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An extremely gallant and enterprising operation

Winston Churchill, 17 December 1942

[T]his brilliant little operation carried through with great determination and courage

Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, 29 April 1943

The outstanding Commando raid of the war

Korvettenkapitän Peter Popp, Kriegsmarine, 1946

Of the many and dashing raids carried out by the men of Combined Operations Command, none was more courageous or imaginative … an immense amount of trouble was taken over the training of the small handful of picked Royal Marines who took part under the indomitable leadership of Lieutenant Colonel (then Major) Hasler. They maintained their object in spite of the frightening losses of the first night and the subsequent ever-increasing difficulties they encountered. Although the force had been reduced to four men, the object was finally achieved. The account of this operation brings out the spirit of adventure always present in peace and war among Royal Marines. It emphasizes the tremendous importance of morale – pride in oneself and one’s unit creating this morale. It also stresses the need for careful detailed planning of operations. I commend it to all as an account of a fine operation, carried out by a particularly brave party of men.

Mountbatten, 1956

I realised it would be certain death for the gallant men who took part, unless brave men and women of the resistance movement in France came to their rescue.

Mountbatten, 1964

These cruel murders of the Marine Commandos were among the vilest things the Germans ever did.

Airey Neave DSO, OBE, MC, 1969

[The raid] was carried out without any ‘modern’ equipment, and without any radio or electronics. A combination of very simple equipment with a high degree of human initiative, stealth, seamanship and field craft was the recipe at that time.

Lieutenant Colonel ‘Blondie’ Hasler DSO, OBE, 1982

Uppermost in my mind is the fact that eight out of ten men did not come back. It is easy to celebrate the glamorous side of the operation, but less easy to remember that, like most warfare, it took a tragic toll of young lives and left behind it a group of heartbroken families.

Blondie Hasler, 1982

Thanks to inspired leadership, this small group of men, taken from everyday life, and following the shortest period of training in activities entirely foreign to them, achieved the unthinkable – a raid on shipping deep into enemy territory. Operation Frankton demanded the highest morale, skill and ‘esprit de corps’, all of which their leader knew instinctively to develop and perfect. The eight families who still grieve their lost loved-ones nevertheless take pride in the overall achievement of the team, far from home, on that cold December night in 1942.

Peter Siddall (nephew of Lance Corporal George Sheard), April 2011


Preface

In December 1942 ten Royal Marines set out in collapsible plywood and canvas canoes (codenamed ‘Cockles’) from a Royal Navy submarine in the Bay of Biscay. They were on a five-day mission to attach limpet mines to German freighters lying in the security of Bordeaux harbour, deep within the sanctuary of the River Garonne. These ships were running the Allied blockade of the French Atlantic ports and carrying on an important trade in strategic war materials with Japan. The mission was highly risky. The man who authorised the operation, Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, the Chief of Combined Operations, did not expect any of the Marines to return.

What no one in Britain knew at the time was that the operation had suddenly become doubly dangerous. On 18 October that year Hitler had issued his Kommandobefehl (commando order), instructing that henceforth any and all captured British ‘commandos’ be executed without mercy. The Royal Marines on Operation Frankton had expected that, if they were captured, their uniforms, badges of rank and obvious military training and organisation would provide sufficient defence against the possibility of being mistaken and shot as spies, the traditional threat faced by soldiers fighting behind enemy lines. They did not know that a brutal new dimension had been brought to the business of warfare by a German leader enraged by the success of British commando raids across the western flanks of the Nazi empire. The chances of the ten Royal Marines overcoming the physical and military challenges involved in penetrating the defences of Bordeaux, exploding their anti-ship mines and escaping without capture, were extremely slim. With the signing of the Kommandobefehl their chances of surviving, were they to be captured, had now been reduced to zero. Their escape dependent on the unlikelihood of making contact with a Resistance-run ‘escape line’ and making their way through hundreds of miles of enemy territory to Spain, they were on what can only be described as an impossible mission.

At the unveiling of the memorial at the St Nicholas English Church in Bordeaux in 1966, Mountbatten described Operation Frankton as ‘a particularly hazardous raid’ in which every ‘single man showed initiative, endurance and courage of the highest order’. These men were the Cockleshell Heroes.


German Military Ranks







	Oberleutnant

	Lieutenant (Army)




	Oberleutnant zur See

	Lieutenant (Navy)




	Obersturmführer

	Lieutenant (SS)




	Hauptmann

	Captain (Army)




	Kapitänleutnant

	Lieutenant Commander (Navy)




	Sturmbannführer

	Major (SS)




	Korvettenkapitän

	Commander (Navy)




	Fregattenkapitän

	Captain (Junior) (Navy)




	Oberstleutnant

	Lieutenant Colonel (Army)




	Obersturmbannführer

	Wing Commander (Air Force)




	Kapitän zur See

	Captain (Navy)




	Oberst

	Colonel (Army)




	Generalleutnant

	Major General (Army)




	Admiral

	Vice-Admiral (Navy)






Dramatis Personae*

The ‘Cockleshell Heroes’







	Major Herbert (Blondie) Hasler OBE

	OC, RMBPD. No. 1 Catfish. Survived. DSO




	Marine Bill (Ned) Sparks

	No. 2 Catfish. Survived. DSM




	Sergeant Samuel (Sammy) Wallace

	No. 1 Coalfish. Executed, Bordeaux, 12 December 1942




	Marine Robert (Bob) Ewart

	No. 2 Coalfish. Executed, Bordeaux, 12 December 1942




	Lieutenant John (Jack) Mackinnon

	OC, No. 1 Section, RMBPD. No. 1 Cuttlefish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943




	Marine James (Jim) Conway

	No. 2 Cuttlefish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943




	Lance Corporal Albert (Bert) Laver

	No. 1 Crayfish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943




	Marine William (Bill) Mills

	No. 2 Crayfish. Executed, Paris, 23 March 1943




	Lance Corporal George (Jan) Sheard

	No. 1 Conger. Died of hypothermia at sea, 8 December 1942†




	Marine David Moffatt

	No. 2 Conger. Died of hypothermia at sea, 8 December 1942*




	Marine Bill Ellery

	No. 1 Cachalot. Did not disembark HMS Tuna




	Marine Eric Fisher

	No. 2 Cachalot. Did not disembark HMS Tuna




	Marine Norman Colley

	Reserve. Did not disembark HMS Tuna





Other members of the Royal Marine Boom Patrol Detachment

    





	Captain J.S. (Jock) Stewart

	Second-in-Command, RMBPD




	Lieutenant William (Bill) Pritchard-Gordon

	OC, No. 2 Section, RMBPD




	Colour Sergeant W.J. (Bungy) Edwards

	Detachment Sergeant Major, RMBPD




	Sergeant King

	Physical Training Instructor





Royal Navy

    





	Captain Sidney Raw RN

	Chief Staff Officer (Submarines), Admiralty




	Captain Hugh Ionides RN

	Commanding Officer, 3rd Submarine Flotilla




	Lieutenant Dick Raikes DSO RN

	Commanding Officer, HMS Tuna




	Lieutenant Johnny Bull RN

	First Lieutenant, HMS Tuna




	Lieutenant Geoffrey Rowe RN

	Pilot, HMS Tuna





Combined Operations Headquarters, 1a Richmond Terrace, London

    





	Vice-Admiral Louis Mountbatten

	Chief of Combined Operations




	Brigadier Godfrey Wildman-Lushington

	Chief of Staff (late RM)




	Commander Tom Hussey RN

	Hasler’s first CO at CODC




	Lieutenant H.F.G. Langley RA

	Hasler’s second CO at CODC




	Lieutenant Colonel Robert Neville RM

	Royal Marines Adviser (RMA), COHQ




	Lieutenant Colonel Cyril Horton RM

	Planning Staff, COHQ




	Lieutenant Commander G.P. L’Estrange RNVR

	Planning Staff, COHQ





Commando forces

    





	Brigadier Charles Haydon DSO

	Commander, Special Service Brigade (the ‘Commandos’)




	Major Roger Courtney KRRC

	2 Special Boat Section (SBS), Special Service Brigade




	Captain Gerald Montanaro RE

	101 Troop, 2 Special Boat Section (SBS), Special Service Brigade




	Major Gus March-Phillips

	Small-Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), SOE




	Captain Geoffrey Appleyard

	Small-Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), SOE




	Lieutenant Graham Hayes

	Small-Scale Raiding Force (SSRF), SOE





Associate

    





	Mr Fred Goatley, Saro Ltd

	Designer and builder of the Cockle MkII





Britain

    





	Dr Hugh Dalton

	Minister for Economic Warfare (until February 1942)




	Lord Selborne

	Minister for Economic Warfare (from February 1942)




	Sir Charles Hambro

	Executive Head, SOE (February 1942–3)




	Colonel Colin Gubbins

	Head of M Section, SOE*




	Lieutenant Colonel Richard (Dick) Barry

	Chief of Staff, SOE




	Major David Wyatt RE

	SOE Liaison Officer with COHQ (until August 1942)




	Major Maurice Buckmaster

	Head of F Section, SOE (from March 1942)




	Major Robert Archibald Bourne-Paterson

	Planning Officer, F Section, SOE





MI6/MI9

    





	Lieutenant Colonel Claude Dansey

	Deputy Director, MI6




	Brigadier Norman Crockatt DSO MC

	Director, MI9




	Major James (Jimmy) Langley

	MI9 (P15)




	Major Airey Neave

	MI9 (‘Saturday’)




	Sir Henry Farquhar

	British consul, Barcelona




	Martin Creswell

	MI6/MI9 (‘Monday’) – Madrid




	Donald Darling

	MI6/MI9 (‘Sunday’) – Lisbon/Gibraltar




	Wilfred (‘Biffy’) Dunderdale

	Head of MI6, France




	Victor Farrel

	British consul and MI9 agent, Geneva





French Resistance/SOE/MI9 in the field, 1942/3

    





	Tadeusz Jekiel

	Head, F2 network, Bordeaux




	Robert Yves Marie Leroy (‘Louis’)

	First SOE agent, Bordeaux, 1941




	Commander Léo Paillière

	Early résistant and SOE contact, Bordeaux




	Commander Jean Duboué

	Early résistant and SOE contact, Bordeaux




	Claude de Baissac (‘David’)

	Head, SOE ‘Scientist’ network, Bordeaux




	Mary Herbert (‘Jeweller’)

	Courier, ‘Scientist’ network, Bordeaux




	Roger Landes (‘Aristide’)

	Radio Operator, SOE Scientist network




	Raymond Brard

	Head of Security at Bordeaux Port; leader of Phalanx-Phidias cell (BCRA)




	Comtesse de Milleville (Mary Lindell)

	Head of MI9 ‘Marie-Claire’ réseau




	Maurice de Milleville

	Courier in Marie-Claire réseau




    	Armand and Amélie Dubreuille

    	Member of the Marie-Claire réseau, ‘Farm B’, Marvaud Saint Coutant, Zone Libre




	Marthe Rullier

	Member of French Red Cross and of the Marie-Claire réseau, Ruffec




	Albert-Marie Guérisse
(Pat Albert O’Leary)

	Head of the PAO réseau, Marseille




	M. and Mme Martin

	Passeurs in the Pat O’Leary réseau, Marseille




    	Maud Olga Andrée Baudot de Rouville

    	Passeur in the Pat O’Leary réseau, Marseille




	Fabien de Cortes

	Courier in the PAO réseau, Lyon





French civilians

    




    
        	Jean Raymond and his father

        	Fishermen, Fort-Médoc

    

    
	Yves Ardouin

	Oyster fisherman, St Vivien-de-Médoc




	Alibert Decombe

	Tenant farmer, La Présidente Farm, Portes de Calonges, near Braye




	Clodomir and Irène Pasqueraud

	Farm worker and his wife, Nâpres Farm, Saint Preuil




	Marc, Yves and Robert Pasqueraud

	Children of Clodomir and Irène




	Lucien Gody

	Villager, Beaunac. Did not return from deportation to Germany




	Raymond Furet

	Farm boy, Orignolles




	Maurice Rousseau

	Villager, Beaunac, aged 28. Did not return from deportation to Germany




	René Rousseau

	Villager, Beaunac, aged 16. Did not return from deportation to Germany




	André Latouche

	Villager, Beaunac. Arrested but released




	Yvonne Mandinaud

	Owner of La Toque Blanche, Ruffec




	Alix Mandinaud

	Waitress at La Toque Blanche, Ruffec




	René Mandinaud

	Brother of Alix and Yvonne




	Edouard Pariente

	Quarryman, Baigneaux




	Louis and Louise Jaubert

	Smallholders, Cessac




	Captain Olivier

	Chief of Police, La Réole, Zone Libre




	Marcel Galibert

	Lawyer, La Réole, Zone Libre




	Marcel Drouillard

	Gendarme, La Réole




	Adjutant Dupeyrou

	Gendarme, Montlieu-la-Garde




	Fernand Dumas

	Courier for the Marie-Claire réseau, Ruffec




	René Flaud

	Member of the Marie-Claire réseau, Ruffec




	Jean Mariaud

	Tax Inspector, Ruffec, and later a passeur with the Marie-Claire réseau





German armed forces

    





	Kriegsmarine

	 




	Admiral Wilhelm Marschall

	C-in-C Navy Group West, Paris




	Admiral Wilhelm Meisel

	Chief of Staff, Navy Group West, Paris




	Fregattenkapitän Lange

	Staff Officer, Navy Group West, Paris




	Sturmbannführer Dr Knochen

	Sicherheitsdienst (SD), Paris




	Vice-Admiral Julius Bachmann

	FOIC, Western France, Nantes




	Korvettenkapitän Max

	Stand-in SNOIC Inshore Squadron




	Gebauer

	Gascony, Royan




	Korvettenkapitän Ernst Kühnemann

	NOIC, Port of Bordeaux




	Oberleutnant zur See Theodor Prahm

	Adjutant to NOIC, Naval HQ, Bordeaux, and Execution Squad commander




	Oberleutnant zur See Wild

	Commander, Harbour Defence Flotilla, Le Verdon




	Fregattenkapitän Dr Krantz

	Commanding Officer, Dulag Nord interrogation camp, Wilhelmshaven




	Hauptmann Heinz Corssen

	Interrogator, Dulag Nord, Wilhelmshaven





708 Infantry Division, Royan, Charente-Maritime

    





	Generalleutnant Hermann Wilck

	GOC




	Oberst von Auer

	Chief of Staff




	Hauptmann Rosenberger

	Intelligence Officer





Abwehr, Paris

    





	Fregattenkapitän Dr Erich Pheiffer

	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM), Paris





Security Services, Bordeaux

    





	Oberstleutnant Lohrscheider

	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM)




	Hauptmann Glatzel

	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM)




	Oberleutnant Helmut Harstick

	Abwehr (Abteilung IIIM)




	Sturmbannführer Dr Hans Luther

	Head, Sicherheitsdienst (SD)




	Kapitänleutnant Franz Drey

	Second-in-Command, Bordeaux SD, with special responsibility for the security of the Bordeaux docks






Prologue

It was 9.15 p.m., dark, and now that the sun had set, bitterly cold. Attempting to minimise their silhouette the four men slouched low in the gunnels of their two canoes, gazing in wonderment across the shifting black waters to the huge bulk of the two freighters on the far side of the river, illuminated in the glare of the dockside arc lamps. The fierce cold of the December night and the chilling rain that had fallen all day were forgotten in the excitement of the moment. The men and the boats in which they waited (named Catfish and Crayfish) had just emerged from a forest of eight-foot-high rushes that sprouted in profusion along the western bank of the Garonne River less than two miles from the heart of Bordeaux. They had spent the day hiding in the reeds, waiting the turn of the tide that would sweep them on to their objective.

So far as they knew they were the only four remaining at large. Ten men in five canoes had set out from the Royal Navy’s T Class submarine HMS Tuna five nights before on a mission to attack the enemy ships lying alongside the quays in the very heart of Bordeaux, sixty-two miles from the point at which the Gironde estuary laps the waters of the Atlantic.

Leaving the iron bowels of the submarine three nautical miles off the tiny village of Montalivet-les-Bains, only three canoes were to survive the fierce challenges provided by the forces of nature that first terrible night. The remaining Royal Marines had crept up the Gironde and, when the river bifurcated, paddled south into the mighty Garonne (the left fork leads into the Dordogne), moving at night and with the tide to attempt to get to their objective, their minds fixed resolutely on the absolute need to complete their mission. The saboteurs’ targets were not battleships, like the Tirpitz lying protected far to the north in a Norwegian fjord, but fast, ocean-going freighters preparing to run the gauntlet of the Allied naval blockade of the French Atlantic ports. Bordeaux was the European terminus of a trade in scarce commodities between Germany and Japan; and these were armed merchantmen making the long run to the other side of the world singly through the South Atlantic, around the Cape of Good Hope and thence through the Indian Ocean to the Far East, refuelling in Malaya and Singapore. It was a trade of desperation; a trade in goods which were denied to both countries because their own actions, in bringing about war on such an extensive scale, had closed to them the opportunities for uninhibited trade freely available in times of peace.

The noise of the bustle on the docks eight hundred yards away had not carried over the water during the day, leaving the four men, hidden in their canoes amidst the reeds, alone with their thoughts. What had happened to their six comrades? The fact was that two were already dead, taken by the effects of the cold water on their exhausted bodies; and two were soon to die, blindfolded and executed by a naval firing squad in a hastily dug sandpit in an anonymous wood probably no more than six miles from where the surviving canoeists lay unseen. Had they known these facts, it would have spurred these extraordinarily committed individuals even more to achieve their goal that night: the crippling of as many blockade-runners as they could find with the magnetic mines or ‘limpets’ now armed and piled between their legs. The silence was broken by a brief whisper from the forward canoeist. The men dipped their paddles into the water, carefully drawing away from the safety of the rushes for the dark sanctuary of mid-river, on the final stage of their mission.

What desperation led Britain’s war leaders to authorise such a hazardous enterprise, deep in the heart of enemy territory more than three years into the war? What possible hope was there that a few hardy men in canoes might contribute positively to the outcome of what was now, since the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 and the Japanese declaration of war in December, a global conflagration?

One answer, of course, is that victory, when it came, would constitute the sum of a wide-ranging effort, both large- and small-scale. Some tasks, after all, could be better undertaken by small groups of men and women rather than by the big battalions. London had decided that a bombing raid against the Bordeaux docks to remove the present scourge would risk too many innocent French lives. On 8 December 1940, for instance, an RAF raid on the Italian submarines moored at Bacalan caused sixteen civilian deaths and sixty-seven wounded. Uncomfortable with the prospect of sustaining what would now be described as collateral damage, they determined that it was a job calling for skill and courage of a type different from that which entailed flying for many hours across enemy skies in thin, combustible tin coffins, and gave the task to Combined Operations. The attack would be of an alternative kind: a rapier thrust from the sea using canoe-borne raiders of the Royal Marines.

Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, the young and flamboyant head of Combined Operations, authorised the raid, but according to his biographer Philip Ziegler he did so with reluctance, ‘since he felt it unlikely that any of the twelve participants would return’. A more appropriate name for the raid would have been Operation Suicide.

Standing at the Pointe de Grave looking across the wind-tossed sea to distant Royan is a sobering experience, for it is only when one gazes at the hostile tide sweeping the choppy grey waters of the Gironde through the narrow channel of the estuary mouth that one appreciates the immense physical and mental effort required merely to breach the natural defences in canoes, let alone make the journey deep inside heavily patrolled enemy territory to Bordeaux. The Gironde (combining the Dordogne and the Garonne) is one of Europe’s mightiest rivers, a wide, unruly waterway riven by dangerous tidal influences and interspersed with shifting sandbanks. It seems to rejoice in catching the unwary, as many modern experienced mariners will attest. Even Ewen Southby-Tailyour, that most seasoned of sailors and Blondie Hasler’s biographer, told me that navigating the Gironde in his yacht had been an unpleasant experience.

I first stood and watched these swirling waters in the warm rays of the September sun: the Royal Marines, in 1942, did so in the bitter cold of mid-December. I could but wonder at the extremes of physical fitness, of determination and sheer bloody-minded pluck that pushed their frail canvas and plywood vessels through this hostile open water, in darkness, surrounded by dangers manmade and natural, those December nights so long ago. They did it for duty, because this was what they had volunteered to do, in defence of their country, which they knew to a man to be in grave peril. They did it for Major ‘Blondie’ Hasler, their pernickety and fastidious but inspirational leader. But most of all they did it for themselves. They were Royal Marines. They had been trained for this moment. Although the title Cockleshell Heroes was made up by an Ealing hack for the 1955 film, and was one that Hasler detested, there is no doubt in my mind that the title accurately reflects what these men had managed to do, in the face of every possible obstacle and danger. Overused as the term now is, they were indeed true heroes, and the story of their raid one of the most extraordinary small-team endeavours of the Second World War.
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