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PROLOGUE

Hitler was rattled. His armies had invaded, crushed and occupied virtually the whole of Continental Europe, forced the ignominious retreat of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk, battened down Scandinavia, opened up the Russian front and taken pole position in North Africa. The United Kingdom, alone in the struggle until the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, had been niggling away around the edges of the Nazi Fortress Europe and dashing menacingly behind the lines of Rommel’s Afrika Korps for months, causing enough trouble for the German leader to issue an infamous edict.

The content went against all the recognised conventions of war and was based on the premise that British Special Forces, known collectively at that time as Commandos, were nothing short of a bunch of murderous thugs and cutthroats who were ignoring the rules, wantonly and often clandestinely killing German soldiers and civilians by every means possible, effectively refusing to take prisoners by shooting them before they had the chance to put their hands up. The fact that Winston Churchill himself had called for the creation of such a force to perform raids deep in enemy-held territory ‘leaving a trail of German corpses behind them’ may well have contributed to the Germans’ claim, which was not altogether without foundation.

Hitler’s instruction took the form of a top-secret memo to his most senior aides in the German High Command – initially just 12 copies of it were produced, and thereafter the order was to be filtered down the line for immediate action. It has often been overlooked by military historians, lost to some extent under the weight of other, more outrageous Nazi edicts and partly because there was no desire to delve too deeply into the reasons, which will become clear as these pages progress:

Führer Order Concerning

Handling of Commandos

TOP SECRET

The Führer No. 003830/42 g. Kdos.

Führer HQ, 18 Oct. 1942

12 copies, 12th copy.

1. For some time our enemies have been using in their warfare methods which are outside the international Geneva Conventions. Especially brutal and treacherous is the behaviour of the so-called Commandos, who, as is established, are partially recruited even from freed criminals in enemy countries. From captured orders it is divulged that they are directed not only to shackle prisoners, but also to kill defenceless prisoners on the spot at the moment in which they believe that the latter as prisoners represent a burden in the further pursuit of their purposes or could otherwise be a hindrance. Finally, orders have been found in which the killing of prisoners has been demanded in principle.

2. For this reason it was already announced in an addendum to the Armed Forces report of 7 October 1942 that in the future Germany, in the face of these sabotage troops of the British and their accomplices, will resort to the same procedure, i.e. that they will be ruthlessly mowed down by the German troops in combat, wherever they may appear.

3. I therefore order: From now on all enemies on so-called Commando missions in Europe or Africa challenged by German troops, even if they are to all appearances soldiers in uniform or demolition troops, whether armed or unarmed, in battle or in flight, are to be slaughtered to the last man. It does not make any difference whether they are landed from ships and aero-planes for their actions, or whether they are dropped by parachute. Even if these individuals, when found, should apparently be prepared to give themselves up, no pardon is to be granted them on principle. In each individual case full information is to be sent to the O. K. W. for publication in the Report of the Military Forces.

4. If individual members of such Commandos, such as agents, saboteurs, etc. fall into the hands of the military forces by some other means, through the police in occupied territories for instance, they are to be handed over immediately to the SD. Any imprisonment under military guard, in PW stockades for instance, etc. is strictly prohibited, even if this is only intended for a short time.

5. This order does not apply to the treatment of any enemy soldiers who, in the course of normal hostilities (large-scale offensive actions, landing operations and airborne operations), are captured in open battle or give themselves up. Nor does this order apply to enemy soldiers falling into our hands after battles at sea, or enemy soldiers trying to save their lives by parachute after battles.

6. I will hold responsible under Military Law, for failing to carry out this order, all commanders and officers who either have neglected their duty of instructing the troops about this order, or acted against this order where it was to be executed.

[signed]

Adolf Hitler

A further 22 copies of the edict were passed on to senior army officers by Hitler’s Chief of Staff, Army:



	Headquarters of Army,
No. 551781/42g.k.:
Chefs W.F St/Qy

	Secret
F.H. Qy, 19.10.42
22 Copies
Copy No. 21




The enclosed Order from the Führer is forwarded in connection with destruction of enemy Terror- and Sabotage-troops. This order is intended for Commanders only and is under no circumstances to fall into Enemy hands. Further distribution by receiving headquarters is to be most strictly limited. The Headquarters mentioned in the Distribution list are responsible that all parts of the Order, or extracts taken from it, which are issued again are again withdrawn and, together with this copy, destroyed.

Chief of Staff of the Army

Signed: JODL

Hitler’s order was to be acted on to the letter, and countless British and Allied soldiers captured by Nazi soldiers under circumstances that fell within the broad terms of Hitler’s demands were executed, including survivors of the famous Cockleshell Heroes raid on enemy shipping in the Gironde estuary, even though they had already been taken prisoner; numerous such incidents will be recorded in these chapters.

Who were these men who were causing the Nazis so much grief? And were they really the brigands that they were made out to be? Their appearance in the British military goes back to the spring of 1940, when Norway called for assistance in the face of a German invasion at the same time as tens of thousands of British troops and their hardware were being ferried across the Channel to confront the anticipated German advance into the Low Countries. The Commandos were formed initially as independent companies that were, in reality, small private armies of eager but untrained men, short of weapons, unwanted by the majority of the British army generals and led, by and large, by a colourful collection of military idealists and eccentrics.

Those who witnessed their early training manoeuvres would never have believed they were capable of even a pinprick against the mighty German army. Indeed, from the first-hand accounts of the fiasco-ridden early days of their formation, when green volunteers were thrown immediately into acts of daring in which the odds of safe return were stacked heavily against them, it is a wonder that they were.

So, let us go back to the beginning of their story, to those early months of the conflict when the men they were to call Commandos began their great adventure, volunteering for very active service in units which until that moment did not exist anywhere in the British military establishment.


CHAPTER ONE

Bad Beginnings

On the ‘needs must’ principle, all angles and possibilities were being examined as the United Kingdom stood on the brink of potential catastrophe. Among them were some wild schemes emanating from papers gathering dust in the War Ministry files, written during various studies since the First World War on what were termed ‘guerrilla raiders’ – small collections of troops who could move quickly, go anywhere, do virtually anything and who were unencumbered by the logistics of large-scale troop movements. These parties, had they ever got off the ground, were originally designated to be run under the auspices of the Royal Marines. As early as 1924, the Madden Committee on defence, which examined some of the military disasters of the First World War – including huge losses incurred in amphibious troop landings at Gallipoli – proposed that a 3,000-strong Royal Marines brigade be set up to undertake raids on the enemy coastlines and bases. But like so many other shortfalls in the British military contingency in 1939, not very much had been done about getting such groups formed.

First, there was a shortage of money for such luxuries and, second, there was considerable resistance to them from those among the top brass who were determined to stick to conventional methods; guerrilla tactics, they stated with forceful rhetoric, had no place in the British armed forces. Thus, guerrilla units in the British army were nowhere in sight when the Second World War approached the start-line, and when the idea was eventually resurrected the Royal Marines were already hard pressed enough and unable take it on; a make-do-or-mend solution was handed to the army and the territorials.

By then Hitler’s armies were on the march. He had moved swiftly and ruthlessly to complete his invasion of Poland, which had caused Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s declaration of war against Germany in September 1939. A proposed joint British and French offensive to free the Poles and punish Germany was no longer even a pipedream. In any event, the French tactics veered towards the defensive, convinced as they were that the heavily fortified Maginot line would keep the Germans out of France, which, of course, it famously didn’t.

After Poland, Hitler ordered his High Command to begin the advance on the Low Countries and France before winter set in, but his generals asked for time to prepare for what they envisaged as an unprecedented blitzkrieg of troops and heavy metal moved by land and air. And so very little happened, and the only sound of military activities outside territory already secured by the Germans was the clump, clump, clump of British soldiers’ boots foot-slogging towards a front line across the English Channel that did not, in truth, exist. In fact, there was so little activity in the first months after the declaration of hostilities that the American newspapers dubbed it the Phoney War. The thousands of young men being drawn progressively into military service were either en route to the BEF in France or marching up and down the parade grounds of British military bases and generally preparing the defence of the nation’s beaches. They called it the Bore War, and it was only partially enlivened by some side action to the main event which suddenly loomed in Scandinavia.

Taking advantage of the impending conflict in Europe, the Soviet Union invaded Finland in October 1939. Stalin’s troops were ill-prepared and badly led because so many experienced officers had been taken out during the political purges. Consequently, although outnumbered by at least five to one, the Finns stood their ground and kept the Red Army at bay well into the new year. The Soviet attack on Finland temporarily diverted the interest of the European contenders towards that region, and specifically to Kiruna in northern Sweden, which was Germany’s main supplier of iron ore. In winter, the ore was shipped through the ice-free Norwegian port of Narvik on the western seaboard and then through neutral Norwegian waters to Germany. On the pretext of supporting Finland against the Red Army, the British had, with French acquiescence, worked out that on the way they could occupy Narvik and Kiruna, the two key centres for the shipping of iron ore and halt the flow of vital supplies into Germany.

It would require the cooperation of both Norway and Sweden. Both nations refused, in the hope of maintaining their neutrality, and a battalion of the 5th Battalion Scots Guards, specially trained for ski manoeuvres and already on its way to Finland, had to be brought back. As the weeks wore on, Stalin was making little headway in Finland and, fearing outside intervention, extricated the Soviet Union by agreeing terms with the Finns on 8 March 1940, leaving the British and French to find another pretext for their proposed occupation of Narvik and Kiruna. This was to be achieved by sending the British navy to distribute a large number of mines just outside Narvik harbour in the hope of provoking German reaction, which would allow the Allies to spring to the aid of Norway and into Narvik.

That didn’t work, either. Prevented by bad weather and adverse intelligence reports, the German High Command delayed its invasion of the Low Countries still further and instead focused on the developing situation in Scandinavia. The upshot was Hitler’s approval of an incursion into Denmark and Norway on 7 April, the latter through eight ports from Narvik and on down around the western and southern coastline to Oslo and, for the first time ever, using airborne troops to secure inland sites. A British task force, having laid mines around Narvik, was at that moment sailing home and actually passed the German ships without seeing them, leaving the way clear for largely unopposed landings on the morning of 9 April.

As German warships appeared off the Norwegian coast, the airborne invasion began inland. Within forty-eight hours, the Germans had landed seven divisions and captured all the main ports, while the airborne troops secured their position in Oslo and major airports. The weather halted planned parachute drops at Oslo airport, and infantry troops were landed in a succession of Ju-52s to take possession. Five companies of parachute troops did, however, drop at other key airports. The Germans established a firm hold on the southern half of Norway.

Oslo was overrun by noon that day, yet the Norwegian government decided to make a stand and moved to Elverum, there to send word inviting the British and French to dispatch troops immediately to their assistance. The terrain was rugged and difficult, and with more than 350,000 troops already committed to the BEF to confront the German invasion that must surely soon come, the British army agreed at last to the formation of ‘guerrilla forces’ whose recruitment was based initially on the region in which they lived. The idea was derived from small special military units that first made their appearance among the Boers in the late nineteenth century and which had been the subject of several studies by British military strategists in the intervening years, including the Madden Committee.

The guerrillas were originally used in raids and assaults first against hostile African tribes and then in the Boer War against the British. They were hit-and-run troops who raided installations, sabotaged machinery and communications and attacked enemy troops. The Boers raised them through electoral districts, each area supplying its own force. Because the men had been ‘commandeered’ by the military, they soon took the name Commandos, and self-sufficiency was their trademark: each man was responsible for providing his own horse, they received no pay or uniform and had no permanent headquarters or base. Their tactics centred around lightning strikes on the British forces, and then they melted back into the veldt before the British could react.

The Boer War was extended by at least a year by the activities of the commandos. Afterwards, the nearest the British army came to forming Special Forces units of this kind occurred during the First World War, when T. E. Lawrence led Arab levies in revolt against the Turks and in support of General Allenby’s triumphal advance into Damascus in October 1918. In fact, a former pilot who had assisted Lawrence, Major J. C. F. Holland, who had later been badly wounded in Ireland, was given the task of studying guerrilla tactics in the mid-1930s. He was seconded to a research unit in the War Office to lead an appraisal of the Boer Commandos, of T. E. Lawrence and of the formation of special groups in more localised wars since 1918, including Britain’s campaigns on the North-West Frontier. He was to report to the director of operations at Military Intelligence to a department that became MI(R). Holland was joined by Lieutenant-Colonel C. McV. Gubbins, MC, RA, who had served with him in Ireland as well as in northern Russia in 1919. MI(R) published a series of papers on guerrilla warfare, while Gubbins himself was sent on intelligence-gathering trips to the Danube valley, Poland and the Baltic states. He was in Poland when war broke out and escaped through Bucharest. It was MI(R) which proposed the raising of a battalion trained in the use of skis to be sent to the aid of the Finns in the spring of 1939 before the operation was eventually aborted by the end of the Soviet–Finnish dispute.

The MI(R) unit continued its work on other ideas, notably in the formation of Commando-style units for irregular warfare techniques and, after the German invasion of Norway on 9 April 1940, Britain’s own and very first Special Forces were finally rushed into service. The move came after a British force under Major-General P. J. Mackesy landed north of Narvik on 14 April. Another force went ashore at Namsos two days later, with more troops on their way, including contingents from the French Chasseurs Alpins, the Foreign Legion and Polish forces who had escaped during the German invasion of their own country. It quickly became apparent, however, that the vast and rugged Norwegian coastline was no place for ill-equipped British troops who had no suitable clothing, boots or transport for such conditions.

General Carton de Wiart took a scratch contingent raised from county regiments, including the Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire. He landed on 14 April with orders to attack German positions at Trondheim, supported by the guns of the Royal Navy ranged along the shore. On that day, HMS Warspite sank seven enemy destroyers in the Narvik fjords, while several other enemy ships were scuttled outside Oslo. On land, successes were harder to come by. Most of Wiart’s men had hardly ever seen a hill, let alone climbed through treacherous, rocky terrain. Furthermore, while the Germans were kitted-out in white uniforms, were equipped with skis and other made-to-measure accoutrements to suit the conditions, the ‘special clothes’ provided for British troops consisted of fur coats, thick knitted jumpers, heavy-duty socks and gardening boots that leaked. As the general opined later: ‘If my troops wore all of those things together, they were unable to move about and looked like paralysed bears. As far as guns, planes and transport were concerned, I had no worries at all, for no such things were available.’

Wiart was forced to retreat, his force badly mauled and let down.

The British/French expedition to help the Norwegians repel the German invaders was a fiasco from the outset. Troops were needed over a wide area between Narvik in the north and Namsos, 310 miles away, and on towards Oslo, ostensibly to prevent the Germans from setting up air and sea bases. Step forward the MI(R) unit with its proposals for ‘guerrilla companies’ to be formed immediately.

They were to be based almost exactly on the Boer Commando model, although it has to be said that, brave and keen though they were, the initial line-up did not look at all encouraging. The hurried plan was to form 10 independent companies, each consisting of 21 officers and 268 other ranks, and because time was so short they were to be raised largely from volunteers from the second-line Territorial Army divisions still in the United Kingdom. Ostensibly, each unit would secure men with some form of training in all aspects of military deployment, so that each had its particular specialists in the use of light weaponry, demolition, transport, engineers and medics.

The companies would have no specific barracks or even accommodation provided. They were supervised by a headquarters company manned by officers from the Royal Engineers and the Royal Army Service Corps with an attached intelligence section. Their sole object was to be deployed on raids against enemy positions and, because all those were outside the island waters of the United Kingdom, the companies were to be organised as ship-home units: the ship carrying them to and from operations would be their base, and at all other times they were billeted in private houses in the coastal towns selected by their officers as their home base. Nor were they provided with transport – all movement was achieved by rail.

Since the whole setup was totally new to the British military, there were bound to be teething problems, and there were. Sir Ronald Swayne, who joined No. 9 Independent Company forming at Ross-on-Wye in April 1940, recalled his own experiences in words that speak volumes as to the planning of the raids and the readiness of the volunteers for any scrap, let alone heavy bombardment by enemy guns:

I was in the 38th Division, which was a Territorial Welsh Border division, and I was selected from my regiment, the Herefordshire Regiment, to take a section of Herefordshire boys, which I did, selecting lads who came really from round my home, actually. It was all very nice and friendly. I called at my home on the way, stayed the night and the following morning my father drove me to Ross. As we approached the place where we were collecting, we saw a figure with his service cap pulled over one eye, with a Royal Welch Fusilier flash, wearing breeches without any stockings, gym shoes and swinging a shillelagh. He was a major, and he had certainly a DCM and bar and, I think, an MM. My father after a few minutes recognised him as a chap named Siddons who’d been his galloper in the Curragh in 1912. He’d been a trooper and then he’d got a commission; he’d been a Black and Tan, and he was a terrifying figure, totally eccentric, usually drunk, anyhow, after about lunchtime. Quite an original person – shall we say? – and we had some wonderful schemes with him when we were training up – if you can call it that – to be sent to Norway to kick the Germans out. He used to lecture us on how to kill people. He had one lecture about killing people with a fork, a tablefork and other instruments in trenches, and that sort of thing. And I was talking to my soldiers afterwards about it, and a nice young farm labourer called Jenkins asked me what I thought of it.

He said, ‘I don’t think it’s right, do you, Mr Swayne?’

I said, ‘No. I can’t see myself doing it, can you?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I think it’s very unchristian.’

Well, Major Siddons wasn’t a very Christian sort of chap. He was the original model of Brigadier Richie Hook, the fictional character in the trilogy Men at Arms by novelist Evelyn Waugh, who was soon to join us in the Commandos. Siddons used to jump up in the rifle butts inviting us to shoot him when we were practising, which was his way of hardening us up, apparently after he had heard this soldier of mine saying that he thought killing people with a tablefork was most unchristian. But we eventually had a lot of characters like that; we did rather collect them. Some of them were quite hopeless because they were too eccentric. And we went off and we were formed into an independent company, which was on standby to go to Norway. Other companies, formed a week or so before ours, were already on their way, although I have to admit it was all rather amateurish in the beginning. I don’t think, at that point, the Jerries would have been too scared of us.

The dash to form the independent raiding companies was on, and by the end of April 1940 the ten units had been formed largely from local TA regiments around the country, from Somerset to East Anglia, the Midlands, the north and on into Scotland and Northern Ireland, each designated simply by the number in the order in which they were formed, and thus became independent companies bearing numbers from one to ten. They were little more than groups of young inexperienced men who a few days before had been engaged in the humdrum life of your average British working-class lad, from farmhands to shopworkers. Among them was Ernest Chappell from Newport, South Wales, who had left school a couple of years earlier at the age of 16 to work in a fish-and-chip shop and had lately been employed in a factory assembling hot-water geysers before joining the Royal Welch Fusiliers:

I had gone through the usual initial training and [in January 1940] we were sent down to the Wiltshire area on some monotonous guard duties at Andover airport and various little Coastal Command radio stations. It was very boring and I asked to be transferred to somewhere where I could see more active service. Eventually, I was posted to No. 9 Independent Company, which was already in training at Ross-on-Wye and headquartered at the drill hall. It was lashing down with rain when I arrived, and people were coming in off an exercise absolutely soaking wet. The commanding officer, Major Siddons, happened to be in the drill hall when a guy came in dripping water and said: ‘Sir, please can I be sent back to my unit?’

Siddons, no gentleman, bawled out: ‘Sent back to unit . . . why?’ And this chappie said: ‘All my friends are there.’ Siddons looked at him with a stare to kill and said: ‘Friends? You haven’t got a friend this side of hell, you worm. Go back to your unit and out of my sight.’ This was my introduction to the independent companies. Personally, I enjoyed every minute of it. I liked running through the countryside with scruffy clothes on and a bandoleer around my neck, as opposed to the formality of the normal army regime of being smartly turned out, bolt upright and saluting anything that moved. It seemed I was a free agent. We used to wear our kit and a blanket and a mess tin and a bandoleer with ammunition slung around our necks – this is the sort of scheme in a kitbag war. We were organised into troops, aimed more at raiding, landing from the sea. We had no special weaponry, nothing elaborate in those early days. We had the old Lee-Enfield rifles, mostly of First World War vintage. I liked the free style of it. Our discipline was self-imposed and brought on by respect for the people we worked with and for. We were relying on one another, and it was made clear what was expected of us. We knew what we were doing, why we were doing something. Whereas in the Royal Welch you were basically told to lie down and if anyone comes over the top, you shoot. But you didn’t know why. Whereas with the independent company – certainly later with the Commandos – we were briefed fairly fully on the part we were playing and why we were doing it. It gave you some aim. You knew what you were up to. We had more scope. We operated in smaller numbers, subsections of three or four men. And if we were loose in the woods, we had to make our own minds up about how we handled a situation. We had more freedom of choice. We were left to our own devices. This was the style of our training, although initially there was very little time. We were supposed to land in Norway and operate behind the German lines there within a matter of days.

In fact, there was no real training for the excursion to Norway before the first units were dispatched to Glasgow to await embarkation to join the rest of the British and French troops bound for Narvik to meet the Germans head-on. The lack of preparation verged on the farcical, given the desperately difficult coastline on which they were to land and operate, and the skill of the enemy troops facing them. Many of the men, perhaps the majority, could not swim. Most had never set foot in a boat, some had never been near such an expanse of water or seen such sights as the huge Atlantic waves crashing ashore against the rocks and inlets of the fjords where they were to land. Every step of their journey was a new experience.

There had been no time for organised instruction of any kind, and in any event no facilities or centre for training men for this kind of warfare existed anywhere in Britain; it was, again, a make-do-or-mend situation, as Ronald Swayne remembered: ‘The chaps were very eager and keen. They were mostly locally based, so I knew most of them pretty well. My soldiers were Herefordshire boys who came from round me in Herefordshire, country lads basically. And I think they would have been rather good guerrillas eventually, but there was no time for real training. We had to teach most of them to swim to begin with, and we did that by just throwing them in over the side of a whaler.’

Worse still was the shortage of supplies and transport once there, and even getting to their designated locations would prove to be literally a journey into the unknown, given that the only maps available were taken from ‘an illustrated guide to the beauty of Norway as a holiday country’. Even so, No. 1 Independent Company was on its way to Norway within ten days of its formation with orders to go ashore at the port of Mo. The only instructions to the company came by way of the Admiralty to the commanding officer:

Your mobility depends on your requisitioning or commandeering local craft to move your detachments watching possible landing places. Keep attack from the air always in mind. Disperse and conceal but retain power to concentrate rapidly against enemy landing parties. Keep a reserve. Get to know the country intimately. Make use of locals but do not trust too far. Use wits and low cunning. Be always on guard.

Within the week, four other independent companies, Nos. 2, 3, 4 and 5, were dispatched to Norway, each with a given target and under the overall command of Lieutenant-Colonel Colin Gubbins, whose pamphlets on guerrilla raids had set the whole thing moving. He established his headquarters at Bodo, where No. 3 Independent Company was deployed. His orders were: ‘Your Companies . . . should not attempt to offer any prolonged resistance but should endeavour to maintain themselves on the flanks of the German forces and continue harrying tactics against their lines of communications.’

To follow such an order under such conditions was well nigh impossible. Confusion reigned, as No. 4 Independent Company, formed at Sizewell, Suffolk, in mid-April, discovered. The company was moved to Glasgow on 5 May, with no firm instructions as to how the men would actually be transported across the North Sea. The company’s officers, after a lot of searching around, eventually discovered they were to go aboard the passenger ship Ulster Prince, where they would be served with breakfast. Three hours later, the men having been hanging around the dockside, they were finally taken aboard only to discover that the ship had no fresh food, bread or meat. The company CO, Major J. R. Paterson, received some vague orders as they were about to depart, directing the company to land at Mosjøen, acquire some local boats and move west to Sandnessjøen at the mouth of the fjord. Then the orders were changed, and both Nos. 4 and 5 Companies were instructed to disembark at Mosjøen.

They arrived just after midnight on 9 May. They offloaded as much of their stores as they could before the ship sailed again, then trudged to a point five kilometres north of Mosjøen, where the company deployed to platoon positions. Over the course of the next month, the independent companies were moved up and down the western coastline of Norway, engaging the enemy on numerous occasions and generally achieving the harrying tactics for which they had been deployed. On 9 May, too, the second dispatch of troops from the independent companies, the remaining Nos. 6 to 10, were due to gather in Glasgow to prepare for embarkation the following day. Swayne recalled:

We got into a little passenger ship to go to Norway, sat around for a few hours, sailed up the Clyde and then sailed back again and disembarked. The message came through that our trip had been cancelled. We weren’t going to Norway, none of us, none of the remaining companies, and everyone was exceedingly disappointed. Later that night we learned the reason why . . . Hitler had invaded the Low Countries.

As the second wave of the independents forlornly hung around Scottish docksides waiting for further instructions, companies Nos. 1 to 5 were moving into their respective positions to take up the cudgel against the Germans around the Norwegian coast. Even as they did so, the developments on mainland Europe had already set in motion the beginning of a greater calamity for the Allied soldiers of the UK and France that would also seal the fate of the ill-starred effort to save Norway. In the next 24 hours, at dawn on that momentous day, 10 May 1940, German airborne and parachute units piled aboard 42 gliders that were pulled into the air by Ju-52s from Cologne and released into silent flight over Holland and Belgium, disgorging their crack troops to seize vital airports and bridges.

Meanwhile, along a 150-mile front, 28 German divisions were assembled to move into action. The blitzkrieg, launched without warning, came to the Low Countries, and the British Expeditionary Force began its unhappy retreat to the coast. The British nation went into shock, not least among them the military analysts when, in the aftermath, they pieced together the elements of the German invasion strategy: the lightning speed of the panzer divisions that totally overran defences, backed up by the fearsome accuracy of the airborne artillery provided by the Ju-87 Stukas and the devastating – and totally unexpected – arrival of airborne and parachuted troops.

By the end of May the British Expeditionary Force was being evacuated back to England from Dunkirk, followed soon after by the British and French troops when they were pulled out of Norway, leaving that nation also in the hands of the Nazis. Fortunes there, in the end, had been mixed. Though many armchair observers were highly critical of the whole operation, especially around Narvik, some bright spots would have shone even brighter if the troops had not suddenly been withdrawn. The Norwegians, aided by 12,000 British and French, held out in the area between Oslo and Trondheim until 3 May. Around Narvik, 4,600 Germans faced 24,600 British, French and Norwegians backed by the guns of the British navy, which performed some extensive surgery on German shipping. By the end of May, German troops were kicked out of the hills surrounding Narvik and were still retreating when suddenly all changed and the hard-pressed Germans could not believe their luck.

On the morning of 3 June they discovered that the British and French were pulling back then disappearing over the horizon. The orders to withdraw and return to Britain came as the news from France grew more dismal by the second, with capitulation only days away. In the final hours of the evacuation of Allied troops from Narvik, the aircraft carrier HMS Glorious and two destroyers were sunk with more than 1,500 men lost. In France, the situation was even worse. The British and French were forced into a narrow beachhead around Dunkirk, and hundreds of small craft of all kinds joined the Royal Navy sealift to rescue 338,226 men from the beaches. In all, 222 naval vessels and 665 other ships were involved in the evacuation. Many thousands were killed, wounded or taken into captivity, and a very large slice of Britain’s entire stock of weaponry, tanks, guns, lorries and general stores lay wrecked by the departing troops and burning on the roads and in the fields on every approach to the Dunkirk beaches and other exit points along the coast.

The inventory of weapons and equipment lost was staggering, and it is worth reminding ourselves of the totals: 475 tanks, 38,000 vehicles, 12,000 motorcycles, 8,000 telephones, 1,855 wireless sets, 7,000 tonnes of ammunition, 90,000 rifles, 1,000 heavy guns, 2,000 tractors, 8,000 Bren guns and 400 antitank guns. On 6 June 1940 the War Cabinet was informed that there were now fewer than 600,000 rifles and only 12,000 Bren guns left in the whole of the United Kingdom and the losses would take up to six months to replenish. It was a truly desperate situation that was kept well from public view. George Cook, who we will meet later as a fully fledged Commando, recalled a memorable and oft-repeated scenario that summed up Britain’s parlous state:

We were on aerodrome defence because it was believed that the Germans might land at any moment and send their paras to capture the aerodromes first, as they had done in Belgium and Holland. We dug slit trenches all round the perimeter, and we used to do stand-tos at night, a 24-hour guard basically. But we never had any ammunition, none anywhere. I asked one of the officers what we would do if there was hell and the Germans were landing? Did we just shout ‘Bang, you’re dead’ or what? And if they wouldn’t drop dead when we shouted, what would happen to us? I was put on a charge for being insolent!

In France, meanwhile, the news lurched from bad to worse: Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain, a First World War hero who had become premier of France the day before, asked for an armistice that was signed on 25 June. Pétain then set up a capital at Vichy in the unoccupied south-east.

Hitler now set his sights on his one remaining active enemy, the United Kingdom . . .
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