerrillas on the pipeline of the Iraqi Petroleum Company. The effectiveness of the force was matched only by its brutality
         – Wingate personally lined up suspected terrorists and rioters and shot them in cold blood, and his men were equally ruthless.
         Martin van Creveld, the Israeli military historian, wrote that the men’s training included ‘how to kill without compunction;
         how to interrogate prisoners by shooting every tenth man to make the rest talk; and how to deter future terrorists by pushing
         the heads of captured ones into pools of oil and then freeing them to tell the story’. The ferocity of the tactics earned
         criticism as well as praise and in 1938 the SNS – forerunner of the SAS – was disbanded and Wingate was ordered out of Palestine.
      

      
      It was only after the start of the Second World War, however, that Britain started to give serious consideration to the idea
         of forming small élite forces – specially trained and equipped – to carry out special operations. This new line of thinking
         was not prompted by the fact that other nations, notably the Germans, had surged ahead in this type of warfare, leaving Britain
         lagging behind. Far from it, Britain led the way and proved that there was – and, of course, still is – a place for such units
         on the modern-day battlefield.
      

      
      In his book British Special Forces, William Seymour writes of special operations: ‘These demand a particular skill, exceptional courage, a certain amount of
         imagination (but not too much), and the will-power to go on to the end, come what may; all of which are well suited to the
         British character with its love of adventure, willingness to accept hardship and risk, and propensity for individualism.’
      

      
      Seymour, a full-time soldier who served in the Special Forces during the war, added: ‘Perhaps it is an island race whose men
         have the blood of seafaring folk coursing through their veins – and thickened over the centuries by some successful buccaneering
         – who are the most likely to respond to the call of maritime adventure than those who have never had to look to their moat
         for salvation.’
      

      
      Possibly because of Seymour’s theory, the Germans and the Italians, on the other hand, were not inclined to use Special Forces
         during the Second World War. The only German military commander to use such tactics successfully was Otto Skorzeny, who mounted a series of brilliant Commando-style operations against Allied forces. In 1943,
         Skorzeny was personally selected by Adolf Hitler to lead the operation to rescue Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, who had
         been overthrown and imprisoned by the Italian government. Skorzeny took part in Operation Oak, a daring glider-based assault
         on the Campo Imperatore Hotel at Gran Sasso. Mussolini was rescued without a bullet being fired. Skorzeny, who sported a formidable
         facial scar from a pre-war fencing duel, escorted Mussolini to Rome and later Berlin. This adventure earned Skorzeny fame,
         promotion to major and the Knight’s Cross, Germany’s prestigious gallantry award. Skorzeny eventually wrote a book, Skorzeny’s Special Missions: The Memoirs of the Most Dangerous Man in Europe, in which he detailed many of his wartime exploits. The Italians did occasionally use ‘human torpedoes’, or manned torpedoes,
         in naval operations against specific targets in the Second World War, but even such courageous individual feats did not inspire
         others to develop additional special operations against their enemy.
      

      
      By the spring of 1940, the British Army had formed ten Independent Companies, each comprising some twenty officers and 270
         men. They were trained and equipped to carry out sabotage raids on the enemy’s lines of communications, but in reality most
         of the companies – due to a shortage of troops – were asked to carry out conventional infantry roles. In November 1940, the
         companies were disbanded and many of the specially trained men volunteered for – and were accepted into – the new Special Service battalions that had come into existence from June of that year.
      

      
      After the evacuation of most of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk, Winston Churchill had ordered his military commanders
         to form a ‘butcher and bolt’ raiding force to continue the war against Nazi Germany. The format of the new force – and indeed
         the name ‘Commando’ – was put forward by Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Clarke, who at the time was serving as Military Assistant
         to General Sir John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS). Clarke had admired some of the guerrilla tactics
         of the Boer Commando units fighting the British during the Boer War of 1899–1902. Like Clarke, Churchill favoured the word
         ‘Commando’ but other military leaders preferred the phrase ‘Special Service’. For the remainder of the war, both were used
         and were considered ideal for bolstering the confidence of the British public after the setback of Dunkirk. Britons liked
         the idea of a superior, specially trained force defending our shores.
      

      
      Commando troops received extra money from which they had to fund their own accommodation whenever in Britain. They were trained
         in physical fitness, survival, orienteering, close-quarter combat, silent killing, signalling, amphibious and cliff assault,
         vehicle operation, weapons and demolition. Initially, each Commando was to consist of a headquarters unit plus ten troops
         of fifty men, including three officers, but later in the war the sizes of the force varied.
      

      
      In British Special Forces, William Seymour, who served during the war in 52 (ME) Commando, writes:
      

      
      
      

         A good Commando had to be a protean figure. Every worthwhile soldier has to have courage, physical fitness and self-discipline,
            but those who served in the Commandos needed these virtues more abundantly, for they would be called upon to perform feats
            well above the normal run of duty, and often to work longer hours and enjoy less rest than their counterparts in a regiment.
            A high standard of marksmanship had to be attained, as did the ability to cross any type of country quickly, to survive a
            rough passage of sea in a small boat and arrive on the other side ready to scale a cliff, to use explosives, to think quickly
            and if needs be to act independently, and to be prepared to kill ruthlessly. A man would learn some of these skills in his
            training, but vitality and a zest for adventure must be the wellspring of every one of his actions.
         

      



      
      Of course, not all volunteers made the grade and they had to return to their units. The system generally worked well but some
         commanders resented the fact that many of their best men were being whisked away to join the Commandos. Much of the early
         training was carried out – using fast landing craft – in Inveraray, Scotland.
      

      
      The first Commando in the field was No. 3, which was under the leadership of John Durnford-Slater, a regular gunner who went
         on to become a brigadier. He took just days, from late June 1940 to 5 July, to raise the Plymouth-based fighting unit. On
         the night of 14 July, No. 3 Commando took part in a raid on German-occupied Guernsey that was led by Durnford-Slater, but
         the party failed to make contact with the German garrison. This was not, in fact, the first Commando raid of the war. On the night of 23 June that year, 120 men from No. 11
         Commando/Independent Company took part in an offensive reconnaissance manoeuvre on the French coast south of Boulogne-sur-Mer
         and Le Touquet. In a skirmish, two German soldiers were killed while Dudley Clarke – who was there as an observer – received
         a bullet graze to one of his ears.
      

      
      Clarke was now asked to expand the Commando force and in doing so he worked closely with the Royal Navy through Captain G.A.
         Garnons-Williams. Over the summer of 1940, six more Commandos were formed: Nos 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9. Furthermore, a small secretariat
         was set up in Admiralty to ensure the raids were coordinated properly. This task fell to Lieutenant General Sir Alan Bourne,
         the Adjutant General of the Royal Marines.
      

      
      In October 1940, Brigadier J.C. Haydon was appointed to command the Special Service Brigade. This led, under his guidance,
         to the Commandos being amalgamated into Special Service Battalions. However, Nos 1 to 5 Special Service Battalions proved
         unwieldy and were disbanded in March 1941. The Commandos had kept their own identity within the battalions and they were now
         re-formed and expanded to create eleven Commandos (numbered from 1 to 12 with No. 10 missing).
      

      
      In February 1942, the Commandos were given their own training headquarters – later to be called Commando Basic Training Centre
         – in Achnacarry, Scotland. The new volunteers – all trained soldiers – underwent a twelve-week course that was said to be
         the toughest the British Army had ever devised. The aim was to create a formidable soldier who was confident in the art of amphibious warfare. It was essential that he be able to land on a hostile
         beach and be ready for immediate, fast and furious fighting. To ensure maximum reality, every training exercise was carried
         out with live ammunition and explosives. In British Special Forces, William Seymour writes:
      

      
      

         A man was expected to march seven miles in the hour, climb a cliff, fire a gun accurately on the run and know how to kill
            silently with knife or garrotte. The assault course – part of which was known as the Death Slide – became legendary, and training
            included living off the land (cooking and eating rats!). Much of a Commando’s work would be done in darkness, and training
            at Achnacarry was aimed to produce a creature of the night and mist who would strike swiftly and silently at the foe.
         

      



      
      Those who founded the Commandos decided the units should have no administrative ‘tail’; instead, every member was a front-line
         fighter. This was possible when the Commandos were used for their original aim of short, swift raids on specific targets.
         However, from 1943 onwards the Commandos were given tasks not that dissimilar to ordinary infantry battalions and that meant
         they had to develop some transport and a non-combatant ‘tail’.
      

      
      As the Second World War intensified, the Commandos became the basis for even more specialist military units, including the
         Special Air Service (SAS), the Special Boat Squadron (SBS), the Parachute Regiment and the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG). The SAS was raised by the then-Lieutenant David
         Stirling, although he always modestly suggested he was one of its five founders. Stirling, 6ft 7in. tall, solidly built and
         athletic, was a formidable, but unassuming, character who had a great sense of adventure. He had been keen to learn to parachute
         and was not deterred when his first jump using faulty equipment left him paralysed from the waist down for weeks and in hospital
         for months. It was as he lay recuperating that he contemplated a new type of strategic warfare. Like the early Commando raids,
         it would seek to destroy specific targets but with far fewer – just one twentieth – of the men. He believed that four-man
         airborne units operating behind enemy lines in the Middle East, where he was serving, could cause havoc using surprise, guile
         and judgement. The idea quickly came to fruition and on 24 August 1941, Stirling formed L Detachment of the Special Air Service
         Brigade. He recruited sixty-five Commandos and was given five aircraft from which to drop them two nights before the Eighth
         Army’s then planned offensive in four months’ time. The men were given a rapid but rigorous training programme and were dropped
         on the night of 16 November with the aim of destroying enemy airplanes on five airfields in the Gazala-Timimi area.
      

      
      Appalling weather – including winds of up to Force 8 – scuppered the plan. Just twenty-one of the fifty-four men reached the
         pick-up point agreed with the LRDG. Five men died, twenty-eight were taken prisoner and one aircraft was lost. Yet from this
         inauspicious start, the SAS was born. During the desert war, the SAS performed many successful and daring long-range insertion missions and destroyed
         aircraft and fuel depots. When the Germans stepped up security, the tactics were changed to hit-and-run raids. Later in the
         war, the SAS was used in numerous other successful operations, including the invasion of Italy. Before and during the Normandy
         invasion, the SAS was used to help the French Resistance and to strike at targets.
      

      
      Today, of course, the SAS – with its motto of ‘Who Dares Wins’ – is one of the most respected and feared fighting units in
         the world. The SAS is the principal Special Forces unit of the modern British Army and it serves as a model for similar units
         in other countries. The other parts of the British Special Forces in existence today are the SBS, the Special Reconnaissance
         Regiment (SRR), and the Special Forces Support Group (SFSG).
      

      
      The origins of the SBS were laid in June 1940 when Roger Courtney, a powerful man with a thirst for adventure, was given authority
         to form the first Special Boat Section (it did not become the Special Boat Squadron until 1977). The force was hived off and
         initially known as the Folbot Troop, a folbot being a folding boat or kayak. Courtney, who did not believe that enough was
         being done to target German shipping, initially chose just twelve men and, using ten canoes, he began intensive training off
         the Isle of Arran. Courtney believed that small parties could operate out of submarines using small landing craft to land
         and carry out reconnaissance and sabotage on enemy targets. He believed that the reconnaissance parties could obtain useful
         data on top of the kind that was available from aerial photographs. Courtney also believed that sabotage parties should be used to disrupt inland
         communications, destroy ammunition dumps and blow up enemy shipping with limpet mines. Furthermore, he believed the SBS could
         be used to drop off and recover agents. The Folbot Troop was attached to No. 8 Commando, which had provided it with most of
         its servicemen.
      

      
      It was decided that the Folbot Troop’s first operation in November 1940 should target German operations on the Dutch coast.
         As with the first mission for the SAS, the SBS got off to a troubled start due to adverse weather. The men were taken close
         to their targets on motor torpedo boats (MTBs), but their folbots could not be launched. Eventually, the mission had to be
         aborted but Courtney learnt a useful lesson, namely that submarines were preferable to MTBs as carriers. Three months later,
         the section sailed with No. 8 Commando for the Middle East. During 1941 and for the rest of the war, it began to make its
         mark through exactly the sort of reconnaissance and sabotage work that Courtney had intended. The Special Boat Squadron was
         renamed the Special Boat Service in 1987. Today the SBS – with its motto ‘By Strength and Guile’ – remains a formidable and
         respected fighting force, having taken part in operations all around the world.
      

      
      There is no doubt that, even in recent years, Britain has continued to make more use of Special Forces than any other major
         military power. The national psyche seems more drawn to such tactics than other nations. In 1985, three years after the Falklands
         War, David Stirling, the founder of the SAS, wrote: ‘The British have . . . demonstrated a unique aptitude for Special Forces.’ Stirling, who was known
         fondly as the ‘Phantom Major’, died shortly after being knighted in 1990, but his reputation and his legacy live on. In his
         foreword to Alan Hoe’s book David Stirling: The Authorised Biography of the Creator of the SAS, General Sir Peter de la Billière pays tribute to Stirling’s qualities. De la Billière, who commanded the British forces
         during the First Gulf War, wrote: ‘David Stirling was a legend in his time and eccentric in his day. Tough physically and
         mentally, he was essentially a visionary. Of course, he was a man of action. He was a leader of the greatest distinction whose
         personality inspired others.’ Furthermore, de la Billière wrote of Stirling that he was ‘a great man who might well be described
         as the Robin Hood of the twentieth century’.
      

      
      Since the SAS was formed, its members have seen action in far-away locations such as Malaya, Oman, Borneo, Aden, Radfan, Northern
         Ireland, the Gambia, the Falkland Islands, Bosnia, the Gulf, Somalia, Sierra Leone and Afghanistan. Despite astonishing incidents
         of bravery from countless Special Forces men, only one member of the SAS has won the Victoria Cross (VC). This is because
         so many of their heroics are carried out in secret and unseen by officers who have to recommend bravery awards. Also, the
         award of the VC to a serving SAS soldier would turn him into an instant celebrity and make it difficult, or impossible, for
         him to do his job properly afterwards.
      

      
      However, Major Anders Lassen, a Dane serving in the Special Forces during the Second World War, was awarded the VC. He was an exceptional soldier and ideally suited to Special Forces operations because he was cool, fearless
         and quick-witted. He took part in numerous SBS and SAS missions from 1943–5 but it was when fighting around Lake Comacchio
         in Italy that he entered SAS legend. He killed and captured several Germans and his individual presence even affected enemy
         strategy in the area. He was eventually killed attempting to destroy a number of German pill-boxes, but his raw courage was
         recognised with the award of a posthumous VC. Lassen’s unique Special Forces VC is in the collection of the Resistance Museum
         in Copenhagen but, shortly before this book went to press, I was thrilled to acquire an outstanding Military Medal (MM) won
         on that Italian raid in April 1945. Private Stanley Hughes, of the SBS, was awarded his MM for his actions as a ‘fearless
         and outstanding leader’ at the taking of St Vito. Sadly, he was killed during the operation and his body now lies next to
         Lassen’s in the Argenta Gap cemetery in Italy.
      

      
      Many men have died while serving in the SAS. In his book The Complete History of the SAS: The Story of the World’s Most Feared Special Forces, Nigel McCrery writes:
      

      
      

         An average of three SAS soldiers die every year, on a bad year it can be as high as twenty. The SAS is not a large Regiment
            and the death of an individual soldier is a great loss. It is an unfortunate part of SAS life that many soldiers do die, some
            while in training, others during operations. One only has to take a look at Saint Martin’s church in Hereford to see the cost.
            Here lie many young men, good men, men full of life and promise, dead before their time. It is not that the Regiment is careless or ‘Gung-Ho’, on the contrary it is because these
            men dared to face foe and adversity head on – they ‘Dared to Win’.
         

      



      
      It is on the clock tower at the SAS’s Hereford headquarters that they engrave the names of those servicemen who have died
         carrying out their duties. Hence, when an SAS man retires, and leaves the Regiment, he is said to have ‘beaten the clock’.
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