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				FOREWORD

				by Andy McNab

				Like many serving and former members of ‘the Regiment’ – as the Special Air Service (SAS) is affectionately known – I became a great fan of Lord Ashcroft’s book Special Forces Heroes, first published in 2008. It did exactly what it said on the ‘tin’, by telling extraordinary true stories of daring and valour carried out by the SAS and other Special Forces units.

				I was therefore delighted to learn that, just six years on, Lord Ashcroft has been able to write a second book about the remarkable exploits of decorated Special Forces men. As with Special Forces Heroes, Special Ops Heroes is based solely on the gallantry medals in Lord Ashcroft’s extensive collection.

				Once again, Lord Ashcroft has produced a page-turner. After telling the story of how the Special Forces originated and developed, he recounts the adventures of many of the ‘SAS Originals’, founder members of the Regiment. Wonderful characters such as Major Bob Lilley and Major ‘Pat’ Riley were as tough as they come and their repeated exploits behind enemy lines during the Second World War defied belief.

				Lord Ashcroft then goes on to tell more amazing stories of courage by other members of the Regiment later in the war, along with the adventures of SBS (Special Boat Service) members, Commandos and SOE (Special Operations Executive) members. These were individuals who time and again displayed premeditated – or what Lord Ashcroft likes to call ‘cold’ – courage.

				It was, however, the chapter on post Second World War heroes that particularly caught my eye because some of the write-ups involved theatres in which I had served and also some men I had served alongside for many years. Trooper Bob Consiglio served with me during the Bravo Two Zero mission that I led deep into Iraq during the First Gulf War. Bob was a great guy and a truly professional soldier, but sadly he was one of the ones who didn’t make it back. I am delighted that his courage has again been highlighted nearly a quarter of a century after the events.

				Having carried out covert operations with the Regiment in Northern Ireland, I was fascinated by some of the accounts in this book of serving soldiers during ‘the Troubles’. I was riveted by the story of the undercover work of Sergeant Graham Watts (like me, because of his role in Northern Ireland, he has adopted a pseudonym). Back in 1973, Watts was responsible for the most successful surveillance coup during the entire period of the Troubles. In fact, he was at the heart of an undercover operation that virtually wiped out the entire IRA command structure in Belfast.

				Special Ops Heroes ends with stories of derring-do from a theatre that I would have liked to have served in, but never got the opportunity to be present at: the Falklands War. Here, men from the Parachute Regiment and many other regiments repeatedly put their lives at risk during the push to recapture the islands from the invading Argentinian force.

				I, like many others, am grateful to Lord Ashcroft for his continuing efforts to highlight the bravery of men from the Regiment and other Special Forces units. We should all be grateful that his lifelong passion for bravery in general, and gallantry medals in particular, has been put to such sterling use. I was fortunate enough to be a guest in November 2010 when HRH The Princess Royal opened the Lord Ashcroft Gallery at Imperial War Museums, London, thereby making the world’s largest collection of Victoria Crosses (VCs) accessible to the public for the first time. Over the past four years, the gallery has undoubtedly become a centre of excellence for bravery, and one that is respected worldwide.

				Lord Ashcroft is to be commended for his continuing efforts to champion bravery. I have no doubt that Special Ops Heroes will bring the gallantry of members of the Regiment and other Special Forces units to a global audience. Lord Ashcroft’s latest book has been diligently researched and the exploits in it are superbly told. Special Ops Heroes tells the inspirational stories behind some of the bravest men ever to put on a British military uniform. I have no doubt that it will be read and enjoyed for many years to come.
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				The SAS Regimental Association is the only official organisation that represents the Special Air Service Regiment and its affiliated units, and that incorporates its benevolent fund.

				Walking With The Wounded was established in 2010 to support British wounded servicemen and women back into the workplace after they have left the military.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Lord Ashcroft and Bravery

				All the write-ups in this book are based on medal groups that were collected by Lord Ashcroft KCMG PC. They form part of the world’s largest private collection of British and Commonwealth Special Forces gallantry decorations.

				Lord Ashcroft also owns the world’s largest collection of Victoria Crosses (VCs), a substantial collection of gallantry medals for bravery in the air and some George Crosses (GCs). His collections of VCs and GCs are on display in the Lord Ashcroft Gallery at Imperial War Museums, London, along with VCs and GCs owned by, or in the care of, the museum.

				For more information visit: www.iwm.org.uk/heroes

				For more information on Lord Ashcroft’s five books on bravery visit:

				www.victoriacrossheroes.com

				www.specialforcesheroes.com

				www.georgecrossheroes.com

				www.heroesoftheskies.com

				www.specialopsheroes.com

				For more information on Lord Ashcroft’s VC collection visit:

				www.lordashcroftmedals.com

				For more information on Lord Ashcroft and his work visit:

				www.lordashcroft.com

				Follow him on Twitter: @LordAshcroft

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Preface

				My interest in bravery in general, and ‘cold’ (or premeditated) courage in particular, has always drawn me to the Special Air Service (SAS) and Special Forces units. I have long been in awe of the gallantry of men who are prepared to go undercover, behind enemy lines or to be part of a small, elite unit on a hit-and-run raid against a larger force. The risks associated with such missions are high and, if things go wrong, the men taking part in them know that they face being captured, tortured and killed or, if they are lucky, kept as prisoners of war, often for many years.

				This is my fifth book in the ‘Heroes’ series and follows on from the success of my second book on gallantry, Special Forces Heroes, which also concentrated on Special Forces operations. Special Ops Heroes is not, in any way, intended to be a history of the Special Forces and the SAS: such formidable tasks have already been undertaken by others. Neither is this a book about all the heroes who have served in the SAS – such a task would require a larger tome than this. Instead, this book deals with part of a collection of Special Forces medals that I have built up over the past quarter of a century. It is the largest collection of its kind in the world and it is preserved by a trust that was set up to care for and protect the medals. This book deals with a substantial part of this collection – although obviously not individuals who have already been written about in Special Forces Heroes.

				As I have detailed in previous books, my interest in bravery dates back to my childhood, and was partly inspired by my late father, Eric, who, as a young officer, took part in the D-Day landings of 6 June 1944. A general interest in courage developed into a more specific passion for gallantry medals. I purchased my first Victoria Cross (VC) in 1986 and now own more than 180 such decorations – which are on display at a gallery bearing my name at Imperial War Museums, London.

				My first purchase of a medal group for Special Forces-type operations came in 1988 when I learnt that the gallantry and service medals of a member of the Cockleshell Heroes were to be auctioned at Sotheby’s. The raid by just ten men in small canoes into German-occupied France in December 1942 had filled me with wonder ever since I had seen the film The Cockleshell Heroes shortly after it came out in 1955.

				I was the successful bidder for the medals belonging to Corporal William ‘Bill’ Sparks, one of only two survivors from the mission. This led me to begin building up a separate Special Forces medal collection, on top of my VC collection. Today, this collection consists of the medal groups of well over 100 men.

				Decorations that feature in Special Ops Heroes date back to early in the Second World War and cover a period of more than half a century to the First Gulf War. My book also features gallantry medals awarded for courage in Malaya in the 1950s, Dhofar (1975), the Iranian Embassy Siege (1980), ‘the Troubles’ in Northern Ireland (1969–98), the Falklands War (1982) and the First Gulf War (1990–1).

				The length of the individual write-ups varies considerably, often depending on the amount of information that is available about the medal recipient’s life and career. If there are gaps in individuals’ lives, including details of their births and deaths, it is because, despite extensive research, this information is unavailable. In the panels that begin every individual write-up, only British and Commonwealth gallantry and special service medals are listed. In most cases, other decorations, including those from foreign governments, are mentioned in the write-ups themselves. If an individual has received more than one decoration, they are listed chronologically in the panel based on the dates they were ‘gazetted’, rather than in the order of the seniority of the decoration. Not all the decorations in this book relate to men who have served in the Special Forces, but all the men in Special Ops Heroes have shown outstanding courage either under fire or in highly dangerous situations.

				And, finally, some of the language used by the former servicemen in their interviews is a little colourful. As with Special Forces Heroes, 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.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				The Origins of the Special Forces and SAS

				The very name Special Air Service (SAS) still conjures respect, even fear, worldwide. It is synonymous with qualities such as courage, professionalism and toughness. The SAS is also renowned for its secrecy, which was why, when the world caught a glimpse of how it operated during the Iranian Embassy Siege of 1980, the appetite of outsiders to know more about it grew and grew. Nigel McCrery, in his book The Complete History of the SAS, wrote: ‘It should also be made clear that the SAS is not a machine; neither is it a clinical force cloned for warfare. It is what it has always been: a collection of dedicated soldiers. They are men who love military life, and wish to reach the pinnacle of their chosen profession. Above all, they are men who have found the true meaning of self-discipline.’

				The SAS was formed as a unit in the British Army in July 1941 and was originally called ‘L’ Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade. Early in the Second World War, British military leaders began to appreciate the value of having a small, elite unit for specialised reconnaissance and for hit-and-run missions behind enemy lines. Until then, the British had only dabbled with Special Forces 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,’ wrote William Seymour in his authoritative book British Special Forces.

				The inspiration for Special Forces actions goes back to the time of legend. Homer’s tale of the Trojan Horse, dating back to around 1200 BC – in which the Greeks used subterfuge to enter the city of Troy – was clearly a classic undercover operation. However, it took many centuries for Special Forces operations to become part and parcel of warfare. This was partly because great warrior leaders, such as Genghis Khan – although utterly ruthless – thought it cowardly and lacking in glory to deceive the enemy, or to mount hit-and-run operations against its forces.

				There were, however, sporadic examples of Special Forces-style operations carried out by the British during the nineteenth century. I purchased the Victoria Cross (VC) awarded to Lieutenant (later Rear Admiral) John Bythesea for a daring mission during the Crimean War in which he and just one other man intercepted enemy mail on the Russian-held island of Wardo, near Finland. It is a story of a cunning hit-and-run mission, told at length in my book Special Forces Heroes. Yet the success of the operation did nothing to speed up the development of separate Special Forces units, and the First World War, which claimed the lives of more than ten million people, will always be remembered for its trench warfare, even if there were the occasional raids, from trench to trench, to capture documents or prisoners.

				In the inter-war years, there was some sporadic thought given to using Special Forces. H.E. Fox-Davies, a subaltern in the Durham Light Infantry, wrote a paper in 1935 in which he highlighted the need for small bodies of specially trained men to be used against specific targets. His main point was that such a force would be able to create damage to the enemy out of all proportion to the number of men used.

				Nothing really came from the paper but, in 1936, Charles Orde Wingate, a British Army officer, established Special Night Squads (SNS), an effective, but brutal, force that carried out surprise ambushes during the first two years of the Arab Revolt of 1936–9. Controversy over its tactics led to the SNS – a forerunner to the SAS – being disbanded in 1938.

				The Second World War broke out in September 1939 and it was only after the start of hostilities that Britain, ahead of its enemies and allies, gave serious consideration to forming small, elite forces that were specially trained and specially equipped for undercover operations. Indeed, throughout the six years of the war, only one German commander, Otto Skorzeny, mounted a series of effective Commando-style raids on the Allied forces. In fact, it was Skorzeny who was personally chosen by Adolf Hitler to lead the successful operation to rescue Benito Mussolini, the Italian dictator, after he had been overthrown and imprisoned by the Italian government in 1943. Yet, by then and afterwards, Germany was lagging well behind the British in its use of Special Forces.

				The British Army had formed ten Independent Companies in the spring of 1940. Each comprised some twenty officers and 270 men, and was trained to carry out sabotage raids on the enemy’s lines of communications. The reality was, however, that a shortage of troops meant these ‘private armies’, as they were dubbed, more often carried out conventional infantry roles. When, in November 1940, the companies were disbanded, its members were drafted into the new Special Service battalions that had been formed just months earlier.

				Winston Churchill, the great wartime prime minister, was starting to warm to the use of Special Forces in the wake of the evacuation of most of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) from Dunkirk. Indeed, he instructed his military commanders to form a ‘butcher and bolt’ raiding force to be used against Nazi Germany. 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), came up with the format for the new force. Clarke, who started using the word ‘Commando’, 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 name ‘Commando’, but other military leaders preferred the phrase ‘Special Service’. In fact, both were used, as the public seemed to like the idea of a superior, specially trained force defending British shores.

				William Seymour, the author of British Special Forces, was one of those who served during the war with 52 (ME) [Middle East] Commando. He and his comrades were trained in physical fitness, survival, orienteering, close-quarter combat, silent killing, signalling, amphibious and cliff assault, vehicle operation, weapons and demolition. Seymour said: ‘A man would learn some of these [Commando] skills in his training, but vitality and a zest for adventure must be the well-spring of every one of his actions.’

				Furthermore, the Commandos received extra money from which they had to find their own accommodation whenever in Britain. At their inception, each Commando unit was intended to consist of a headquarters plus ten troops of fifty men but, as the war progressed, the size of the units varied. In general, the system worked well, although some commanders resented losing their best men to the Commando units. Many soldiers volunteered to become Commandos, but not all made the grade. Inveraray, in Scotland, was the venue for much of the early training, including the use of fast landing craft.

				The first Commando raid of the war took place on the night of 23 June 1940, when 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. John Durnford-Slater, who had observed the raid, was given command of No. 3 Commando, the first Commando unit in the field. Soon he was put in charge of expanding the force. Over the summer of 1940, six more Commando units were formed: Nos 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9.

				Brigadier J.C. Haydon was appointed in October 1940 to command the Special Service Brigade. This, in turn, led to the Commandos being amalgamated into Special Service Battalions. However, they were unwieldy and were short-lived: Nos 1 to 5 Special Service Battalions were disbanded in March 1941 – four months before the formation of ‘L’ Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade. After the disbandment of the battalions, the Commandos, who had kept their own identity within the battalions, were re-formed and expanded to create eleven Commando units (numbered from 1 to 12 with No. 10 missing).

				A key area of the early fighting in the Second World War was North Africa, where initially a small British and Commonwealth army faced the Italians, who, though superior in numbers, were poorly equipped. However, as the fighting in this area escalated – the Allies were determined to restrict the Axis Powers’ access to the Suez Canal and Arabian oil field – Hitler sent his famous Afrika Korps. Under the command of General Erwin Rommel, the ‘Desert Fox’, the Afrika Korps soon came up against a British unit called Layforce, commanded by Colonel (later Brigadier) Robert Laycock. This was a Commando brigade attached to General Wavell’s Middle Eastern Army: 2,000-strong, it consisted of 7, 8 and 11 Commandos. During his time with 8 Commando, David Stirling, a Scots Guards lieutenant, had begun to appreciate the benefits of attacks on targets behind enemy lines, but he thought such missions would benefit from smaller groups of men than were being used, relying largely on the element of surprise.

				As a result of unfortunate circumstances, Stirling, six feet seven inches tall, athletic and solidly built, was given time to ponder such a new unit. Determined to learn to parachute, his first jump, with faulty equipment, left him paralysed from the waist down for days and in hospital for weeks. As he lay recuperating, he contemplated a new form of strategic warfare. Stirling wanted a force that, like the early Commando raids, would be aimed at specific targets. However, as stated, he wanted to use far fewer – around one twentieth – of the men. He believed four-man airborne units could cause havoc by employing surprise and guile behind enemy lines.

				Once he became mobile with the aid of crutches, he met and won over British military commanders in the area to the idea and, in July 1941, he was given the go-ahead to form ‘L’ Detachment of the Special Air Service Brigade (which formally came into existence on 24 August 1941). The new force operated from Kabrit (later renamed Kibrit) Air Base in Egypt, close to the Suez Canal. Stirling initially recruited sixty-five Commandos and was provided with five aircraft and limited amounts of other equipment. From these modest beginnings, the SAS was born.

				After rushed training, their first mission was disastrous. Some fifty-five men were dropped on the night of 16 November 1941 in support of ‘Operation Crusader’, an offensive from the Eighth Army. The aim was to attack five airfields in the Gazala–Timimi area of Libya, destroying as many enemy aircraft as possible. However, appalling weather – including winds of up to Force 8 – scuppered the plan. Just twenty-two of the men (numbers vary in different reports) reached the pick-up point agreed with the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG); five men died and twenty-eight were taken prisoner. However, the SAS was soon operating effectively in the area as part of the desert war, and performed many successful and daring long-range insertions to destroy aircraft and fuel depots. Stirling was, according to folklore, reputed to have strangled forty-one of the enemy himself, while, in the fifteen months before his capture, the SAS had destroyed more than 250 aircraft on the ground, dozens of supply dumps, put hundreds of enemy vehicles out of action, and wrecked railways and telecommunications centres.

				Field Marshal Montgomery, of Alamein, once described Stirling as ‘mad, quite mad’, but he acknowledged his great worth as a wartime soldier. Stirling was a formidable, but unassuming, character with a tremendous sense of adventure. After his capture in January 1943 his brother Bill Stirling and Robert Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne took over command of the SAS, which continued to succeed with its hit-and-run tactics. As the war progressed, ‘the Regiment’ was used in numerous successful operations outside North Africa, 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.

				As spelt out in the Preface, this book is not a history of the SAS, or the British Special Forces. Those wanting to read more about the SAS during its first four years should study the SAS War Diary 1941–1945. Written in 1946 and then kept secret for six and a half decades, it was finally published in 2011 to mark the seventieth anniversary of the founding of the SAS. Weighing nearly 30 lb, bound in leather and some 600 pages long, its contents tell of deeds of derring-do in the Western Desert, North Africa, Italy, France, Holland and, finally, during the last months of the war, in Germany. Once Germany was defeated, the SAS helped to disarm and control 300,000 Germans in Norway.

				The diary is undoubtedly one of the most remarkable documents to emerge from the Second World War: a private history of the SAS by the SAS for the SAS. In a short introductory section headed ‘Birth, Growth and Maturity of 1st S.A.S Regiment’, it says: ‘In this Diary, the reader can obtain for himself some small idea of the part played by the 1st S.A.S. Regiment in the overthrow of Germany. It has invariably fought under the most daring conditions and often against heavy odds, added to which the members of the Regiment were fully aware of the German order stating that Special Air Service Prisoners of War (PoWs) should receive no quarter and that on capture they would be sentenced to death. This never proved a deterrent to the Regiment.’

				As with the SAS, the origins of the SBS go back to early in the Second World War. The Special Boat Section (which became the Special Boat Squadron in 1977 and the Special Boat Service in 1987) was formed by Roger Courtney, a Commando officer, in June 1940. In fact, for the first few months, it was known as the Folbot Troop, a folbot being a folding boat or kayak. As with the SAS’s first operation, the SBS’s initial mission got off to a troubled start due to adverse weather. The intention had been to target German operations on the Dutch coast. The men were taken to their targets on motor torpedo boats (MTBs), but their folbots could not be launched. The mission was, eventually, aborted, but not before ‘Jumbo’ Courtney learnt a lesson: that submarines were preferable, as carriers, to MTBs. The SBS, however, made its mark during the remainder of the war, including when, in February 1941, it sailed with No. 8 Commando for the Middle East. It carried out similar roles to the SAS, except taking on more amphibious assignments. The SBS today – motto ‘By Strength and Guile’ – is a highly respected fighting force and it has taken part in operations all over the world.

				During the Second World War, the SAS, SBS and other groups sometimes worked closely with the Special Operations Executive (SOE), which was formed on 22 July 1940 as a British Second World War organisation. It was established to conduct espionage, sabotage and reconnaissance in Occupied Europe, working both against the Axis Powers and in support of local resistance groups. The SOE controlled or employed some 13,000 people, including 3,200 women, and it is estimated it supported or supplied a million operatives worldwide.

				Since the end of the Second World War, members of the SAS have also seen action all over the world. Britain has certainly made more use of its Special Forces than any other military power. For the remainder of the book, I will use brief introductions to each chapter to detail how, since the end of the Second World War, the SAS and other Special Forces units have been, and still are being, used in countless theatres of conflict all over the world.

				I have always considered it unfair that, despite innumerable courageous actions from the SAS/SBS, only one of their members – Major Anders Lassen, a Dane – has been awarded the VC, the UK and the Commonwealth’s most prestigious bravery award. This is partly because so many SAS/SBS missions have been carried out in secret and were unseen by officers who have to recommend gallantry awards. It is partly, too, because the SAS/SBS like to operate in the shadows: the award of a VC to a serving Special Forces soldier would turn him into an instant celebrity and make it hard for him to do his job properly in the future.

				Today the SAS is based in Hereford, where its members still fondly refer to the fighting force as ‘the Regiment’. Its selection process and its training, often in and around the Brecon Beacons, remain brutally harsh. In his book The Complete History of the SAS, Nigel McCrery says that an average of three SAS soldiers die every year, though in a bad year the total can be as high as twenty. The names of those men who have died carrying out their SAS duties are engraved on the clock tower at the SAS’s headquarters. It means that when an SAS man retires he is said to have ‘beaten the clock’.

				The SAS remains the principal Special Forces unit of the modern-day British Army and it acts as a model for similar units in other countries. William Seymour concludes his book British Special Forces by saying that ‘it is doubtful whether even the percipient genius of David Stirling could have foreseen how the fortunes of his small force would have broadened through the years. Always faithful to its founder’s principles, the SAS has become a renowned regiment with worldwide commitments and a broadening story of achievement, whose greatness lies not in its tradition – for that will come later – but in the superb training, discipline and spirit of its soldiers.’

				The SAS War Diary 1941–1945 concludes its introduction with a summary of the ethos of the Regiment and all it stands for: ‘Much has been written about the S.A.S. and the daily papers and weekly periodicals have attempted to glamorise it. However it has always remained first and last, a Regiment composed of officers and men who have fought with the true offensive spirit and outstanding esprit de corps. Unfortunately no matter how much is written about 1st S.A.S. Regiment, the spirit and bond between officers and men can never be expressed. This is the true explanation of its greatness and it is only to be hoped that the Regiment has always lived up to its motto:- “WHO DARES WINS”.’
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