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They that had fought so well

Came thro’ the jaws of Death,

Back from the mouth of Hell,

All that was left of them,

Left of six hundred.




Alfred, Lord Tennyson,

‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, 1854


This book is dedicated to my parents, Graham and Beth Lyman, and in memory of the indomitable Charioteers, especially those who made the ultimate sacrifice
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We prayed that this time, no one had blundered.

Lance Corporal Jack Webb RAMC, No. 2 Commando, ML 341

It was one of those enterprises which could be attempted only because in the eyes of the enemy it was absolutely impossible.

Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Chief of Combined Operations

… a deed of glory intimately involved in high strategy.

Sir Winston Churchill

… it was a handful of men going into the jaws of death.

Gordon Holman, Evening Standard, 28 March 1943

This brilliant attack was carried out by night under a vicious enemy fire, by a handful of men, who achieved with certainty and precision what the heaviest bombing raid or naval bombardment might well have failed to do.

Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Chief of Combined Operations

… brilliant and heroic exploit …

Sir Winston Churchill

You were the first to give us hope.

Monsieur Paul Ramadier, Prime Minister of France, to veterans, Saint-Nazaire, 1947

Surely by far the highest number of VCs ever awarded for a single operation; and this is the measure of the heroism of all who took part in that magnificent enterprise.

Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Chief of Combined Operations, 1942

The English attack on Saint-Nazaire on the night of 28 March 1942 is a first-class example of a well planned undertaking thought out to the last detail and executed with great courage.

German report on the raid

We would not wish to deny the gallantry of the British. Every German is moved by a feeling of respect for the men who carried out this action. The crew of the Campbeltown under fierce fire forced their ship through the northern lock gates, and carried out a crazy enterprise as well as it could be done. They fought until death or capture.

German naval spokesman, radio broadcast, 31 March 1942


Preface

The telephone rang shrilly. The officer of the watch shook off his sleep, picked it up almost instinctively, awoke in an instant and listened intently to the voice at the other end of the line. But the message was confusing, and hard to comprehend. Attacks? Saint-Nazaire? Kapitänleutnant Herbert Sohler, commanding officer of the Kriegsmarine’s 7th U-boat Flotilla (7 Unterseebootsflottille), was on the telephone from the Celtic Hotel in La Baule, talking some nonsense about a British raid on the submarine port. He wanted urgently to talk to the submarine chief.

The duty officer noted the time: 1.45 a.m. Vice Admiral Karl Dönitz had only arrived back at his château overlooking the River Scorff at Kernével, near Lorient, a few hours before, following a major tour of inspection of the massive U-boat base at Saint-Nazaire. Now, only a handful of hours later, a British attack seemed to be unfolding in the very place where Germany’s submarine chief (Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote, BdU, the ‘Commander of the Submarines’) had inspected his nine Type-VII U-boats and their feted and dramatically successful crews. Certainly, the Führer had warned only that week of the heightened risk of Commando attacks on Germany’s European littoral, but this seemed different, even sinister. The coincidence of the British attacking the same place where Dönitz had been only hours before seemed too remarkable to be true. Was it not probable that this was an attempt on Dönitz’s life, as British commandos had attempted to do recently to General Rommel in North Africa? After all, it seemed reasonable to assume that the German U-boat commander was a figure of hate in the Anglo-Saxon world, given that it was his hand on the helm in the Battle of the Atlantic.

He rang the Admiral’s aide-de-camp, elsewhere in the building, to brief him fully on this momentous news. It would be up to the ADC to awaken Dönitz. Meanwhile the duty officer would warn the guard commander to call out the reserve guard, increasing security around the château. With what was almost certain to have been an attempt on the life of Dönitz himself, Germany’s most senior naval commander, no precaution seemed excessive. He picked up the telephone and rang the guard commander. Minutes later Sohler was on the telephone to Dönitz.

‘Admiral, I have received a message from the port commander of Saint-Nazaire that the British are landing in the dockyards at this very moment, and have occupied half the port.’

‘Sohler, what is happening with my submarines? Are they safe?’ a shocked Dönitz barked out in reply.

‘Right now I don’t know, sir,’ came Sohler’s response. ‘I’m going straight to Saint-Nazaire and will call you back as soon as I’ve found out what’s going on. In the meantime I am evacuating the crews to La Roche-Bernard.’

With that he leapt into his staff car (no one had thought to awaken his driver) and raced the eight miles to Saint-Nazaire, driving along the D213, which meant that he could stay away from the by now dangerous coast road. When he reached the northern outskirts a roadblock barred his way. The sky over the port was lit up by searchlights and rent by the thunder of gunfire and explosions. It would have been foolhardy to proceed, although he was full of fear for his nine completed U-boat pens and their precious steel occupants.

As Sohler was wondering what to do, three truckloads of soldiers from Kapitän zur See Karl-Conrad Mecke’s 22 Marineartillerieregiment pulled up behind him. Sohler took charge at once, and ordered the men to clear a path through the streets. They reached the massive concrete pens with no trouble shortly after 3 a.m. To Sohler’s immense relief it was intact: no enemy troops had broken through its perimeter. In accordance with standing orders, however, he ordered that explosive scuttling charges be placed in each vessel, and that every submarine submerge itself onto the floor of the pen, to prevent the enemy placing magnetic mines on the hulls. Sohler then called Dönitz to tell him that the U-boats were intact.

An hour later a second call to Dönitz confirmed that the danger was past: the British did not seem to be targeting the U-boat base, but for some reason the other parts of the dock infrastructure. After the first hours of anxious panic, Sohler at last began to relax. He couldn’t understand what else might attract the British to Saint-Nazaire other than his precious submarines. Clearly, the British raid was a pathetic failure.


Dramatis Personae




	The War Office, Whitehall, London



	Anthony Eden MC
	Secretary of State for War (11 May 1940–22 December 1940); Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs (22 December 1940–26 July 1945)



	General Sir John Dill DSO
	Chief of the Imperial General Staff (until December 1941)



	General Sir Alan Brooke DSO
	Chief of the Imperial General Staff (from December 1941)



	Major General Dick Dewing
	Director of Operations and Plans, War Office (until October 1941)



	Major General John Kennedy
	Director of Operations and Plans, War Office (from October 1941)



	Colonel Dudley Clarke RA
	Chief, MO9 (until October 1941)



	Major David Niven, The Rifle Brigade
	Planning Staff, MO9



	Combined Operations HQ, 1a Richmond Terrace, London



	Admiral Sir Roger Keyes RN
	Director Combined Operations (July 1940–November 1941)



	Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten RN
	Adviser, Combined Operations (from October 1941) and Chief, Combined Operations (from March 1942)



	Wing Commander The Marquis de Casa Maury RAF
	Head of Intelligence, Combined Operations



	Major David Wyatt RE
	SOE Liaison Officer with COHQ



	Captain John Hughes-Hallett RN
	Naval Adviser



	Group Captain Alfred (‘Fred’) Henry Willetts DSO RAF
	RAF Adviser



	Commander David Luce RN
	Naval Planner



	Special Service Brigade



	Brigadier Charles Haydon DSO OBE
	Commander, Special Service Brigade (the ‘Commandos’) and Military Adviser to COHQ



	Lieutenant Colonel Hughie Stockwell
	First Commandant, STC Lochailort



	Lieutenant Colonel Ronnie Tod
	Commanding Officer, No. 11 Independent Company



	Lieutenant Colonel John Durnford-Slater
	Commanding Officer, No. 3 Commando



	Royal Navy, Operation Chariot



	Commander Robert (‘Bob’) Ryder RN
	Naval Force Commander



	Lieutenant Commander Sam Beattie RN
	Commanding Officer, HMS Campbeltown



	Lieutenant Nigel Tibbits RN
	Explosive Ordnance Officer, HMS Vernon



	Lieutenant A.R. (‘Bill’) Green RN
	Navigating Officer, HMS Campbeltown



	Lieutenant Commander Robin Jenks RN
	Commanding Officer, HMS Atherstone



	Lieutenant Commander Hugo Tweedie RN
	Commanding Officer, HMS Tynedale



	Commander Guy Sayer RN
	Commanding Officer, HMS Cleveland



	Lieutenant Commander Michael Tufnell DSC RN
	Commanding officer, HMS Brocklesby



	Lieutenant Commander Mervyn Wingfield RN
	Commanding Officer, HM Submarine Sturgeon



	Lieutenant Reginald Verity RNVR
	Beach Master



	Sub-Lieutenant John O’Rourke RCNVR
	Communications Officer, HMS Campbeltown



	Lieutenant Dunstan Curtis RNVR
	MGB 314. Scuttled when crew had been transferred to HMS Atherstone.



	Lieutenant Commander William (‘Billie’) Stephens RNVR
	Commanding Officer 20th Motor Launch Flotilla; Senior Officer of ML force. ML 192 (Flotilla No. 1)1; Leader, Starboard Column. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant Edward Burt RNVR
	ML 262 (No. 2), 20th Flotilla. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant Eric Beart RNVR
	ML 267 (No. 3), 20th Flotilla. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant A.B. (‘Bill’) Tillie RNVR
	ML 268 (No. 4), 20th Flotilla. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant Leslie Fenton RNVR
	ML 156 (No. 5), 7th Flotilla. Abandoned when crew transferred to HMS Atherstone after the raid.



	Sub-Lieutenant Mark Rodier RNVR
	ML 177 (No. 6), 7th Flotilla. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant Charles Stuart Irwin RNVR
	ML 270 (No. 7), 7th Flotilla. Scuttled when crew transferred to HMS Brocklesby.



	Lieutenant Thomas Boyd RNVR
	ML 160 (No. 8), 7th Flotilla. Successfully returned to England.



	Lieutenant Thomas Platt RNVR
	ML 447 (No. 9), 28th Flotilla; Leader, Port Column. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant Douglas Briault RNVR
	ML 341 (No. 10), 28th Flotilla. Returned to England with engine trouble before the raid.



	Lieutenant Thomas Collier RNVR
	ML 457 (No. 11), 28th Flotilla. Destroyed during the raid.



	Lieutenant Norman Wallis RANVR
	ML 307 (No. 12), 28th Flotilla. Successfully returned to England.



	Lieutenant Kenneth Horlock RNVR
	ML 443 (No. 13), 28th Flotilla. Successfully returned to England.



	Lieutenant Ian Henderson RNVR
	ML 306 (No. 14), 28th Flotilla. Lost during the raid but salvaged by the Germans.



	Lieutenant Henry Falconer RNVR
	ML 446 (No. 15), 28th Flotilla. Scuttled when crew transferred to HMS Atherstone.



	Sub-Lieutenant Bob Nock RNVR
	ML 298 (No. 16), 28th Flotilla. Destroyed during the raid.



	Sub-Lieutenant R.C.M (Micky) Wynn RNVR
	MTB 74 (No. 17). Destroyed during the raid.



	Commandos, Operation Chariot



	Lieutenant Colonel Charles Newman
	Military Force Commander. Commanding Officer, No. 2 Commando, Old Entrance



	WO1 Alan Moss
	Group 2B, Regimental Sergeant Major, No. 2 Commando, Old Entrance



	Major William (Bill) Copland
	Second-in-Command, No. 2 Commando, HMS Campbeltown. In command of Group 3 targets



	Captain Stanley Day
	Adjutant, No. 2 Commando



	Lieutenant Ronald (‘Ronnie’) Swayne
	Group 1A, Demolition Party, Old Mole



	Lieutenant John Vanderwerve
	Group lA, Protection Party, Old Mole



	Captain Bill Bradley
	Group lB, Demolition Party, Old Mole



	Lieutenant Philip Walton
	Group lC, Demolition Party, Old Mole



	Second Lieutenant William (‘Tiger’) Watson
	Group lC, Protection Party, Old Mole



	Lieutenant A.D. Wilson
	Group 1D, Demolition Party, Old Mole



	Second Lieutenant Paul Bassett-Wilson
	Group 1D, Demolition Party, Old Mole



	Lieutenant John Bonvin
	Group 1D, Demolition Party, Old Mole



	Lieutenant Joe Houghton
	Group 1D, Protection Party, Old Mole



	Captain Eric (‘Bertie’) Hodgson
	Group 1E, Assault Party, Old Mole. In command of Group 1 targets.



	Captain David Birney
	Group 1F, Assault Party, Old Mole



	Captain William (‘Bill’) Pritchard MC RE
	Group lG, Demolition Control, Old Mole



	Lieutenant Mark Woodcock
	Group 2A, Demolition Party, Old Entrance



	Lieutenant Dick Morgan
	Group 2A, Protection Party, Old Entrance



	Captain Harold Pennington
	Group 2C, Demolition Party, Old Entrance



	Second Lieutenant Morgan Jenkins
	Group 2C, Protection Party, Old Entrance



	Captain Michael (‘Micky’) Burn
	Group 2D, Assault Party, Old Entrance. In command of Group 2 targets



	Captain Richard Hooper
	Group 2E, Special Task Party, Old Entrance



	Captain Robert (‘Bob’) Montgomery RE
	Group 3, Demolition Control, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant Robert (‘Bertie’) Burtinshaw
	Group 3A, Demolition Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant Christopher Smalley
	Group 3A, Demolition Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant Stuart Chant
	Group 3A, Demolition Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant H.G.L ‘Hoppy’ Hopwood
	Group 3A, Protection Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant Bill Etches
	Group 3B (in overall command of Group 3B)



	Lieutenant Gerard Brett
	Group 3B, Demolition Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant Corran Purdon
	Group 3B, Demolition Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant M.C. ‘Bung’ Denison
	Group 3B, Protection Party, Southern Caisson



	Lieutenant John Roderick
	Group 3C, Assault Party, Southern Caisson



	Captain Donald Roy
	Group 3D, Assault Party, Southern Caisson



	German Armed Forces



	Admiral Wilhelm Marschall
	C-in-C, Navy Group West (Oberbefehlshaber des Marinegruppenkommando West), Paris



	Admiral Wilhelm Meisel
	Chief of Staff, Navy Group West, Paris



	Generalfeldmarschall Hugo Sperrle
	Commander, Luftflotte 3



	Vice Admiral Karl Dönitz
	Commander of Submarines, Kriegsmarine (Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote, BdU)



	General Karl Ritter von Prager
	25th Army Corps, Army Group D



	Lieutenant General Rudolf Pilz
	GOC 333 Infantry Division



	Oberst Hans-Hugo von
	Commanding Officer, 679th Infantry



	Schuckmann
	Regiment (part of 333 Infantry Division)



	Kapitän zur See Adalbert Zuckschwerdt
	See Kommandant Loire, February 1941 to November 1942



	Vice Admiral Wolf von Trotha
	Director (Oberwerftdirektor) of the German naval shipyard (Kriegsmarinewerft), Saint-Nazaire



	Kapitän zur See Edo
	Commanding Officer,



	Dieckmann
	Marineartilleriebataillon 280



	Kapitän zur See Karl-Conrad
	Commanding Officer, 22



	Mecke
	Marineflakregiment



	Korvettenkapitän Thiessen
	Commanding Officer, Marineflakbataillon 703, Villès-Martin



	Korvettenkapitän Koch
	Commanding Officer, Marineflakbataillon 705



	Korvettenkapitän Burhenne
	Commanding Officer, Marineartilleriebataillon 809



	Korvettenkapitän Kellermann
	Commanding Officer, Harbour Defences, Saint-Nazaire



	Kapitänleutnant Herbert Sohler
	Commanding Officer, 7th U-boat Flotilla (7 Unterseebootsflottille), Saint-Nazaire



	Kapitänleutnant2 Gerd Keibling
	Commanding Officer, U-593, attacked by HMS Tynedale



	Korvettenkapitän Friedrich Paul
	Commanding Officer, Jaguar



	Korvettenkapitän Moritz Schmidt
	Commander, Torpedo Boat Flotilla (Seeadler, Jaguar, Iltis, Falke and Kondor) and Commanding Officer, Seeadler





Author’s Note

I have standardised all times into a.m. and p.m. rather than using the 24-hour clock. All time, including that in France (including timings given in the German records), has been converted to British Double Summer Time (BDST), the time zone used by Combined Operations during the raid. Since 1916 British Summer Time (BST) had been an hour ahead of GMT. In 1940, however, the clocks in Britain were not put back by an hour at the end of Summer Time, and continued to be advanced by one hour each spring and put back by an hour each autumn, until July 1945. During these summers, therefore, operating on BDST, Britain was two hours ahead of GMT. French time, usually an hour ahead of UK time, was therefore an hour behind BDST. So, when the Campbeltown exploded at a local time of 10.35 a.m. on Saturday 28 March 1942, the BDST time was 11.35 a.m. Confusingly most contemporary accounts mistakenly refer to the British time zone in use as BST rather than the correct BDST.

All sources are listed at the end of the book, but are not directly referenced. This has saved many precious pages that can otherwise be used for text. To the academic purists who dislike this practice, I apologise.

I have standardised all references to the great dry dock and lock at Saint-Nazaire as the Normandie Dock, in deference to the great French liner for which it was first constructed in 1934. Its other names are the ‘Louis Joubert’ dock and the ‘Forme Ecluse’. For further clarity, I have attempted to standardise references to the three entrances to the Bassin. The South Lock is referred to as the Southern Entrance, the Middle Lock is the Old Entrance and the Northern Lock is the great Normandie Dock itself.

I have used individuals’ common names where they are known, rather than their more formal initials, or indeed their Christian names. For instance, Lieutenant R.O.C. Swayne of the Herefordshire Regiment and No. 1 Commando (later Sir Ronald Swayne MC) was universally known as Ronnie (although the nickname used by his soldiers was ‘Rocky’), and it is as such that he is recorded in this account.

Ranks given are those that pertained at the time.

ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/title.jpg





ops/images/9781782064466.jpg
ey

IN O THE JAWS OF

L QAT

RTHE TRUE STORY OF THE LEGENDARY

RAID ON SAINT-NAZAIRE






ops/images/pub.jpg
(JQuercus





