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A RAID ON CYRENAICA

The anxious time between Dunkirk and the Battle of Britain saw the

birth of a force new to the British Army. We were then expecting the

invasion of these islands to be attempted at any moment, and the means to

oppose the invader were sadly lacking. The regular army had lost most

of its equipment and its units were disorganised and disintegrated: the

reserves which had never gone to France were still only half trained; the

Home Guard was largely unarmed, and not yet trained for a task whose very

nature had not been thoroughly realised. There were troops, of course,

in the country, and these could be trusted to give a good account of

themselves, but the technical machinery was lacking which would have made

of them an effective army of defence. If invasion took the expected form,
there was the danger that whole areas might be isolated and the larger

units be unable to maintain communications with each other: it was a

danger which experience in France and in Norway had shown to be very

real. Something had to be done to break, as far as possible, the enemy's
lines of communication both between the units of the invading force and

between that force and its continental base or bases.

"COMMANDOS"

This could best be done by the employment of small bodies of men,

picked troops specially trained to show initiative, able to act on their

own in virtual independence of the higher command, who could carry out

minor operations of an offensive nature. Circumstances called for

something in the nature of the Boer Commandos which in the South African

war harassed and often paral sad our own slow-moving and elaborately-

organised columns; the word went out that 'Commandos' were to be raised.

The first thing was to find the commanders; they had to be young men,

fit, experienced, qualified to lead, men who in the ordinary way would have

had their companies or their squadrons. One commander, for example,
had been in a cavalry regiment, had distinguished himself at the Staff

College, and had sailed before the mast round the world in a Finnish

wind-jammer.

MEN DRAWN FROM ALL REGIMENTS

Each commander selected the officers who were to serve under him,

and the officers in turn chose their men. They had a wide choice, for

the whole army had been invited to supply volunteers for dangerous

service, and the applicants were far more than the Commandos could take.

It happened that a large proportion of the officers came from the Household

Brigade; the men were drawn from all regiments. The officers, so as to

be sure that they got the best men and not those who could most easily

be spared.........../from



from their units, went round to the regimental depots and interviewed each

applicant individually; they had to have good records and good recommendations,
but for the rest the officer could use his own judgement - he wanted simply men

who were keen in spirit, hard in body, men who understood their weapons and

would turn their knowledge to good effect, men of quick reactions and self-

reliant. There were plenty to choose from, and they chose well. They were

trained, and trained hard. If a man did not answer to the test, he was

sent back to his regiment, but very few were sent back.

BARDIA

Already the Commandos have been used on occasions, and as yet
little has been written about them: they are still rather a mystery force

and the work they do is of a sort which, in so far as it is deceptive,
cannot be revealed so long as the telling of it might give information to the

enemy. But it is possible now to give the story of one raid, typical of the

kind of thing for which the Commandos are trained, a raid which was the more

successful because it was in fact bloodless. That was the raid on Bardia.

The town of Bardia, lying on the coast between Tobruk and Sollum, had

been recaptured from us by the Germans when theyadvanced across Cyrenaica
last April. It was not known for certain whether the town was actually

occupied by Axis troops, whether coast defences had been organised there, or

whether the harbour was being used to supply the enemy's forward troops.
G.H.Q. wanted information on these points, and also they were anxious to create

a diversion which would force the enemy to withdraw from the front some of

the armoured forces which threatened our defence lines, east of Sollum. A

raid upon Bardia, which might be mistaken by the Germans for a serious attack

upon their lines of communication, would probably result in just such a

dispersal of their forces as would relieve our front line. It would

certainly give the information required, and it might do some useful work

by destroying stores, bridges or roads.

It was a task for a single commando, divided, for the purposes of the

raid, into four independent groups. The cliff on which Bardia stands is

broken by four dry water-courses at the mouth of which is a little sandy

beach offering a good landing-ground for shallow-draught boats; each of these

beaches was the base for a separate operation.

SECRECY IMPERATIVE

The plans had been, of course, worked out long in advance by the aid of

air photographs, plans (after all, Bardia had been in our hands for months

and the geography of the place was familiar enough) and such reports as the

Intelligence people could give. The utmost secrecy had to be observed, and
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not until the ship had actually started were the men on board told precisely

what was expected of them. Then things had to be explained very fully indeed,
for from the moment of landing until the return no orders could be given -

each man must know exactly what his group was supposed to do and what his own

part would be, so that he could, if necessary, carry on independently. Beaches

had to be covered, roads held, a road-bridge was marked for destruction, stores

had to be located, and of course any garrison that there might be in the place
had to be fought; not the least important of the objects of the raid was to

create such a disturbance as would make the enemy think that the attack was

far more serious than it really was. The raid could begin only well after dark.

The ship would reach its station at 11.00 p.m., then the boats had to be got

away, and they must be back two hours before dawn, so that for operations on

shore there was a maximum of three hours. No change could be made in the time-

table and if anyone were late he must be left behind.

Stand by to Land”

At 11.00 o’clock, on an overcast night, the ship stopped and the men

climbed down into the landing-boats which formed line abreast and made for the

shore. They were shallow-bottomed craft with armoured sides rising above the

heads of the men who sat in three lines, 30 to a boat: at the bows were ramps
which let down and enabled the three lines to move out together, so that

quickly all could got ashore. There were 4 miles to go, and the sea was rather

rough, but at last the keels grated on the beach, the order was whispered "Stand

by to land", and the ramps went down: through water knee deep the men pushed

ashore, collected under their section leaders, and without a word disappeared into

the darkness that lay under the escarpment which they could dimly see silhouetted

against the dark sky. The landing-boats reversed their engines, pulled out to

sea andbegan their three-hours ’ vigil. The beach was empty.

The first thing that the landing-party did was to stumble into an anti-tank

ditch which was unaccountabley dug at the foot of the escarpment - the next thing

was, to climb the escarpment itself. It was a steep, almost precipitous slope
covered with loose scree and although the men wore rubber-soled gym-shoes (the
tops blacked so as not to show), it was impossible to make the ascent in absolute

silence. One slip, and down came a little avalanche of rattling stones. Suddenly
two or three shots rang out, and it seemed as if the enemy wore on the alert and

the whole attempt would be a failure; but no, it was only one of our beach

sentries shooting at a moving shadow: there was no answer from above,
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and the silence that followed on the shots proved that Bardia itself was

undefended.

INVASION!

The ditch and the steepness of the climb had rather dealyed things, but

by 12.45 our men were in Bardia. Again there was silence, but in thatsilence

men, scattered this way and that according to the plans so carefully memorised,
were being very busy. Suddenly there was an explosion, then another and

another; then a red glare rose to the sky, lighting up the old Italian barrack

building. The road bridge had been blown up; the coast-defence battery on

the top of the escarpment had been blown sky-high; a great dump of new rubber

tyres brought across the desert for the refitting of the enemy's supply-lorries
was burning merrily. Part at least of the raid’s object had been duly
achieved.

Then there was a roar, and along the road into Bardia came two motor-cycles,

enemy scouts coming to see what was amiss. They learnt clearly enough, for

everyone let fly at them with grenades and Tommy guns; but they got through.

And luckily they did, for they got through to report to the enemy's head-

quarters that this was no air raid, no casual shelling from the sea, but an

invasion by British land troops. Tanks and armoured cars were hurriedly

despatched to repel the invaders, and with the lightening of the threat against

our own defense lines the full purpose of the Commando’s raid was secured.

The men scrambled down the scree-covered slopes, leaving behind them a

town lit by the flames of burning stores, and scrambled back into the boats

which, punctual to the minute, put in again to the beaches oh which the surf,

raised by a high wind, was now beating heavily. One boat missed the rendez-

vous in the darkness, but sailed safely into Tobruk next day and another

boatload took the wrong waddi and found no boat waiting - otherwise the whole

operation went like clockwork. A new success was added to the credit of the

new Commando force.

MINISTRY OF INFORMATION
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