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			Context

			In the modern world, asymmetrical warfare and special forces are a military arsenal’s specialized dagger, a weapon honed over decades of evolution and refinement. US Navy SEALS, Delta Force, and the Green Berets are all the descendants of the British Special Air Service (SAS), a unit formed on a shoestring and a wild dream in the deserts of North Africa in the early days of World War II. These modern incarnations of the Special Warrior did not exist before mid-1941, when an iconoclastic British officer named David Stirling conceived a new kind of warfare and almost single-handedly created a fighting force that would change the rules of combat.

			Rogue Heroes is the first book to examine the early days of Great Britain’s Special Air Service. It follows the unit from its birth in North Africa, harrowing the supply lines of the German Afrika Korps, to the invasion of Italy and finally of Germany itself. It details the lives and exploits of Stirling, and the men who built the SAS and nurtured it through its infancy into one of the most celebrated—and effective—military units in modern warfare. They fought, they died, they were captured, and they escaped to fight again. The descriptions of these men and their exploits form a portrait of the special-operations fighter that is valid even today. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			At the height of World War II, Nazi Germany had driven Great Britain back onto its heels. The German Afrika Korps, led by Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, was sweeping across North Africa towards Egypt, driving British forces before them. France, Belgium, and Poland had already fallen. It was a war of great armies clashing on clear battlefields, as war had always been.

			Into the middle of this traditional warfare came a young, visionary British officer named David Stirling, a “gadabout” with little respect for military traditions and ways of thinking, and little interest in chain-of-command and regular channels. As the Germans tore across North Africa, Stirling conceived a new way of striking the Germans, a way that lay far outside the bounds of conventional warfare. His idea was to send a small force of men parachuting behind enemy lines to harry and harass, disrupt and demoralize, and to sabotage airplanes and sever supply lines.

			Partnered with the disciplined, hard-charging soldier Jock Lewes, Stirling convinced his superiors to give him a few men and a handful of supplies. He then proceeded to create a fighting force that would revolutionize the nature of modern warfare—the Special Air Service (SAS).

			Working autonomously in a kind of half-organized free-for-all, Stirling and Lewes recruited a group of fighters who would become legendary for their exploits—and for their sacrifice. Despite failures and missteps, the SAS became a thorn in the side of the Afrika Korps, destroying planes, interdicting supply lines, providing intelligence, and becoming a noisy, distracting drain on German resources. The SAS was instrumental in turning the tide of the war in North Africa.

			With victory in Africa complete, the SAS became the tip of the spear in the Allied invasion of Italy, France, and ultimately Germany. As the war claimed the SAS’s commanders, one by one, and the British top brass still did not know what to do with this new, unconventional fighting force, the SAS’s role evolved and fluctuated—not always in a way commensurate with Stirling’s original vision—and in those instances, always to the unit’s detriment.

			When forced to assume a more traditional commando role, the unit suffered needless losses. But through it all, there was a core of battle-hardened veterans that maintained unit cohesion and a unique camaraderie, and worked to bring its actions back in line with the original mission—small units acting autonomously behind enemy lines.

			Through these exploits, the author skillfully paints detailed psychological portraits of the men of the SAS: leaders, rogues, and warriors. They were studies in contradictions, fighting spirit, and immense personal courage. Their story is also one of the vicissitudes of war, of victories, wounds, and loss. A man could be a hero one day, and the next, killed in an ignominious accident, or taken prisoner for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			As Macintyre states at the end of the book, “In tactics and intentions, American and British special forces still follow the principles pioneered by the SAS in the desert more than seventy years ago: attacking the most valuable strategic targets without warning and then melting away again, forcing the enemy to remain on constant, debilitating alert.” This is the legacy of the SAS.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue: Into the Dark

			In November 1941, “L Detachment” of the Special Air Service, the SAS, was on its first mission, known as Operation Squatter. Fifty-five soldiers of a new kind of military unit, a motley, patchwork crew, prepared to parachute at night into the Libyan desert with the goal of infiltrating five enemy airfields, planting explosives on as many German and Italian planes as possible, and then fading away toward a rendezvous point in the deep desert.

			The weather for this mission was awful. Anti-aircraft batteries saw them coming and opened fire. The pilots lost sight of the drop zone. One by one they hurled themselves into the unknown.

			Need to Know: It’s going to be a dark, stormy ride.

			Part I: War in the Desert

			Chapter 1: Cowboy Soldier

			In 1941, five months before Operation Squatter, Lieutenant David Stirling was in a Cairo hospital, paralyzed from the waist down by a botched parachute jump. While he regained the use of his legs, he had a lot of time to think about how poorly the war in North Africa was going for the Allies, and to imagine ways that he could improve the situation.

			Stirling was known as a wastrel, a man who “misbehaved on a lavish scale.” He failed out of Cambridge twice, dreamed of climbing Mount Everest, and even went to America in 1938 to become a cowboy. When Britain went to war, he answered the call, but this did not increase his respect for convention. He “regarded rules as nuisances to be ignored, broken, or otherwise overcome,” and showed no deference to rank or tolerance for braggarts. Nevertheless, he possessed prodigious self-confidence. It was largely this self-confidence that inspired the formation of the SAS. He was a natural leader with unswerving faith in his own decisions.

			In February 1941, he joined a unit of commandos called Layforce, and was sent to Scotland, and eventually Egypt. Stirling was eager for combat, but quickly tired of the tedium of training and preparation. He wanted in the fight, and he wanted it right now.

			In the midst of a boredom-assuaging revelry in June, he had a conversation with Lieutenant Jock Lewes, a fellow officer “who was as self-disciplined and uptight as Stirling was dissolute and nonchalant.” Lewes had recently gotten hold of a stock of parachutes, and permission for an experimental jump in the desert. Mostly out of boredom, Stirling asked Lewes to show him how to parachute.

			Need to Know: David Stirling was hardly a conventional soldier, but it was these traits that were perfect for his vision of a new kind of unit. Meeting Jock Lewes was the catalyst that made the formation of the SAS, and Operation Squatter, possible.

			Chapter 2: L Detachment

			Lieutenant Jock Lewes was the perfect soldier, the epitome of military virtue; an austere, rigid man, athletic and patriotic with dashing good looks. For a short time, Lewes flirted with Nazism, impressed by its organization, until Kristallnacht exposed the true nature of the regime. He felt personally duped, and swore to take up arms against facism. He and Stirling were polar opposites in almost every way, except in their desire for substantive action.

			There were no instructors on their parachute jump, only a handful of men with the desire to try it out and a woefully unsuitable biplane. On his jump, Stirling’s parachute ripped open on the plane’s tail. He hit the ground extra hard, resulting in the paralyzing spinal injury that would affect him the rest of his life. Nevertheless, it was during his recovery that he conceived a new kind of military unit, although he credited Lewes with much of the thinking.

			As Stirling convalesced, he envisioned small teams of highly trained men hitting vulnerable supply lines and airfields and fading quickly away again, doing maximum damage with minimum resources. To maintain secrecy, the unit would need access to intelligence, autonomy, and its own secluded training ground.

			He initially met significant resistance to this revolutionary idea. Bypassing the chain-of-command, Stirling challenged the very concept of rank. Through sheer audacity, he circumvented channels, went straight to the top brass, and placed his plan in the hands of a general who saw merit in it. 

			When command gave the go ahead, the fledgling unit needed a name. The British army had been developing a fake unit of paratroopers to fool the Italians in Egypt. Stirling loved the idea of secretly assuming the name of a bogus unit, and thus “L Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade” was born.

			Need to Know: Persevering through grievous personal injury, Stirling’s combination of modesty, ingenuity, and audacity paid off. The SAS was born.

			Chapter 3: Recruits

			In July 1941, Stirling’s first order of business was to draft the hard-charging Jock Lewes, an effort that, due to their diametrically opposed temperaments, was not a sure thing. When Lewes finally agreed, their task was to recruit the kind of men who would fit into the nature of their mission.

			Stirling interviewed every recruit himself. He was looking for exceptional bravery, men who were disciplined but independent-minded, uncomplaining, unconventional, and merciless when necessary. The first was an American named Pat Riley, a rock-solid buffalo of a man. Riley brought along the soft-spoken and sensible veteran, Jim Almonds, known as “Gentleman Jim.” Riley and Almonds, two veteran noncommissioned officers, later became the bedrock of the unit. Johnny Cooper, the youngest recruit, “was made of some light but tough material that seemed able to endure any kind of stress without breaking.” Reg Seekings was an amateur boxing champion with a massive chip on his shoulder, a difficult person, but “hard, in the way that very few people are truly hard.” These were the men that accomplished L Detachment’s first mission: acquiring the equipment to operate. In a bold midnight raid, they carted off equipment from the nearby camp of a New Zealand regiment.

			Stirling’s job became recruitment and organization, Lewes’s became training the men in parachuting, desert operations, and demolitions. Lewes’s methods were as extreme as possible, involving extensive marches without vehicles or radio backup, and men jumping off the back of moving jeeps to simulate a parachute jump.

			Stirling recruited five junior officers. Bill Fraser was a combat veteran who “seemed slightly baffled by life, too delicate for soldiering”; nevertheless he was an excellent leader. Paddy Mayne was an international rugby player, a dedicated brawler, “240 pounds of highly volatile human explosive.” Quietly ruthless when sober, brazenly violent and ferocious when drunk, which he often was, Mayne contained a deep reservoir of anger. One of the other recruits was Mayne’s closest friend, Eoin McGonigal.

			Training commenced in earnest, with two deaths on their first parachute run, and as it went on, attrition continued due to injuries, illness, and rejection. But what emerged was the clear sense that this was an elite unit of fewer than a hundred men. They could be harnessed, but not controlled. Personalities gelled and chafed as the group bonded. Paddy Mayne began to emerge as a natural leader.

			Their goal was to sneak into aerodromes and destroy airplanes, but to do that they had to develop small, portable explosives with timed detonators. The result was the “Lewes bomb,” a one-pound block of plastic explosive, rolled with thermite and motor oil. Lewes bombs were equipped with timed “pencil detonators,” small glass tubes that could time a detonation between two minutes and two hours.

			L Detachment’s first mission was to be Operation Squatter on November 17, 1941. According to the plan, five parachute teams of eleven men each would attack five airfields, using Lewes bombs to blow up three hundred airplanes, then march fifty miles into the desert to a rendezvous point. If it worked, it would create a serious setback for enemy fighters at a critical time. If it didn’t, only a few dozen men would be lost. 

			Need to Know: Stirling and Lewes had their recruits, trained and ready for anything. All that remained was to set them loose on a target. The Lewes bomb would become a permanent fixture of the British military arsenal, and the first customized weapon developed by and for the SAS. 

			Chapter 4: Into the Desert

			The weather forecast for Operation Squatter was terrible, predicting severe winds and heavy rain. Stirling, however, fearing that his brainchild would be curtailed if he didn’t produce results, decided to go ahead anyway. The result was a fiasco.

			Winds were even stronger than expected. Stirling was injured again in the landing, and his team was scattered over miles. Nearly all of their equipment was lost, save for revolvers and a handful of grenades, rendering the team useless. Three of the other teams fared little better. Eoin McGonigal, Paddy Mayne’s close friend, was killed on landing. One of the planes went down, and the troops were either killed or captured. Paddy Mayne’s team recovered some of their canisters containing explosives and water, and although they had to leave two men behind (and lost one on impact), they decided to carry on with the mission.

			Jock Lewes’s team was the only one mostly intact, landing with some of the Lewes bombs undamaged. They set off in what they hoped was the direction of the airfields. The two teams led by Lewes and Mayne marched north, but torrential rains turned the desert into raging floods. 

			Paddy Mayne tried to continue the mission, but his supplies and equipment were ruined by the rain. He finally gave up.

			The surviving teams limped to the desert rendezvous point on November 19, having attacked nothing, and worse, the Germans now knew there was a sabotage force nearby. The men were deeply demoralized. They had all lost friends. Eoin McGonigal’s death caused something in Paddy Mayne to break.

			Need to Know: Operation Squatter, L Detachment’s first mission, was “an unmitigated disaster.” Of fifty-five men, only twenty-one returned. After this, the SAS seemed likely to be disbanded.

			Chapter 5: The Long Range Desert Group

			The Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) was a British reconnaissance and raiding unit founded in Egypt in 1940. Experts in desert navigation and operations, they became instrumental in helping L Detachment salvage its operations. The LRDG became, in effect, L Detachment’s transport service, as their vehicles were well suited for desert travel and far safer and more reliable than parachuting. The LRDG retrieved the remnants of Operation Squatter, and thus began one of the most successful partnerships of the war. 

			Stirling had feared that the failure of their first operation would be the end of L Detachment, but luckily for Stirling and his men, the British army had bigger fish to fry. The German commander, Field Marshal Rommel, was wiping up the desert with British forces, but Stirling’s superiors believed the L Detachment was perfect for attack on the panzer divisions’ vulnerable supply lines, clearing the way for ground troops.

			L Detachment took up residence at Jalo Oasis on December 5, 150 miles from the coast in the Libyan desert, a location of vital strategic importance. Stirling gathered his troops to plan for the next SAS operation, knowing that if it failed, it could easily be the last.

			Need to Know: L Detachment received a new lease on life, despite their initial failure. With a new partnership with the LRDG in place, they were itching to redeem themselves.

			Chapter 6: Devil Country

			L Detachment quickly learned how inhospitable the Libyan desert was. Traveling hundreds of miles, day and night, in the backs of trucks was an exercise in masochism. They called it “Devil Country.”

			In advance of a larger British assault, Stirling launched a three-pronged attack on a string of poorly defended airfields along the Libyan coast. Stirling and Mayne would attack Sirte on December 14, while Lewes struck Agheila in the south simultaneously. On December 21, Bill Fraser’s team would attack Agedabia in the east, clearing the way for ground troops.

			Having been spotted from the air by Italian planes, Stirling’s unit had given up the element of surprise, and divided into two groups. During the infiltration of Sirte, the largest of the airfields, Stirling inadvertently stepped on a sleeping Italian soldier whose scream alerted the camp. Eventually that mistake led to evacuation of all the planes on the airfield.

			Paddy Mayne’s team was much more successful, although they strayed from the plan. Hearing “merriment” from a mess hall, and with surprise on his side, Mayne and his men gunned down roughly thirty German officers and pilots, in cold blood. Within thirty minutes, his team planted all their Lewes bombs, and damaged or destroyed twenty-four planes. 

			The third unit, led by Jock Lewes, captured an Italian lorry and used it as camouflage to infiltrate the Agheila airfield. But when they arrived, they found no airplanes, so they used their explosives to destroy telegraph lines and dozens of vehicles before attacking a roadhouse full of Italian soldiers, emerging narrowly victorious from a blazing firefight.

			Bill Fraser’s attack on the Agedabia airfield was the most crucial of the raids. If not destroyed, the planes there would wreak severe damage on the incoming British forces, already en route. Fraser’s infiltration and attack was a stunning success. They planted Lewes bombs on thirty-seven planes, destroying all of them. Two of the remaining bombs were planted in a “bomb dump” which went up “with a blood-curdling roar.”

			Need to Know: L Detachment proved that a small team could destroy an entire airfield in a matter of minutes. Their first series of successes racked up more than fifty enemies killed or wounded, and the destruction of sixty enemy planes, dozens of vehicles, communication lines, and more, without suffering a single casualty. The SAS was just getting started.

			Chapter 7: A Party of Ghosts

			On Christmas Eve, L Detachment launched another series of attacks at Arco dei Fileni and Nofilia, and a repeat attack at Tamet and Sirte. Once again, Stirling’s team was forced to call off their attack. They couldn’t approach without being spotted, and when they arrived, they found fresh defenses around Sirte. There would be no way to cut through them and destroy the planes before the determined rendezvous time. On the way back to their camp, however, he took the opportunity to destroy a dozen supply trucks in a convoy. Stirling remained the only officer to have inflicted almost no damage to the enemy.

			On December 27, Jock Lewes’s team set out for Nofilia. Early in the day, the airfield had been full of German fighter planes, but after nightfall, when they planned to attack, most of the planes were gone. They destroyed the two they found, but on their long drive back to Jalo Oasis, their convoy was spotted by a German fighter plane, which promptly called in two more. Lewes’s unit hunkered down, but the fighter planes maintained their onslaught for eight hours, during which time Lewes was killed. When it was over, his comrades buried him in the desert and hurried back to base. His grave was never found.

			Bill Fraser’s four-man team, meanwhile, had missed its rendezvous and was now stranded in the desert two hundred miles from Jalo Oasis with only half a pint of water each, some bully beef, and two days’ worth of biscuits. They had no choice but to march back. The travails of that nine-day, 150-mile journey until they were picked up by British forces—drinking their own urine, enduring sandstorms, encountering enemies, and dodging minefields—scarred Fraser forever. 

			Need to Know: The war took its toll in blood at every turn. The loss of Jock Lewes was a devastating blow to L Detachment and to Stirling in particular.

			Chapter 8: Blitz Buggy

			L Detachment’s growing list of achievements and demonstrable contributions to the war effort gained the favor of the top brass, resulting in medals and promotions for Stirling, Mayne, and Fraser, in addition to authorization for six more officers and forty more men. Stirling reported only to General Auchinleck, the officer who had greenlighted L Detachment. The unit was becoming more official, and in spite of its secrecy, more well known. Stirling chose the unit’s new motto, “Who Dares Wins.” Jock Lewes had designed their operational wings: the wings of a scarab beetle and parachute.

			A group of French parachutists joined the fight, wanting to fight Germans and willing to do it with the British under Stirling’s command. The small teams, however, would consist of countrymen only—the French with the French, the British with the British.

			Figuring that supplies would need to be shipped in by boat, Stirling had plans for the unit’s first amphibious assault on Rommel’s supply ships in the port of Bouerat. The operation was scheduled for January 23, 1942. From the beginning, the attack went poorly, suffering from punctured rafts and encounters with enemy troops, but Stirling’s men nevertheless managed to destroy the wireless station and a fleet of petrol trucks, as well as disable the harbor.

			But they returned to Jalo Oasis to discover that Bouerat was no longer Rommel’s main port. He had retaken a great swath of territory including Benghazi, forcing L Detachment and the LRDG to relocate to Egypt. So the port at Benghazi became the next target, in hopes that curtailing German shipping would allow the Allies to maintain control of Malta.

			Stirling planned to use inflatable boats to attack the port, but the men would not be parachuting in this time. The unit had “obtained” a Ford V-8 wagon that they dubbed the “Blitz Buggy.” Painted gray, it looked much like a German staff car, but it could mount machine guns fore and aft, so it was this that Stirling used for the Benghazi operation.

			Split into three groups, the operation was largely another failure. High winds made using inflatable boats impossible. Fraser found one plane to explode, and Paddy Mayne’s team managed to destroy fifteen airplanes. As a reconnaissance operation, however, it was a qualified success: Stirling learned that the Axis forces were unprepared for the kind of action he could deliver.

			Need to Know: Out of another failed operation, Stirling found a kernel of success in preparation for L Detachment’s most audacious operation yet.

			Chapter 9: Benghazi Bed-and-Breakfast

			L Detachment launched the second Benghazi operation with a new member, Captain Randolph Churchill, the son of prime minister Winston Churchill. Randolph was a man trying hard, sometimes too hard, to please his father. He described Stirling as “the most original and enterprising soldier I have come across.” Since he was the prime minister’s son, however, Randolph would have to remain with the LRDG rendezvous, as an observer. He would be too valuable as a potential enemy prisoner. 

			The journey in the Blitz Buggy took five days, during which the car developed loud, but still drivable mechanical problems. The unit found boats more reliable than the dinghies previously employed, and it was agreed that the RAF would launch a bombing the night before to divert attention. 

			The next morning, while they were preparing explosives, a faulty detonator injured Reg Seekings’s hand, which opened a place for Randolph Churchill on the mission. The drive took five hours, during which the mechanical problems of the Blitz Buggy became even louder. There would be no stealthy approach.

			They screeched into the city, managing to get past guarded checkpoints with swagger and bad Italian, but were spotted by two German cars, resulting in a chase through town. They eventually got away, hid the Blitz Buggy, and prepared their next steps, but not before air raid sirens went off. Their attack was foiled yet again by rafts that refused to inflate—the bumpy ride had punctured them. After a series of close calls, they were forced to abandon the mission.

			Posing as German officers, the team brazenly bluffed their way past more Italian guards and holed up in an abandoned apartment until nightfall when they would attempt to return to the rendezvous point. They reached the rendezvous barely in time to prevent the LRDG leaving them behind. Regardless, spirits were high. 

			The positive result of another failed mission was that the son of the prime minister had had the time of his life, and sung the praises of Stirling and his rogue commandos in the highest halls of the British government. 

			Need to Know: Winston Churchill may not have known about L Detachment before he read his son’s enthusiastic account of the Benghazi raid, but the story impressed the prime minister tremendously.

			Chapter 10: Seven Airfields

			With the Western Desert in contention between the Axis and Allies, Stirling submitted his most audacious plan to date: on June 13, 1942, SAS units would raid six airfields around Benghazi simultaneously while a seventh party would attack an airfield on Crete via submarine, with the objective of getting Allied forces through to embattled Malta.

			The SAS had recently gained a doctor, Malcolm Pleydell of the Royal Army Medical Corps. Given the jovial camaraderie and the air of a “particularly jolly beachfront house party,” Pleydell decided he would enjoy his time with L Detachment. He fit in well with everyone except Paddy Mayne.

			On the day of the attacks, Stirling’s team raid on the Benina airfield was a great success. But, perhaps to even the score with Paddy Mayne, Stirling grenaded a guardhouse filled with about twenty German soldiers, killing and wounding at least a dozen. It was an act that he later called “out of character” and that haunted him for the rest of his life.

			The other raids achieved mixed success. The team of French SAS troops destroyed six German bombers. The raid on Crete destroyed at least twenty-one planes, plus trucks, aircraft engines, fuel, and a bomb depot.

			In the raid on Derna, the unit was betrayed by a German spy, previously determined to be totally trustworthy. The turncoat led the team into a squad of German sentries. Rather than be taken alive, Peter Haas, the Jewish member of team, detonated the team’s explosives, sacrificing himself in an attempt to save his comrades. One of the teams managed to escape.

			Paddy Mayne called off the operation on the Berka airfield because they were spotted by sentries who began to fire. They managed to plant bombs on a petrol dump in their escape. 

			The teams reassembled on June 14 and 15. Dozens of planes had been destroyed, Axis operations had been disrupted, and two of seventeen ships managed to relieve the troops on Malta. Without SAS efforts, none would have gotten through.

			Rommel, however, had launched another attack and redrawn the battle lines of North Africa—Egypt was about to fall to the Germans. The SAS had to relocate yet again.

			Need to Know: The costs of victory were often as high as the costs of defeat, and even the best-laid plans did not survive contact with the enemy. The tales of the SAS raids are rife with extraordinary bravado and luck, both good and bad.

			Chapter 11: Mass Sabotage at Sidi Haneish

			Afrika Korps was just forty miles from Alexandria, offering a tempting new target, and Stirling had a plan that would deploy nearly all his 100 men. The SAS obtained a new weapon that would change their tactics: twelve American jeeps with extended range, bulletproof windscreens, armored radiators, reinforced suspension, and camouflage paint. They became the perfect desert fighting vehicles. Stirling added one significant modification, Vickers K machine guns, originally used in bombers to repel enemy fighter aircraft. With jeeps mounting two of these Vickers guns, the firepower was dramatic and terrifying.

			In the course of an attack on the Bagush airfield, in which numerous bombs failed to explode due to damp detonators, Stirling drove a procession of jeeps along the lines of parked planes and opened up with the Vickers guns, tearing viciously through the planes. “After all,” he later said, “they were designed to shoot up aircraft.” On the return journey from their success, however, the Blitz Buggy was destroyed by Italian fighters, and Stirling and Johnny Cooper were nearly killed with it.

			The notoriety of L Detachment was growing, making stealth attacks much more difficult. So they had to change tactics. On July 26, 1942, Stirling led the first mass jeep attack with vehicles fitted with Vickers guns. The convoy smashed through the perimeter of Sidi Haneish airstrip, and proceeded two abreast between the lines of airplanes, unloading with sixty-eight heavy machine guns at a range of fifty feet, “a terrible symphony of ‘roaring, belching fire.’” The defenders, however, fought back. Stirling’s engine was destroyed, and he escaped on the next jeep in line. The rest scattered and dispersed into the night; some were caught in the open and destroyed as German fighter planes retaliated. An estimated thirty-seven bombers and transport planes were destroyed.

			Need to Know: The SAS pioneered a new, devastating tactic by mounting the heavy Vickers K machine guns on the nimble jeeps, a tactic they used with efficacy throughout the rest of the war.

			Chapter 12: Desert Doctors

			The LRDG took a German doctor prisoner and brought him to the SAS camp, kept under guard by the British doctor Malcolm Pleydell in a sort of gentleman’s agreement. The two men became friends until the German doctor managed to escape across the desert and make it back to German lines.

			There was talk of downgrading L Detachment to a minor role, and Stirling knew he had to launch a charm offensive to keep his unit intact. On August 8, 1942, he attended a private dinner party with Winston Churchill in Cairo, an invitation almost certainly obtained by virtue of the younger Churchill’s enthusiastic letters. Stirling was the kind of adventurer that Churchill adored. In the afterglow of this meeting, Stirling took the opportunity to expand the reach, recruiting authority, and autonomy of the SAS. He even acquired a sort of blank check, Winston Churchill’s autograph, upon which Stirling typed, “Please give the bearer of this note every possible assistance.” This blatant forgery worked like magic to acquire supplies, vehicles, and ordnance.

			Need to Know: Stirling’s meeting with Churchill had secured the SAS’s future.

			Chapter 13: Quite, Quite Mad

			The SAS was planning another attack on Benghazi, but the Germans had sent in reinforcements, and, it seemed, were openly discussing the date of the attack. L Detachment had once again lost the element of surprise. As they approached the attack site, they suffered numerous casualties from bombs planted by the Italians. Still, they proceeded—directly into an attack. Amid the withdrawal, Jim Almonds was captured.

			Almonds found himself in a cell in Benghazi with a man named “John Richards,” who, all too happy to talk about his adventures in order to get Almonds to talk, proved to be a fascist spy by the name of Theodore Schurch.

			The entire operation in Benghazi, labeled Operation Bigamy, had been yet another massive failure. Spies had betrayed the SAS to the enemy. The increased size of the operation had hampered their nimbleness. More than 25% of Stirling’s forces had been lost.

			Despite all of this, Stirling was rewarded with a promotion to lieutenant colonel, and the SAS was granted full regimental status, expanded to 29 officers and 572 enlisted troops, and split into four squadrons. However, they were placed under the prickly command of General Bernard Montgomery. Stirling and “Monty” clashed immediately, but Stirling made an impression. Montgomery said of him: “The Boy Stirling is mad. Quite, quite mad. However, in war there is often a place for mad people.”

			Need to Know: After a disastrous operation, Stirling and the SAS were inexplicably rewarded. The SAS became an official element of the British order of battle, under a new commander.

			Chapter 14: Alamein

			On October 23, 1942, General Montgomery, new commander of the SAS, hurled almost a quarter million men and more than a thousand tanks at Rommel’s panzers. With the aid of an Anglo-American invasion force coming from Morocco, the Second Battle of Alamein marked a turning point in the African war, with the SAS playing a pivotal role, according to Monty.

			Meanwhile, Theodore Schurch, a.k.a “John Richards,” the fascist spy, extracted information about the SAS from several Allied POWs by posing as a captured British officer. In a British officer’s uniform, he was able to go back and forth across the lines, with orders to uncover anything he could about the SAS.

			Stirling was determined to write himself into history by planning to advance past the front lines, through the retreating Axis troops, to meet with the Allies. Meanwhile, he had also been lobbying for a second SAS regiment. His request was finally granted near the end of 1942, creating two full regiments, 1SAS and 2SAS. 2SAS was placed under the command of David Stirling’s brother, Bill, also a former commando. 

			In the midst of the massive Allied offensive, Stirling’s boldness didn’t pay off—he was captured. Characteristically, he made several escapes, but was ultimately transported to Colditz Castle, a notorious German POW camp, where he remained for the rest of the war. There he met “John Richards,” planted by the Germans to extract information from Stirling. How successful Richards was remains unknown. Paddy Mayne assumed command of 1SAS.

			The Allied offensive was successful in driving the Axis forces out of North Africa, closing the first major chapter of the war.

			Need to Know: David Stirling’s last brazen act put him out of action for the rest of the war, and the SAS would have to evolve to tackle its new role in the invasion of Europe.

			Part II: War in Europe

			Chapter 15: Italy

			David Stirling’s capture left the SAS unmoored, “a ship without a rudder.” Paddy Mayne was a vicious, relentless fighter, but lacked the qualities of a good commander. Through reorganization and attrition, 1SAS almost ceased to exist, but in the summer of 1943, it was divided into two parts: the SBS (Special Boat Squadron, led by George Jellicoe) and the SRS (Special Raiding Squadron, led by Paddy Mayne). 2SAS, still under Stirling’s brother, evolved on its own, and was frequently in competition with the original 1SAS. 

			In June 1943, the SRS was tapped to join the forces set to invade Sicily, the largest amphibious assault force ever assembled. The task of the SRS was to take out the artillery at the Capo Murro di Porco to create a way in for the Allied fleet. 

			Their beach assault was a success—the Italians seemed particularly eager to surrender—but this was a new kind of war, one vastly removed from the strike-and-fade tactics they had used so successfully in the desert. Further actions were similar successes, but Stirling’s unique team was being shoehorned into a traditional commando role. 

			1SAS and 2SAS fought shoulder-to-shoulder for the first time to fend off a German counter-attack at Termoli, Italy, one of the SAS’s most brutal and desperate battles, and a turning point for their experience of war. Even tough Reg Seekings “could not recall the place without a shudder. ‘Termoli was terrible.’” Townspeople who had befriended the soldiers, even taking in their washing, were quick casualties. The kind of theatrical, psychological warfare Stirling pioneered had become darker, colder, and more ruthless.

			By this time, Hitler had issued his infamous Commando Order, which ordered the summary execution, without trial, of any enemy soldiers captured behind the lines on Nazi soil. The SAS was now under a Nazi death warrant. By September 1943, several members of 2SAS had been captured and executed. 

			Need to Know: With the successful invasion of Italy, the stakes were high for the men of the SAS. The consequence of capture was certain death. 

			Chapter 16: Bulbasket

			The regiments of the SAS undertook numerous operations in Italy and the Mediterranean in late 1943 and early 1944. However, their earlier purpose as strategic, not just tactical, soldiers continued to erode as they were used as conventional troops. Bill Stirling resigned his command over this, resulting in a renewed commitment to David Stirling’s original vision. 1SAS was slated to join Operation Bulbasket in the invasion of Normandy, during which they were dropped far behind the German lines, with the aim of disrupting supply lines and slowing reinforcements bound for Normandy.

			On June 6, 1944, an SAS team parachuted into France and camped out in the woods. While awaiting a drop of jeeps and machine guns, they seized the opportunity to cut a rail line and immobilize around one hundred trains of petrol and supplies bound for Normandy. This put them in the crosshairs of a Nazi search, even as their forest camp collected French partisans and a downed American pilot. But their camp could not remain secret for long. In the face of a German sneak attack, the camp scattered. Only eight escaped. Twenty-nine were captured, then interrogated and executed under Hitler’s Commando Order.

			Need to Know: Operation Bulbasket slowed the panzer advance and inflicted considerable damage on German supply lines, but at a terrible cost to the SAS.

			Chapter 17: Houndsworth

			Bulbasket’s companion mission was Operation Houndsworth, tasked with collaborating with the French resistance in acts of sabotage. In this contingent was Reverend Fraser McLuskey, a minister who made it his duty to care for the spirits of the SAS fighters and who, himself, was reluctant to take up arms.

			Working with the French resistance presented several difficulties. Differentiating real resistance fighters from Nazi collaborators proved tricky. The French resistance was a conglomeration of several political groups, some of whom despised each other, and they did not hesitate to level the charge of “Collaborator!” on those they did not like. Situations like this made them treacherous to work with.

			Dropping jeeps into SAS camps was more difficult in the French woods than in the African desert, so they had trouble getting the necessary weaponry.

			Rommel had taken up residence at Château de la Roche-Guyon, north of Paris, and so Operation Gaff was launched on July 25, 1943, to kill or kidnap the Field Marshal and take him back to London. Members of 2SAS parachuted into Orleans led by Raymond Couraud. They discovered, however, that Rommel had been injured in an air raid and removed from the château. The team nevertheless did much damage, destroying two trains and seven trucks, and killing many Germans along the way.

			Need to Know: The war spiraled into desperation and brutality, often degenerating into acts of vengeance. Germans slaughtered and burned villages in retribution for SAS successes. SAS teams caught German units by surprise and butchered them in cold blood.

			Chapter 18: An Eye for an Eye

			Jim Almonds, who had recently escaped from Altamura POW camp, rejoined his units for Operation Gain, a mission that became one the SAS’s darkest chapters. The aim of the mission was to disrupt all northbound supply trains headed toward Normandy through the Paris area. The unit had many successes, including blowing the main rail lines twenty-one times, destroying sixty-six vehicles, and shooting down at least one plane. The proximity to Paris, however, meant the area was teeming with German troops and French collaborators. Hitler’s Commando Order was now well known and turned every mission into a potential suicide operation. The Germans were growing wise to SAS tactics. One team was tricked into jumping straight into the arms of a German ambush, and were executed.

			The SAS teams waded through more bloody losses, but still managed to cut sixteen railway lines, destroy dozens of supply vehicles, and supply vital intelligence. But the psychological impact of sustained violence was taking its inevitable toll on the men. 

			Need to Know: As the war devolved into bloodier, ever-more-brutal acts of killing and retaliation, morale was low, and desperation was high. The SAS’s actions took a terrible toll both on the enemy and on themselves.

			Chapter 19: Paddy McGinty’s Goat

			Known for his radical ways, soldier Roy Farran adopted the nom-de-guerre “Paddy McGinty” after an Irish song wherein a goat swallows a stick of dynamite. He joined 2SAS in 1943 and was a natural fit. On August 19, 1944, Farran helped launch Operation Wallace, a mission to inflict carnage deep behind enemy lines. With sixty men and a convoy of Vickers-gun-mounted jeeps, he struck deep into occupied France. For a month, they continually harassed retreating Germans, inflicting more than five hundred casualties, and destroying sixty-five enemy vehicles and a hundred thousand gallons of fuel, at a loss of seventeen SAS troops and sixteen jeeps. He was very popular with the French locals, who often gave his men gifts of wine, flowers, and butter. 

			He accepted a Distinguished Service Order medal in the name of Paddy McGinty.

			Need to Know: Farran hailed the operation as a perfect vindication of Stirling’s original principles: small units harassing the enemy behind the lines for strategic gain, with proper timing and the help of the local population.

			Chapter 20: A Predilection for Risk

			It was assumed that the tactics of the SAS would continue, but that proved untrue. Between the Vosges Mountains and the Rhine lies Alsace-Lorraine, a half-German, half-French border region that has been disputed for centuries. It proved a stronghold for German forces, thanks to a loyal population. 

			Henry Druce of 2SAS led Operation Loyton into the difficult Vosges terrain in August 1944. The mission was intended to be three weeks of attacks on a retreating, wounded enemy, but in Alsace-Lorraine, the Germans rediscovered their backbone. French collaborators and spies further complicated the SAS mission. The SAS feinted and dodged in the woods until a supply of jeeps arrived for them to launch a concerted attack. All in all, the mission lasted over two months, and was ultimately abandoned.

			The Germans scoured the mountains for Druce and his men, and thanks to spies and betrayals, learned their position. The Germans launched a concerted attacked on October 9. The unit scattered into small groups. The rear guard of six men was captured. All but one of Operation Loyton’s thirty-one SAS men were captured and executed.

			The survivor, Kenneth Seymour, had been left behind due to a broken foot. He was captured. His account was one of a hero, boldly holding off dozens of German troops alone before being captured. Seymour claimed to resist his interrogators, but the German officers who questioned him maintained that he was quite cooperative and may have compromised Allied efforts at several levels. Druce wrote him off as a traitor.

			While the SAS had been slugging it out in the French countryside, they had become famous back home. The British press got wind of their operations, and almost overnight the SAS became “Britain’s most romantic, most daring, and most secret army.” US General Dwight Eisenhower wrote a letter to SAS commander Brigadier General McLeod to congratulate the SAS personally on a job well done.

			Need to Know: The SAS gained uncomfortable notoriety on the home front, in the face of the relentless horrors of combat, even as the German army dug in and fought back.

			Chapter 21: Battaglione Alleata

			By December 1944, various SAS units were scattered all across Europe, trading roles with the Germans as harrier and hunted.

			Operation Tombola, headed by Roy Farran (still fighting as Paddy McGinty), would be “the grand and savage finale to the SAS campaign in Italy.” On March 6, 1945, he and 40 SAS men parachuted into northern Italy, gathered a contingent of 140 Italian partisans, 100 escaped Russian soldiers, and 15 women. Wearing a patchwork of American, British, Italian, and even German uniforms, armed with an assortment of tommy guns, rifles, knives, and pistols, they styled themselves the “Battaglione Alleata,” the “Allied Battalion”, or less formally, “Battaglione McGinty.” As the musical cherry on top of his ragtag force, Farran summoned a bagpiper, who parachuted in from the Highland Light Infantry.

			Battaglione Alleata launched a decisive attack on Albinea that killed more than 60 Germans and destroyed a major command center. At a location so far behind the lines, this had a crushing effect on German morale. They went on to a series of successful actions across northern Italy, driving German forces north, resulting in more than 300 enemy dead.

			By May 2, 1945, the Italian army, numbering close to a million men, surrendered.

			Need to Know: The campaign in Italy ended in victory, due in part to the actions of the SAS, beginning in Sicily nearly two years prior. From there, all that remained was Germany.

			Chapter 22: Into the Reich

			The war entered its final, desperate chapter: the invasion of Germany. On March 25, 1945, the SAS crossed into Germany—their role had changed from fighting off occupying armies to being the occupiers themselves, and the SAS encountered a new form of adversary, the Volkssturm. The German home guard comprised young boys and men too old join the regular army, but determined to defend their homeland. They were employed as the last ditch, suicidal defense of the Fatherland. Throughout it all, the SS remained fanatical in their willingness to not only fight and die themselves, but also to drive the Volkssturm to do the same. But “the SAS had not signed up to kill teenagers. For many, the last ghastly episode of the war was the worst.” In several battles the SAS found themselves facing boys thirteen or fourteen years old, and they could not spare them.

			SAS jeeps continued to evolve, some now sporting bazookas, Browning .50-caliber machine guns, and mortars. They rode into Germany, bristling with destructive power. Because of Hitler’s Commando Order, SAS troops went undercover, changing their uniforms, and expunging mention of the SAS from anything they carried.

			1SAS and 2SAS were again divided, and the fighting was piecemeal, never quite cohering into an organized battle. Bill Fraser was shot through the hand, and sent home. Reg Seekings led a particularly bloody mission which he was surprised to survive. 

			Paddy Mayne’s unit headed up Operation Howard, removing remnants of the resistance to clear the way for Allied tanks. On April 10, 1945, he drove in with his gramophone strapped to the back of his jeep, blasting Irish music. 

			Eventually, the unit was pinned down by a sniper and a hidden ambush force. Through audacity and cunning, Mayne made the ambush force reveal itself. Then, he and Lieutenant John Scott took a single jeep and a machine gun and, by themselves, either killed or pushed back the ambush force. Their “virtually suicidal” action saved the rest of the unit. Mayne was recommended for the Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest award for valor, but he did not receive it. His award was reduced to a third bar for his Distinguished Service Order, each bar denoting that he had met the criteria in a different theater of battle, making him one of the most decorated soldiers in the British army.

			Need to Know: The final push in Germany become the darkest, dirtiest episode of the war, and the actions of the SAS reflected it.

			Chapter 23: Liberation

			On April 15, 1945, a overwhelming stench that had grown stronger over two days led an SAS unit to discover the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, where, about a month prior, Anne Frank had died. Without firing a shot, the SAS liberated the camp from the SS. The horrors of the Holocaust were as yet unknown to the Allies, but what the men who had spent the previous three years wading through death and violence saw at Bergen-Belsen would haunt them the rest of their lives.

			By the end of April, the fighting was mostly over, and on May 8, 1945, the war in Europe ended. A newly freed David Stirling returned to his command and began planning to take the SAS to fight in the Pacific theater. But before they could do so, Japan surrendered after the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

			The War Office disbanded the SAS, perhaps due to the lingering distaste among the top brass for the SAS style of warfare, but possibly because the new, nuclear capabilities had changed the face of battle.

			Need to Know: The war was over. The SAS had been deeply involved in the greatest battles and most shocking events, even though for many years, their existence had been a closely guarded secret.

			Chapter 24: Who Dares Survives

			The final act of the SAS was as secret and unofficial as all that had come before. Even though the SAS had disbanded, one unit still operated, perhaps illegally. Brian Franks, the commander of 2SAS, was long troubled by the fate of the soldiers left behind during Operation Loyton. Stories of British soldiers found in mass graves emerged, so Franks sent intelligence officer Major Eric “Bill” Barkworth to investigate.

			For three years, Barkworth scoured the Continent for evidence of what happened to missing SAS troops. This small detachment of the unofficially-operating SAS was funded and maintained by the War Crimes office, made possible by the chaos of paperwork in the postwar years. The investigation expanded beyond Loyton to include Bulbasket, Houndsworth, and other operations during which men had been captured. It was a long and arduous slog through hazy memories and half-destroyed records to find the bodies of British soldiers and the Nazis responsible. Barkworth even resorted to the use of a Ouija board to find suspects. They found some of the Nazi officers. Others were already dead. Some were executed, others received reduced sentences. 

			During those three years, however, while Barkworth was doing his work, the SAS had been reinvigorated. In the postwar world, “authorities had belatedly realized that a long-term, deep-penetration fighting unit would be not only useful but essential.” Over the coming decades, the idea spread to forces in Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Belgium, France, Israel, and America.

			Need to Know: The SAS’s heritage in the modern world lives on in military forces around the globe.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			September 1, 1939: Germany invades Poland, initiating World War II.

			April–June 1940: Germany invades Denmark, Norway, France, Belgium, and Luxembourg.

			June 10, 1940: Italy enters the war by invading southern France.

			July 10–October 31, 1940: The Battle of Britain.

			September 13, 1940: Italy invades British-controlled Egypt.

			June–November, 1941: The Axis powers invade the USSR.

			June 15, 1941: David Stirling is brought to a Cairo hospital, suffering from a severe back injury after a botched parachuting attempt. 

			November 17, 1941: Operation Squatter is L Detachment’s first mission, an utter disaster.

			December 7, 1941: Japan attacks Pearl Harbor. The United States enters the war.

			December 29, 1941: Nofilia raid, in which Jock Lewes is killed.

			March 15, 1942: SAS forces raid five airfields in North Africa.

			June 13, 1942: SAS forces raid the port at Benghazi and an airfield at Heraklion, Crete.

			July 1942: SAS forces raid the airfields at Fuka, Bagush, and Sidi Haneish using jeep-mounted machine guns.

			October 23–24, 1942: British troops defeat German and Italian forces at El Alamein in Egypt, forcing them to retreat all the way to the border of Tunisia.

			January 1943: David Stirling is captured.

			May 13, 1943: Axis forces in Tunisia surrender, ending the North African campaign.

			July 10, 1943: The Allied invasion of Sicily begins.

			June 6, 1944: D-Day, the Allied invasion of Normandy.

			June 6–August 6, 1944: Operation Bulbasket.

			June 6–September 6, 1944: Operation Houndsworth.

			June 14–August 19, 1944: Operation Gain.

			August 25, 1944: The liberation of Paris.

			December 16, 1944: The Germans launch their final offensive, what became known as the Battle of the Bulge.

			April 30, 1945: Hitler commits suicide.

			May 7, 1945: Germany surrenders to the Allies.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Randolph Churchill: Son of Winston Churchill; member of L Detachment whose glowing praise of his commander, David Stirling, likely led to the ongoing support of the SAS.

			Johnny Cooper: An 18-year-old private whom David Stirling recruited from his old unit, the Scots Guards; one of the founding members of L Detachment.

			Roy Farran: Leader of several 2SAS missions in Europe, known by the nom-de-guerre Paddy McGinty.

			Bill Fraser: One of the SAS’s bravest veterans, wounded three times. Ended the war with the rank of major.

			Peter Haas: The Jewish soldier who sacrificed himself to save his unit from Germans by detonating a lorry full of Lewes bombs. 

			George Jellicoe: 2nd Earl Jellicoe, son of World War I hero Admiral John Jellicoe. For a time, David Stirling’s second-in-command. Leader of the Special Boat Service, he fought in several operations along the coasts of Italy and Yugoslavia.

			Alan Samuel Lyle-Smythe: Eccentric, tweed-wearing British intelligence agent.

			Jock Lewes: Founded L Detachment SAS with David Stirling, inventor of the “Lewes Bomb.” He trained the first recruits and helped shape what the SAS would become.

			Fitzroy Maclean: Diplomat, linguist, explorer, an early addition to SAS ranks.

			Paddy Mayne: One of the SAS’s founding members, a former international rugby player, amateur boxer, and born fighter. He became one of Britain’s most decorated soldiers.

			Fraaser McLuskey: Reverend who joined the SAS as they entered the European theater. He never carried or fired a weapon.

			Malcolm Pleydell: Medical doctor who joined the unit in June 1942 to help keep the men in fighting shape.

			Theodore Schurch, a.k.a. John Richards: Fascist spy. The only British soldier executed for treachery and desertion committed during WWII; hanged in January 1946.

			Reg Seekings: One of David Stirling’s original recruits; a founding member of the SAS. An amateur boxing champion, he was one of the toughest, hardest men Stirling ever found.

			Bill Stirling: Brother of David Stirling. Given command of 2SAS upon its creation. Later resigned his command in protest of missions that conflicted with the SAS’s original concept.

			David Stirling: Aristocratic, iconoclastic British officer who first conceived the unit that became the SAS, brought into being with the help of Jock Lewes. Commander of the unit for most of the campaign in North Africa, racking up stunning successes and abject failures. He was captured in January 1943, subsequently escaped four times, was finally recaptured by the Italians, and spent the rest of the war in Colditz Castle, a notorious prison camp. 

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“What Stirling proposed would leapfrog the front line and take the battle directly into the enemy camp. In the eyes of some, this was not only unprecedented but unsporting, like punching a chap when he is looking the other way.”

			Stirling’s proposal to launch a new kind of military unit met with a great deal of skepticism and resistance in military channels. This type of thing simply wasn’t done—during previous wars, including World War I, the fighting was handled in a straightforward manner on a clear battlefield. However, Stirling persisted, going straight to the top until he found a high-ranking officer who would grant him the authority to proceed with his unconventional army. His idea resulted in major gains for the Allies, and eventually inspired the creation of similar military units all over the world. 

			“A few miles from their designated area was a camp occupied by a New Zealand regiment, which happened to be away on an exercise. That evening the SAS recruits drove the lorry into the camp, and helped themselves to tents, bedding, tables, chairs, a gramophone, cooking equipment, hurricane lamps, rope, washbasins, and tarpaulins. They made no fewer than four round-trips.… They even stole a piano and a table-tennis set. By morning, they had one of the best-appointed camps in the Middle East.”

			When L Detachment was first formed, the resistance from various quarters of the military bureaucracy was unabated. They were not supplied with what they needed, and so in their first act of brazenness, they simply stole it. This story is one of the SAS’s founding tales and epitomizes their central attributes: boldness and disregard for the rules.

			“Comedy and tragedy are brothers. Men and women are prepared to die in war, for a cause, but death can be as meaningless and fickle in wartime as it can be at all other times. One of the grimmer ironies of conflict is that so many are claimed, not in the heat of battle, but by cold, capricious accident, often far from the battlefield.”

			With this preface, Macintyre opens the account of the death of Arthur Merton, one of the most distinguished journalists of the war, correspondent of the Daily Telegraph, a veteran who had covered the discovery of King Tut’s tomb. Merton was riding in the Blitz Buggy with David Stirling at the wheel. Stirling, known for his reckless driving, rounded a bend too fast and nearly rear-ended a truck. The swerve overturned the open-topped car, resulting in fatal head injuries for the celebrated reporter.

			“The men of L Detachment were under orders never to brag of their achievements; they did not need to. Others boasted for them.… [David] Stirling swiftly emerged as ‘the romantic figure of war in the Middle East,’ while his exploits, part legend, became a mainstay of British military morale.”

			By July 1942, the SAS had developed a tremendous reputation. Romantic, swashbuckling tales of their exploits, a dash of exotic adventure, boosted the morale of the British military in the face of a brilliant, implacable enemy in Field Marshal Rommel. Bolstered, no doubt, by stories told by Randolph Churchill, Stirling was just the sort of adventurer Winston Churchill admired. Their role became psychological and theatrical, as well as military.

			“The SAS changed the face of warfare, by pioneering techniques of long-term, deep penetration that are more important today than ever. The experience of the SAS proved that, as the Second World War wore on, growing grimmer, bloodier, and more ruthless, the need for a specialized and sometimes brutal form of fighting became ever more urgent.”

			Before David Stirling’s unique regiment, warfare was fought on the front lines, advancing and retreating. But that sort of fighting was no longer the most efficient way to undermine the enemy. Surprise attacks on supply lines and equipment proved to be a key tactic during World War II and beyond. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Ben Macintyre is a well-respected historian and author, especially when it comes to espionage. In 2014, bestselling author Malcolm Gladwell reviewed Macintyre’s book A Spy Among Friends for the New Yorker. 

					According to some, Sir Fitzroy Maclean, one of the SAS’s earliest officer recruits, became the model for Ian Fleming’s super-spy, James Bond.

					After the war, SAS Major Eric “Bill” Barkworth sought Nazi war criminals with the help of Ouija board, for which he was accused of “conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentleman.”

					Author Ben Macintyre hosts a documentary series on the BBC entitled SAS: Rogue Warriors about the formation and members of the SAS. 

					One of L Detachment’s early raids in the Libyan desert took them past a goat-skin tent near the village of Qasr Abu Hadi, where the pregnant wife of a local goatherd lay sleeping. Six months later she would give birth to Muammar Gadhafi, the future dictator.

					After marching for ten days across the desert after a missed rendezvous, several SAS men were drinking their own urine and rusty water siphoned from the radiator of a derelict Italian truck.

					Macintyre wrote a picture book about the life of James Bond-creator Ian Fleming for the opening of the Imperial War Museum in England. 

					In their early training, SAS recruits practiced parachute jumps by jumping out of a truck moving at thirty miles per hour. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Afrika Korps: German expeditionary force in North Africa.

			Asymmetrical warfare: Warfare involving surprise attacks by small, armed groups on large, strategic targets or superior forces, to cause disruption of operations and loss of morale.

			Bren gun: British light machine gun used by infantry forces.

			Luftwaffe: German air force.

			Lewes bomb: Combination explosive and incendiary device developed by SAS founder Jock Lewes, the first specialized weapon developed by and for the SAS.

			Pencil detonator: A glass tube like a ballpoint pen with spring-loaded striker held down by copper wire. Squeezing the glass vial at the top of the detonator released acid, which then ate through the copper wire and released the striker. The timed delay could be set anywhere between twelve seconds and two hours.

			SS: An abbreviation for Schutzstaffel, a German organization comprised of several branches, including combat troops, secret police, and administration of concentration and extermination camps. The SS was the organization most responsible for the carrying out of the Holocaust.

			Volkssturm: The German home guard, comprised of men too young or too old to join the army. 

			Vickers gun: Royal Air Force machine gun originally intended for use on bombers to repel enemy fighter aircraft, adapted by the SAS as a jeep-mounted heavy machine gun.

			Wehrmacht: The unified German military forces of World War II.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A Washington Post Top 10 Title for 2016

					National Public Radio’s Best Books of 2016

			

			“Ben Macintyre’s suspenseful new book, Rogue Heroes, about the founding of Britain’s S.A.S. during World War II, reads like a mashup of The Dirty Dozen and The Great Escape, with a sprinkling of Ocean’s 11 thrown in for good measure.… Mr. Macintyre draws sharp, Dickensian portraits of these men, and he displays his usual gifts here for creating a cinematic narrative that races along.… Mr. Macintyre is masterly in using details to illustrate his heroes’ bravery, élan and dogged perseverance.… A gripping account of the early days of S.A.S.” —Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times

			“One of the remarkable aspects of Macintyre’s authorized-if-not-official history is that he keeps a cool hand on the theatrics … while maintaining an edge-of-the-seat narrative. The exploits have an authentic feel … and it is no easy thing to capture the spell of dire circumstance and distill it in such a way to be experiential to those who’ve never spent a moment wondering where in the darkness that sniper is.” —Christian Science Monitor

			“Rogue Heroes is a terrific story of human enterprise, endurance and achievement and vividly brings to life an extraordinary cast of characters.…  An absorbing story of derring-do, told with skill and flair.” —The Wall Street Journal

			“This is a book for readers of second world war history who like the Boy’s Own version of the conflict. The cast of characters could have stepped straight from a comic strip story. Yet the men of the SAS were real flesh and blood, “rogue heroes” as the title suggests. The organisation now famous for its derring-do, and as famously secretive, has opened its archive to the historian and journalist Ben Macintyre, so that he can produce the first authorised history of what the SAS did in the war.” —The Guardian

		

	
		
			About Ben Macintyre

			Ben Macintyre is a journalist, historian, columnist, and Associate Editor for The Times of London. He has been a correspondent in New York, Paris, and Washington.

			His books include Agent Zigzag, A Spy Among Friends, Operation Mincemeat, Double Cross, The Napoleon of Crime, The Englishman’s Daughter, Forgotten Fatherland, For Your Eyes Only: Ian Fleming and James Bond, The Last Word, Josiah the Great, and A Foreign Field.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“15 Nonfiction Spy Books More Thrilling Than John LeCarre.” Early Bird Books.

			“Blair Mayne: SAS soldier who never got the Victoria Cross.” BBC.

			“First Operation of the Special Air Service (SAS) – SQUATTER.” The Crusader Project.

			“The Originals: Remarkable photograph shows the elite troops who carried out the SAS’s first ever raid as they were parachuted into Libya for Operation Squatter in 1941.” The Daily Mail.

			“Rogue Warriors: The Inspiring, Untold Story of How the SAS Was Formed.” Radio Times.

			“SAS war diary: The SAS secret hidden since World War II.” BBC.

			“SAS: Rogue Warriors.” BBC.

			Books

			Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank

			Double Cross: The True Story of the D-Day Spies by Ben Macintyre

			Hitler’s Spy Chief by Richard Bassett

			Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of SEAL Team 10 by Marcus Luttrell

			The SAS War Diary, 1941–1945, author unknown

			Hero of the Empire: The Boer War, a Daring Escape, and the Making of Winston Churchill by Candice Millard

			Other Books by Ben Macintyre

			Agent Zigzag

			Double Cross: The True Story of the D-Day Spies

			The Englishman’s Daughter

			A Foreign Field

			Forgotten Fatherland

			For Your Eyes Only: Ian Fleming and James Bond

			The Last Word, Josiah the Great

			The Napoleon of Crime

			Operation Mincemeat

			A Spy Among Friends
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