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AN AHSTRAiIAN SOLDIER IN THE BRITISH ARMY

e There were a great number of Australians in the British army in World War 2 (they
were en/iste&d as if they were English, and were treated from an administrative point of
view throughout the war as if they were English). For example, of the 26 officers in my
battalion, two were fustmalian). My case was fairly common - I was working in West Africa
and the only practical way to get into the war was to go to England and jein the British
army as if I were an Englishman, and that is what I did. T stayed in the British army
from January 1940 to August 1946, six and a half years, and saw a deal of fighting.

2. The unit in which I fought was No 3 Commando, an elite battalion of the British
army, and in fact the first commande tc be formed and the first to go into action., I was
a lieutenant in the commando throughout its campaien in Sicily and Ttaly (and later became
a Captain znd then a Major in a Field Company of the Royal Engineers); but all my "face
to face" warfare was done in the commando. In the commando I was a lieutenant, a Section
Commander, (what would be called a Platoon Commender in the ordinary Divisional infantry),
and as such T commanded = highly trained, very highly motivated "section" cansisting of
2 sergeants and 29 men. The whole commandec had about 430 men, divided into six troops
(each troop consisting of 3 officers and &2 men) plus a headquarters of about 30 men.

The ones who actually struggled with the enemy face to face (by either charging with the
bayonet under covering fire provided by the commando’s own heavy machine guns and 3 inch
mortars, or by creeping up close enough to throw a grenade at him, or by shooting him
from cover at close range) consisted of five of the gix troops, thait is 19 officers and
510 men. These actual light assawlt troops, the ones who struggled hand to hand with the
enemy, did also in faect carry into battle some reasonablvy effective and reagsonably heavy
weapons (for example each troop of 62 men carried four Bren machine guns and four 2 inch
mortars) but these relatively light weapons have nowhere near the shocking power against
the enemy as the two heavy Vickers machine guns and two 3 inech mortars carried by our

so called "heavy weapons" trocp. The idea was to bring the ¥ickers gunsand the 3 inch
mortars up close,to within about two hundred metres of the enemy,and give sustained fire
for only a-short time {(until the ammunition was all used up) from close range §i2%”§5$5e
guite violent weapons to keep their heads down and to shock them so Zat Hhey wovid,as soon
as they saw our bayonets. And in fact whenever we did manage to.bring these heavy
weaponis up cloge we did prevail without seriocus casualties ourselves, although in such
operations it is very zommon for the troop commander to be shot (usuwally shot dezd) and
then for one or both of the section commanders to be killed, so that the commando's final
assault was often led by a sergeant or:Eorporal.

3 A very large problem in all commande operations was actually being able to carry
sufficient ammunition for the heavy weapons troop (eartridges for contimuous fire fur the
Vickers, and ten pound bombs for the 3 inch mortars) so that you coe/d be gbsolutely
sertain of carrying the enemy position (and almost all commando operations do in fact
capture their objective} ~ it is not of course nearly o easy to either hold the position
or to-get away safely afterwards. So in order tc get the heavy weapons ammmition to the
place near the enemy from which the heavy weapons troopea/d fire effectively, every
~assault soldier from the rifle sections carried either two 10 pound 3 inch mortar bombs
slung on a piece of cord around his neck, or haif a box of Vickers ammnition, or a roll
of wire netting to help him over the beach defense barbed wire — all this in addition to
being fully loaded with his own personal weapons and ammmition — so he lumbemss out of
the assault boats and up the beach pretty ponderously.

4. “The usual sort of objective that commandos we¥ given (objectives far behind the
enemy lines) meart that having asssulted the beach heavily laden like that you has’: to
break through the barbed wire and go on as quickly as possible. The beach defenses are
not necessarily attacked — if good aerial photiographs allow you to run up quickly between
two machine gun posts in reasonbly dead ground and in darkness, you igunore them and g0
straight on inland if you can. The usual objechive was about three to six kilometres
inland, and was either a battery of enemy guns sited to fire on our army landing on a
beach, or a bridge or a road junction. A battery of guns is easy, because you capture
and degtroy it and then run away safely; but a bridge or road juggtion usually hag to be
heid until the main body of our army can break through %o it, and,commando: is not heavily
enough armed to hold a position, -and takes terrible ecasualties if it tries to do zo.

5e I shall now tell yop about one typical commando operation in detail, the assault on
what was called George Beach in Sicily, plus the firal act in that attack which was the
extremely bloody assault on the Malati Bridge over the Ieonardo River, Because of the
fame gf this assault the Malati Bridge (Punta dei Malati)was renamed No 3 Commando Bridge,
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| 'GEORGE BEACH AND MALATI BRIIGE

(a)Beorge Beach:- for the invasion ;gsily (10 July 1943) the alilied armies

On_De i
attacked George BeégﬁnT”Jh the sea, The mﬁﬁé&ﬁ%ws George beach at the south west part =
L pear é}% port of Syracuse (ihe immediate tactical objective)gand further |

of Sicilyéﬁng aThy % !
north gﬂs‘At e very large airfield at the city of Catania (this airfield was the !

strategic objective for the Sicily invasiopn, as its capture would prevent the Germans ;
from re infercing their army in Sicily).‘&xn fact thﬁsggigiiﬁ%d' practically at the i
edge of the sea, was a sitting target for our ravy, and the,two naval monitors with their
18 inch gung standing well out to sea had already damaged it badly, and when I first

got as farS-ihe airfield about ten days after the George beach landing it xﬁlraady a

shambles of smashed up equipment from the naval shelling,

We, the assaulting troops for the George beach landing, had come from the Gulf of
Ataka at the scuthern end of the Suez canal vhere we had been rehearsing the attack. We
vwere in a very large convoy of merchant and navy and landing shipe of all sorts, and ovy
commandc mother ship was the beauntiful little cross channel steamer Prince A/ber?,
with about a dozen small "landing eraft infantry,or LCI'se"™ slung from davits all along
her sides. In the attack on George beach the whole commando was involved, the whole
430 men in eix troops of 62 men each plus the headqumwters group. But that part of the
operation with which I personally was involved was the job of destroying a battery of
about ten guns and 400 men, and for that we deployed 248 men and i4 officers in 3 attack
troops (for the bayonet charge) plus one support troop with 2 Vickers guns and 2 three
inch mortars to firsf demoralise the ¢nery-

Each little LCIscarries one commando section of 29 men exactly, so my whole command
was with me in my boat, which is a very comforting way to be (knowing you can help
yourself out of trouble if you have to), For example, in Italy a long time later my own
1little group had been landed onto a quite dangerous beach in full view of the enmemy and
I had been told to stay there, but instead charged off the beach and captured the local
railway station from which the enemy fire was coming, to the rage of my immediate superio:
who threatened me there and then with court martial until my sergeant pointed out that
our disobedience of orders had taken us closer to the enemy 5o we could not be charged
with anything. So here, creeping gently in towards George beach in my own little craft,
with a warming glass of rum inside me (the last thing you are given as you sit in the
aspault boats at the ship's side) I felt very much at ease. The waxing moon was still
well up in a clear sky, three days short .of a full moon, so there would still be light
almoet until dawn took over, while yet allowing plenty of dimness in which to hide from
enemy fire. About two miles further in we located the tiny red beacon bouy flashing
morse code "G's"; from which a %o pass bearing to our own landing spot was knmown ( one of
our submarines had positionedt,{ lier). We counld also Jjust pick out & lmown headland,
80 knew we were on the right track. The plan was to creep in very slowly and tempt the
badly trained Italian beach defenders into firing too early and so giving away their
gun positions. They did fire early, but we had thoughtfully placed three machine guns
with full magazines on the dpen deck of each boat, guns which could be abandoned when
empty as we did not have to take them ashore with us. As we had seven boats in this = -
group, each with three machine guns and no reason to husband our ammunitio 21 uns A
immediately plastered the unhappy defenders, who of course stopped firing gﬁﬂ”ﬁiﬁi? {e
we put all boats te full speed ahead and landed with very little trouble.

We paid no more attention to the seven enemy machine gun posts, but threw our wire
netting rolls over the beach barbed wire and ran inland between two of the enemy posts.
Then we formed into a long colwrm of men two soldiers wide and set off on the first
compass bearing towards our first check point where we knew from the aerial photos that
we had to turn onto a different compass bearing to avoid an enemy position; and go went o
the £ive miles towards our objective,'%£3’ rman and Italian battery. We were nearly an
hour late, as we had wasted a lot of %ime creeping in to the beach, and the Colonel had
promised the Divisional general (General Dempsey) that the guns would be silenced before
the Division landed at first light. So we pressed on as fast as we could, the Colonel

leading as usual, and 2ll of us terribly loaded down with extra mortar bombs and extra
Vickers ammunition,

We had left the medical officer and hig eix orderlies on the beach. In the
commando the medical people are armed; +the Italian militia in the seven machine gun pufs
surrendered to him L. {tbe medical officer himself carried a tommy gun and three
very large water bottles « the gun for the enemy and the water for our own woundeél
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As we came wp to our final check point, a dry water course 200 metres in front of
the barbed wire defences of the battery, the heavy gung in EﬁﬁnP ttery started firing on
our divisional infantry landing on the beach (and in fact theA_égf off twenty rounds to.
o great distress before our first mortar bombs gilenced the GUINers, forcny Them Lo g Fring

igo to their own defensive positions against our attack on them). The plan was for ouvr
heavy weapons troop to get Lp their two machine guns to fire on fixed lines on a Compass
bearing from the base of a tree we could find from the aerial photos, but in ‘the event
there were no clouds in the sky and plenty of light to see to aim at definite targets in
the battery. In our double ecolumn of men we filed past the known tree and each man
dropped off his two mortar bombs or half case of Vickers ammunition with Ioud sighs of
relief as they were extemely heavy and we had carried them a long way. The attacking
troops then deployed to their known start line positions (3mown from the aerial photos).

-Our two 3 inch mortars were to fire star shells for two minutes, then high explogive
for two minutes, then smoke for two minutes, and continue for twenty minutes, while the
two Vickers machine guns hammered away at tactically important points in the defensive
perimeter which we had worked out from the photos. Meanwhile the three assaulting troop
formations had crept up close to the wire at tactical weak points, and a special small
group had captured the huts and stores and office. When the colonel was gsatisfied that
the enemy was so demoralised that the bayonet charge ought to carry the position at the
first shock, he gave the order to charge. In fact the first charge got held up in
confused fighting without the battery being properly subdued, so my section, which was
the colonel's final reserve had to complete the job with one final charge., What
happened was that my little forde of 29 men were crouched out of sight behind:iow stone
wall, lined up just in front of the eastern barbed wire, with the main charge coming in
from the north. As soon ag I gave the order to fix bionets my men were like racehorses
straining tqéstart, and it was very difficult to hold them back; so much so that I twice
called out™"™%he colonel to let us go, He called back that I had to hold them in check
as this wasAhis final throw and the timing had to be perfect(in fact of course I well
knew that if this final charge did not totally overwhelm the enemy we would be trapped in
confused fighting five miles behind the enemy lines and with no reserves of ammunition,
ne possibility of help, and a vastly superior enemyh Finally he did shout out to me *go,
g0,50" and we jumped over the wall, then over the barbed wire which had been erected in
a totally incompetent manner, and my long line of 29 men with fixed bayonets rushed at
OuUr enemy. Thefgolonel had judged the moment accurately, because as soon as they saw the
bayonets'”““z ]iwyﬁown ot the ground and put their hands over their faces and allowed
themselves to be captured. The battle was quickly over, and except for enemy soldiers
lying on the ground all I could find was one German officer scrambling away at the base

of a stone wall = he was just out of range of my tommy gun, so I lst him go.
CGenors! faonZgevra i} :
Our radio had stopped working, ardthe army generalawas not getting the message that -

the attack on the battery had succeeded (though he could of course see that no more
shells were landing on the beach). So I was sent post haste back to the beach to carry
the message personally, with ¥wo of our scouts to run interference for me.(ieaving my
section in charge of the senior sergeant to come back with the rest of the commando 1atei}
I got back through.the enemy lines easily (or so it seemed io me, though I do not know
whal diffieulties the two scouts overcame in getting me back so guickly - all I did was
concentrate on pressing on as fast as pogsible, wéighed down with a tommy gun and a
hundred rounds of ammunition and two hand grenades and my haversagk ~ while a scout ran
slighitly ahead and zbout five yards out on either sidél At « $e050 pang signal T would
stop, or vvm across a road,.or go to one side to avoid an enemy position, or crouch down
if an enemy seemed to be in danger of seeing me. In a very short time we were through
the enemy and back in front of the beach; we ran straight through the beach minefield,
not knowing it was there, and I delivered my message to the senior officer on the beach,
only to have him say the radioc had Just that minute got the same message through and I
could relax. o

The main body of the commando got back through the enemy lines without difficulty
two or three hours later, and then did twe small specialist attacks where small parties
of divisional infantry were held up. Later that day, when the beach head seemed secure,
and ‘the division was advancing north east fowards.Syracuse, the commando was sent ten .
miles soubh west into the hills to fake the first shock in cage enemy tanks staged a
counter attack on our very weak left flank. We were then recalled into the beach hezd
to get briefed before the worst battle of the war as far as No 3 Commando was concerned.
That baitle was the "Battle for the Malati Bridge" - which I shall try and describe in
detail mew-. ‘



(4)

(b)The Battle of Malati Bridges-

Before I go on I should explain that we were expendable troops {not part of the
main battle plan,which went on at its own pace without considering whatever we were
doing), The ordinary infaniry were very carefully husbznded by théir own Divisional
genexals, and never allowed to attack wmtil every possible tank and gun was lined up to
protect them; but the commando could be put in behind the enewy lines with ne support
fire at all, to do what we could with what we could carry. We were never however asked
to do the impossible, and the army commander himself (General Montgomery, for whom we had
enormous respect as the army's foremost tactician) took a personal interest
before any really desperate venture, to assure himself that vhat was asked was
within our power. We trusted Montgomery, and with reason, because the only times an
operation under him went badly wrong was the Malati Bridge where the intelligence about
enemy forces was wildly wrong, and the much later Battle of Termoli where the army staff
and not the general made all the arrangements “ho surprise the 0l1d man%, But Terwmoli has
nothing to do with this present battle, so let us get back o the preparations for the
Malati Bridge,

In the evening of July 12th our colomel was briefed by General Dempsey on the wharf
at Syracuse for a hastily arranged attack on the Malati Bridge tenm miles behind the
enemy lines and five miles inland from the sea. Th%’;{% was moving inte position to
attack the little town of Lentini (just north east of Syracuse)} and the Malati Bridge
was five. miles further on where the main road north to Catania crossed the smallish
Leonardo River. (See the map). Bub a much larger German force was facing them than was
ﬁ,d"iﬁ' known to allied intelligenge, Emd it inc}.ude‘?. the ;.rorld‘is
¢ s s v e Wl best tavke (German "Tiger"tanks),

sourw fasr S 6f£y vhich hadivastly superior gun &
Ko, 3 Crmmeands d&rﬁ/’ﬁ/ﬂff‘ﬁrfd/ﬁ, armour than the allied armies?
23 Tuly (923 Sherman tanks. The commandc met
3 tiger tanks at Malati Bridge
and our ammumition simply

e 2 2 4 < bounced off them.
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The commando had{on the af'ternoon of 11 July 1943} been pulled back into the beach
head from the hills on the left flank(és no sericus enemy attack had developed from that
directio&L We had now been reduced to 350 all ranks, but all the sub sections were still
at good Tighting strength. We were tired after two days and two nights without sleep, angd
did now manage to get some sleep (in an orchard of fig trees alongside = winery that made
a rather unpleasant sweet Italian white wine), o matter how bad the wine was it was
better than stale Lukewarm water from a water bottle, and much to he preferred to the
mixed tea and milk powder in our ration packs. Someone had rolled a barrel of the wipe
out under one of the fig trees, but no one did more than just sample it as it was really
a very bad wine. There was an enemy sniper who gave us some trouble, and some bombing by
fighter bombers, btut it was restful after our exertions of the past days and nights.

The next day (12 July) we packed up and got back on board our Mother ship, the

. ' Belgian éross chammel ship Prince Albert, to prepare for the next atiack.
We had been moving since 3 am after a few hours sleep in the orchard, and did not
welcome having another N - - operation scheduled for 9.30 that night. As
we climbed aboard o 'béi enemy fighter bombers were atbacking the merchant ships being
unloaded for transf§£Z€y ighters to George Beach, Ope of the enemy airecraft dropped a
Line of three smgll bombg, the last of which Just clipped the bow of a large merchantman
next out from our Mother ship. This merchantman was full of 4 gallon tins of petrol
being unloaded by a working party, and these particular tins were of a brand notorious
in the army for being too thin walled and constantly leaking - indeed it was serprising
the army persevered with them, because you could order enovgh tins to refill your boat or
vehicle and then find omly enough petrol to partly fill it, which was disecouraging in
operations againgt the enemy. In this case a small Flame flickered for = moment up on
the bow and then the whole petrol filled ship erupted in a fire ball, kiliing everyone
in it....even several hundred metres away on the Prince Albert Y was slightly scorched.

We settled down on the Mother ship; refilled rifle and bren gun magazines and water
bottles, got new hand grenades and new belts of cartridges, and sorted through the small
emergency ration packs we were supposed to take. In the event I did not rut any food at
all into my haversack {the commando did not carry packs, but only small haversacks, into
battle} ~ I was already too heavily laden and I knew we were not going to be in a fit
state o0 eat for a long time to come (a soldier in battle is uswally too mentally upset
to eat anything at all), ' &

'@

. W
We were to land from the sea on the beach near Agnone (about Ewenly -les northa,
of Syracuse), just behind the enemy lines; go about six miles inland parallel to and
behind the enemy lines, and capture the gquite large Malati Bridge (Punta dei Malati)
which carries the main road north to Catania over the not very impressive Leonardo River,
We were asked to hold the bridge for some hours (until 8 am the next morning when the
advancing army would rescue ug}. There were supposed to be only ITtalian militia guarding
the bridge, which we expected to capture easily, though we knew that bolding it against
a determined counter attack would be nearly impossible (but then we did not foresee
anyone wanting to make a determined counter attack). The Ttalians in Sicily were mostly
very fed up with the war by this time, and easily talked into surrender; though
admittedly the Ttalian corps defending the toun of Lentini barring the British ATmy
advance on the main road were still fighting with determination sur attacking brigade
of 50 Division.

We had only eight landing craft (each carrying 30 men) available now on the Prince
Albert, so the commando had to &0 ashore in two flights, My boat was in the firsi flight
of 240 men, and the troop I was in was to lead the advance to the bridge. ¥y party got
into the boats at 9.30 pm and set off in the wake of a destroyer (HMS Tetcott) which was
to shell the coast defensge battery that overlooked our landing beach, The four or five

The beach seemed %o stretch for miles away to the right, bright in the moonlight,
and it was surprisingly narrow, with thieck barbed wire lining the inland edge of it about
fifty metres in from the sed. We had bangalore torpedoes with ug %o blow gaps in the wire
(= bangalore torpedo ig a long length of 2" jron pipe full of explogive, with a quick
acting trigger to set it off. One man can carry it, and you push it through the wire
and 1o presto’ an instant path. It was designed in India a hundred years ago and is s$il1
the best thing available for breaching barbed wire),



g (6)

The boate came slowly in in the bright moonlight, tempting the enemy to open fiveg
and when as usual they did (quite harmlessly against the short piece of armour plate on
our bowe, snd equally mrmlessly against the light steel of the little bit of deck
beneath which we ecrouched at each side, vhere because of the angle the bulleis glanced
off) three spare light machine guns (lewis guns of World War 1 vintage) lying with full
magazines on each of our eight boats ovened vp firifg straight into the pillibox .
loopholes from our expert marksmen., The four slow firing Italian machine guns were

- no match for our twenty four properly desigmed Lewis gung, so the enemy fire
almost stopped except for one gun which seemed o be firing blind ahead of our men into
the sand as we jumped ashore (if you can use a word like Jumping when you are as
heavily laden as each of us was - for example I was as usual carrying one end of a roll
of wire netting to throw over the barbed wire, as I had to be the first out of my boat).

The troop I was in (4 troop) had to lead the sdvance; and affer z few moments
confusion with the whole commando held up under the wire, one of my men pointed out a
narrow gap just to our left alongside a pillbox . below a bit pf ¢liff. I ran across
to the Colonel and told him there was a gap in the wire and hﬁ“fquite testily not {o
wagte time but to get through it - which no doubt I should have done at once, I ruashed
through the gap with my seetion right behind me, and with the little Italian "red devil"®
grenades thrown from the ¢liff above bursting harmlessly a1l around.

As another aside, it should be pointed ocut that the Italian army had the most
useless weapons of any army in the war. The red devil e e‘éfb t g as an ¢gg
and apparently made of plastic, was as near useless as Wade .ne "f‘%:gf&égé' o their
officers® pistol was a toy for a woman's handbag, their one man tank could be put out
of action by a machine gun fired at the side at point blank range, and their machine
gun fired ridiculously slowly. I feel sure that their soldierg? recognition of the

foolishness of much of their weaponry was a factor in their unwillingness to resist
determined attacks,

Baving run unscathed through the gap in the wire, I was just about to run around
behind the pillbox to deal witki he enemy there, when my sergeant grabbed ry ghirt from
b“&l}&l@gk (gg%_ed me to a halt:" hrew one of our extremely effective "367 grenades around
A ,51 at the very satisfa.gtory explosion he pointed to one Cerman ané one Itzlian
soldier, both dead, and said dmugly "that’s the way we do it in the commands, sir® . He was
& fine young soldier, he saved my lifeg young men taught to kill each other. Crazy.

Again T have 3o digress to explain that ail reports of hand to hand fighting are
mitually contradictery. In such desperate ventures every scldier lives in his own
little desperate world. What he reports about what he sees and does is never the same,
or even remotely like, what other participanis in the same action say about it. The
battalion war diary is written up after each battle; and purporits to be a factual
account; but it is made up of the combined written memories of all officers and senior
NCO's, and all their accounts differ., Irn the case of the Battle for Mzlati Bridge you
would think we were all talking about different battles, and that goes Ier all .
diaries. In this case our Second in Command is convinced that he found the g"é.p a:ac{’13 wBs
Tirst through it (perhaps because grenades continmed to rain down into the gap from the:
cliff above while the whole commando passed through). Everyone who ran through that
lethal gap, with a machine gun firing straight down at ue from the cliff, and grenades
coming down as if gomeone was pouring them out of a box, as may fzve been the case,
may well think they were first through, But my remembrance is that I was fus?.

We ran on into the night, following a track which my compase sa2id was leading in
the correct direction up to a railway line about a mile ahead that was our first check
point where we would have to twrn right and follow the railway past Agnone station and
to a place several miles ahead where the railway went into a tunnel. In fact I did noi
care much about absolutely accurate route finding = my section was simply clearing the
way, and the main body of the commando would follow at a more deliberate pace sticking
rigidly to the planmed route., In any case, the track I was on was indeed the right one,
and in a very short time we were climbing onto the rail track, which was built up on a
distinet embankment, with lower ground on each side. There was a good deal of machine
gun fire in the darkness on both sides, and a fearful racket from the beach behind; but
I am a bad senior officer and a good junior officer because I havésihility to close my
tormented mind completely to the meaning of such extraneous matters and press on
doggedly along the planned way. My mind, as is the case with almost all soldiers, was
pushed far beyond its capacity to accept the signals of danger and death all about, and
having shut everything out except the bare necessities, left me childishly cheerful as
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I recognised our first check point and stepped up onto the reilway embankment.

Very soon the whole of this part of the commando was present, and after a bit of
milling about,with my seétion suddenly being embarrassed by seeing the 2né in Command
striding rapidly away along the railway toward the north west,whereas we should have been
doing advance guard, we ran ahead and settled down to march as quickly as possible along
the railwey line. We had gone orly about haif a mile, stepping out smartly with a sub
section walking ¢ the sleeper projecting from each side of the rails, and even Though
well above the surrounding country we were not really worried about enemy attack; but
to our enormous surprise paratroops were suddenly dropping fast down out of the moonlit
sky at each side of the track. To ocur right, the north east, they were British paratroop:
far out of position from their target at Primasole Bridge fifteen miles north {where the
main body of their party was to attack that bridge this same night). But to our left,
and only a hundred metres or so distant, the paratroops were German, flown in that night
direct from France to be dropped into their own front line to help hold their crumbling
front against the strong British 50 Division attack,

We. had teo close a deadline at the bridge to make it gensibdle for us to engage in a2
firefight with Germans at this stage, and as they were coming down with their own wheeled
containers of ammunition on pushcarts while we had only what we cowld carry, we payed no
attention o either side but kept on along the railway while. the Germans disappeared into
the darkness on one side and the British came up and checked with the Colonel on the othe:
side and my section ploughed straight on., These same German paratroops ambushed me and
the surviving nine of my men the next dayy, and captured me and seven men while killing
one sergeaggeﬂnd one man - if I had known the appalling twvowma the next day was tgq}‘)t?y%
I would haveqa lot more militent toward those German paratroops. The small British,‘ orde
of aboui twenty men turned due north and marched away towmard Primasole; but whether they
ever made it I do not lkmow,.

“(Meanwhile back at the beach, ten of our men and a subaltern had the really fearsome
Job of holding the tiny beach head while our eight landing eraft went back to the sﬁ;ﬁ
and fetched the rest of the commando, The Germans and Italians all around kept up a
desultory fire on them, but made no determined attack — doubtless because of the bad
light and the difficulty of knowing exactly what was going on - and of course our
defence was pure bluff and ‘could not have stood against a full scale attack. But mch of
what the commando did was based on bluff s and we usuaily pot away with J;'hi ‘,qa%”.¥e4 .5}';‘%-
here. The rest of the unit finally landed against fairly despe%a?ée{'ga’ds; with the enemy
walting for them, but get ashore and pressed on inland after us, about two hours behind

us, and got to the bridge when we were being very hard pushed by 2 German counter attaek)

‘To get back to my men pressing on along the railways within about half a mile we
came to Agnone raiway station, which I had expected that we would have to attack, but to
my great sdrprise No 3 Troop had made a more direet approach and already captured it by
going along a different track from the beach. Their Troop commander was sitting blinded
againgt a wall _‘Sg{x, italian grenade had hit him in the eye, and his Troop Sergeant Major
was dead, but wepheld the station and so could get siraight on toward the bridge). We
£till had 150 men in action, and continued steadily on to where the railway line went
into a tunnel and where we had to climb over the hills shead (not wanting to bve sitting
ducks in a tunnel - especially as the enemy now knew we were coming). The climb . .
over the hills and throwgh the very broken ground enm the other gide, and then fording
the Leonardo River was difficult even for commandos in the darlmess, but on the other
side of the river there wasz 2 track that led straight to the bridge - to the north emnd
of the bridge vhich we were to attack as we knew the enemy would surely be waiting at

the obvious south end where we were cominﬁ up from.
Ltoal1q01 the Grmmandd
In the event there were only a few,militia at the north end, which A simply over

ran without even thinking about it, killing two of them and capturing quite a litile
group, including a fairly senior officer. As I was the leading section at that moment

I continued on and ran right across to the other end of the bridge and installed my men
in the pillbox at that end@. pillbox actually built into the bridge parapet and its
bottom resting on the river bed down on the east side of the bridge). Some of my men had
got eeparated, but I still had twelve of then, including both sergeants(the two sergeants
were fabulously good soldiers and excellently trained,as well as being worthy people in

themselves and self motivated to destroy the Hitler nonsengse for the sake of their
families).

Again I should digress to point out that commsndo soldiers sre almost all exceedingl;
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quiet and self contained men, a trained policeman about 25 years old being the ¥ypical
gsort of person. They were the sort who would walk away from a pub brawl rather than get
mixed up in it, and indeed I never ever saw a drunken commando. They were however good
at all forms of combat, armed and unarmed {this one small unit, for example, won boxing
championships in five different weight classes against the 15,000 strong Gibraltar
garrison). All the officers and men were well able to look after themselves in almost
any situation, and the extraordinary feate of the many little groups of men driven off
the bridge and into the hills during the next two days would take a book in itself. As
one small example, ten officers were taken prisoner at various times during this action,
and a1l except one managed to escape and return to the battalion, .

But back to the bridge: I had occupied the pillbox, and put two men in sniping
positions nestled inte the immer side of the south bank of the river, and two more in the
bed of the river, as well as a bren gumuer lying on the parapet of the bridge. My senior
sergeant quickly re arranged some of the positions, as the bren gumer was ridiculously
exposed {none of our people were ever backward in criticizing or altering arrangements,
and they all constantly thought for themselves, which takes a lot of weight off a. junior

officer's shoulders as bad orders are quickly altered -~ and =all officers give bad orders
nearly as often as they give good ones.)

I was reasonably confident about my situation, even though I could see occasional
quick movement of enemy soldiers (obviously German soldiers and probably paratroqps)
very cloge indeed in front and to the right. I scrambled back across the shallow
fordable river (the river was abnoxmally low after a long stretch of dry weather) and
found the 2nd in Command and told him my situation and that there seemed to be a good
few Germans on the other side. He was =z highly trained professional soldier, and took
a much more serious view of the matter than a relatively untrained man like me, and sent
me back quickly to expect an immediaste counter attack. My twelve men were the only ones
at the south end of the bridge - the rest of the unit was busily digging in around the
other end and finding it very hard going in the abnormally dry growund. My little group
soon realised that the 2nd in Command was indeed correct, there were many enemy soldiers
« at least a hundred - dug into the outside south end of the bridge, no doubt surprised
to have us come at them from the wrong direction {and very lucky for us we made the right
decision this time about where to abttack from}.

There were in fact some enemy within five metres of us, just over the bank, and an
awful lot more dug into the same bank but across the roadway from me. We could also hear
enemy tanks clattering up the road from the direction of Lentini (i.e. from the south)
towards us, and except for piat mortars which we carried in the rifle sections we were
wmarmed against tanks. For the piat youm have to be at the side of the tank and within
ten pmces of it, sco it is not a very sncouraging weapon-to have to rely on.

About this time a lorry came up the road in the darkness from the directien of
Lentini, and for some resson the German paratroopers let it come on. My bren gummer
could have destroyed it, but there seemed no purpose in giving his position aways; so it
trundled past me and almost to the north end of the bridge before one of our people hit
it with a piat bomb and the whole works exploded, and live ghells and burning explosives
of all gortes showered the area for perhaps ten minutes afterwards,though it seemed like
half an hour. Just then the second wave of the commsndo reached the bridge and reported
to the Colonel zbout 100 metres down the road from the north end of the bridge. At that
same moment an enemy Tiger tank arrived up the road from the ILentini direction and startet
machine gunning the general area and firing at the pillboxes with its big gun. German
goldiers could also occasionaliy be seen moving a few yards and then going to ground,but
2l11. the time steadily encircling us. I saw one little group of four men carrying between
them a heavy machine gun get up from only twenty yards away on my right, dash five yards
and then hide, then get up again and again go into cover, but could not get a shot at
them, They were obviously going into a flank attack Eﬁﬁﬁgpvre {to give covering fire
from far out on their left flank while their main body charge across the river) but
they got into dead ground from my point of view before I could do more than register
their presence and intentions. Indeed even today, after 36 years, I still often wake at
night seeing those machine gumners getting into position, and ¥mowing 100 enemy paratroop:
are walting for the gunners! signal only ten or o yards away across the other side of

the south bank of the river....the same side of the river I was on, and our main force
far away on the other bank. '

The Colonel sent the newly arrived Znd flight to attack s swall house standing alone
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on the north side of the river about a hundred yards away on my left (the east); a house
the enemy seemed intent on occupying and whic would have cut off our possible retreat
into the hills. Fire from the tank kiiled on Apfficezrand six of our men, but they did
oceupy the area and so secured our left flank. fThe tank then started to smash up each of
the pillboxes in turn with its big gun, leaving my pillbox alone Dresumably beecause they
thought none of us would be silly enough to be so close; A lot of our men were being
killed and wounded, and our only heavy machine gun had been destroyed by the tank,and the
crew killed.

It was just coming up to eight o'clock, wher the army was supposed to be resgcuing
us by charging up the road from Lentini, which according to the plan should long since
have fallen. It was now daylight, and the commando was in a totally untenable position.
We had pulled the explosives wires out from the demolition charges in the bridge
abutments and driven off the Ttalianswho alone presumably knew about the demolition (the
German paratroops had just come straight from France and Jumped to their enemy inteo an
ongoing battle so would not know or care about any proposed demolition)., There were now
three Tiger tanks in sight. We obviously had to w%ﬁhdraw if we could - a group of mortar
bombs fell on the bridge every half minute or soﬁi e tanks kept up constant machine gun
and heavy gun fire; the enemy was softening us up, trying to shock us so that we would
surrender at the atiack we knew was coming. I did not knmow it at the time, but the
Colonel sent 3 Troop to make a feint attack into the bed of the river while his rummers
tried to contact all sections to tell them to withdraw by bounds $o fhe north east,
starting at an easily located cactus hedge about a hundred yards north east of the bridge.

- No message reached me, totally exposed on the far (soutb% side of the river. My
senior sergeant suggested that the lack of action fro%fi&’ﬁfﬁé mean the commando wasg
withdrawing in accordance with well established principles (lightly armed assault troops
can not hold a position against determined assanlt by professional soldiers}, He could
also see that the storm of fire from all weapons of the enemy meant an assanlt by
infantry was coming. I told the men that we would cross the river bed, climb the far
bank (the north bank) then.run straight up the road into the smoke of the bursting
mortar bombs (to give us cover from sight of the tank - gunners who could kill us ali with
one aimed bursﬁ. As we ran into the smoke a bomb picked up the semgeant and threw him
forward only slightly wounded into the covering smoke and he got up and ran on to safety.
I fell onto the road but full in viey of the tank which sent a burst of machine gun fire
which tore my haversack to pieces aézlay face down on the road but left me unhurt. In

situation a woman soldier would regret her lipstick - and two days later I was being
spoken to by the army commander CGeneral Montgomery after my escape from the German
‘paratroops and was much embarrassed by my unshaven condition). As soon as mere mortar
bombs fell and the smoke and dust from them rolled over me I got up and ran on, finding
the 2nd in Commend on the road about a handred yards further on directing the retreat.

He pointed out where ny men were in the line that was "retirving by bounds” in the clasgie

evolution {one lot firing vhile alternate groups ran back and then they in turn give
covering fire),

1 was confused and a little concussed, but was able to go along quite happily as the
two sergeants did their Job in the “retiring by bounds" evolution. We got back rather
less than one kilometre n@@h east of the bridge and turned back down(south) into the
river bed as the country became wooded and with contours wnswitable for organised
withdrawal. We had done the job we were sent to do, the deadline for the army's arrival
had passed, so could now honourably take to the hills in small'groups and f£ind our own
way back through the enemy and into the British lines. The Colonel gave each group as it
filed past him a mogt likely compass coursge back (groups consisting of the remains of
50 man sections and ad hoe groups where a Troop had been very badly knocked about). The
group I finally took back consisted of me, my two sergeants, and nine men. So as not to
bunch into easily negotiated paths we zll diverged a bit at once, and my route chanced to

be straight up over a bare rocky hillside (in full view of the enemy for the first
hundred metres), '

My group was I think one of the first away, and we spread out anmd made a dash for it
for that bad first hundred metres, and all steeply uphill. You can not of course cutrun
gunfire, which comes at you at about half a kilometre g second(a target half a kilometre
away ig hit one second after you press the trigger), but you can confuse the enemy®s aim
by dodging a little and of course you can get out of sight more gquickly if you run fast.



(10)

act the- only flre was from the big: guns ‘of ‘the three- Tlger tanksy which was not
er of them because they conld have killed us all with properly aimed machine gun
3aps the:,r could not elevate the machine gung: enough.  Three shells would burst
ront of us,- then another thrée 4s we dodged to one side or the other. ']Eney

d Like this for: perhaps twelve rounds in all, unt:.l we were over the ridges and
1ed one.man who was hit by a shell Ianchng right on’ h:.m The xest of us were not
en’ scratched by a. sheil Bpd m‘sero I adm1t however '!:hat I 'did think oy last hour had
e, as. the shells were very elase Andeed.’ ‘There' were a lot.of small’ ‘boulders on the
ground, and it could be that the shells were burstlng so far down among the rocks that

2 theghell splm'hers could not spread. Anyway we got over the hill and into cover in ne
'tlme a"t all it seemed, a.nd after a short rest set out on our trek home.

= ’i‘he co:r:rect (cla,sslc) way to get through enemy limes is to walt for darkmess, then
_ .ge‘i: to B8] t?];e £ le, and each man holding onto the one in front march as silently as
: poss:r. e Tegquired.compass bearing; with many pauses to Iigten and re dssess the
L '_sz.tua:blon. J A1l soldiérs know this, and. indeed a large party of German’ paratroops did in
fa.c,t pass under the Malati Bridge to- sai‘etv in this way the followih %} t ‘%_h _Bntlsk
: ‘entry on the bridge above them (we learnt ‘this when we captured a- p% Aaiter & severe
~ battle-at Termoli some months la.‘i:er) But  in this cage the front was so close that we
- were @lready among. the ememy, and an Italian army. curps was mannlng the- hx.lls right along
' our right flank (we were full in view of them if we sbood up) and we already knew that
" German para‘brcops and some ‘battalions of the German Hermann ‘Goering Division were all .
_ ound ihthe hills to our front and to our left, There seemed no- safety anywhere, ang.
" we had.only one option it seemed fo me, and that was: to react ta events and try to keep
-going generally south if we could. That was in fact the wrong decision, and others who
© - went to ground fared better than my group. did. But both my sergeanis ooneurred in what
T was trylng to do, and it is of course easy to be wise after the event. . 'Sofme’ groups
. fared wvery badly and were killed, but a surprising number did in fact get ba,ck igafely,
. gll after the most fearful exertions and ambushes. And of course the enemy were not all
'v-.  that happy either, knowing that a battalion of elite British troops was: mllmg about
s behlnd. their lihes and mthm ‘thelr defensz.ve perimeters. - -

: There was an: Ita.lla.n army COXPS  OCCUPYing the ridge on our rmght (west) after we
camé ‘south. over the hill o1 our way ‘home, - The broad: tree.Less valiey we were in had
w plenty of long grass but nolcover at all if w '-:rstaod p; and: the Italians were only three
or four humdred metres away on-our right, overloak:ng us, Ve therefo:r:e:” ent. on by slow
Cerawling, - contlnualiy stopping and- searching the ground twenty yerds, ahead,’ examning every
blade ‘of grass with the field glasses,’ The Italians sent one of their silly. llgh“t tanks
down after usy but the man in the tank was & lot more - frightened of lis ‘than we were. of
him, it seemeds and after. maklng a'big c,lrcle well owt from ‘the machine gun we were
carrymg {while we sta.yed well out of sight in the. Jong grass) he reckoned he - ha.d dong
:hls du‘hy and -went aways

R Ve crawled slowly on down the bread gentle valley, _untll at last we readhed an orange
' "crchard and: thcught we could relax. But a group of twenty six Italians were already

: _he:r:e. - Oax approash Was 50 ‘quiet that we took them’ completely by surprise and captured

+the lot without firing a shot, We lerded them into a: cirele and sat around them.on the

und and discussed what we could possibly do with: them, - I_..aslced each man in twrn what

‘-,_he ’chought, all. the way: round the citele ‘of nine so‘.ld.wrs, each with a rifle or machine

‘gun on his kneej ‘and each worrylng about *l:he ~appalling difficulty we had got ourselves

vinto with all these prisoners. These nine were all God fearing young men of good

: .educa.t:l.on, ‘and-the senior’ sergeant was a. devout Roman: Cathol:.c. No doubt many of the

o Italians could understand English ~ I don't know what they must have thought as the clear

S consensus to- shootthem all emerged, I inmediately vetced it (not on the grounds of

© o common hmmanity, though I do not think we could have done. it in any' case) but because we

WU were *brapped behind the -enemy lines and may well ourselves face death or capture within

P 1+ (-8 hour, 80, it behoved us not %o do anything which we would have to answer for in front
- of enraged enemy. soldiers.. In the event we simply took their wespons away, dropped the

key pa.r't‘.s of them down a well, and told them to vanish as far as poss:.ble out of ocux

s:,gh‘.t - whlch they did very . thankfully; and we went on south, now going slightly uphill.

Our p051t3.on was now totally untenable — a whole Italian army corps was all along on
3-our rlgh‘i: (west), the little township of Agnone (full of Italian soldiers which we had

. stormed through the previous mgh@ was not far away on our left, Italians were obvicusly
“occupying ovY valley because we had just caught a mob of them, and we were vexry well aware
-oi‘ the German pavetroops who kad jumped into their front line just ahead of us /asy ight.
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‘army intelligence Jaiew about the Italian srmy ¢orps and the Ttalian militiz and
fed the 'Colonek about them, but it later turmed owt that in this tiny streich of
en miles long and say five miles wide that we were hopefully - trying 4o crawl
in broad daylight, there were in addition -the following German soldiers :=

ist Parachute Regiment, - . i o -
3 battalions of the Panzer Grdjdier Regiment Koerner,
. Tanks and"self propelled guris of the Bermamm Coering Division.

The Mo 904 Fortress Battalion,

- We' should Zfi"‘ééurse have simply stopped vherever we possibly could and hidden in
oioibhe grass (we couldn't get.onto the hilltops because they were all occupied by the enemy).
.- But we didn't-stop, and for that I must take the blame. I was very tired, almost out on

- my feed,. S - . '

o At our going on again, the second sergeant gently detached the field glasses from
L around my ‘neck and suggested that he do leading scout for a'mile or so, and I was very
" happy to see him do it. “We'kept on up a rocky slope, down which the survivors of our
... party would crawl in enemy hands the following night closely pursued by our own soldiers
7 of our 50 Division. C

i -We came into another orchard, a poor thing ¢f only a few trees, and stood up again
- going in single file, with the sergeant leading with the field glasses,  #An appalling
- . ‘buret of point blank rapid-fire from obviously German weapons, and -we went to. ground =
. ¥here we stood., I fell into & bit of a furrow, and rollsd over onto my back trying to
. get my tommy gun into action with. the strap -caught in some way on ‘my shoulder, My runner
had ‘his leg shattered by a burst of machine gun bullets and was moaning -in ‘shock for me'
%o, help-him, though there was nothing at all I could do. The sergeant with the field -
:glasses was dead, shot straight through' the chest. The ‘senior ‘sergeant was lying 'in an
exposed position a little to my right and turned his head to me and said he was looking
- right’ down the baxrel of a Germen high speed machine gun (what we ‘used to call an
- alrcraft machine gun « it was réputed to fire at 50 rounds - pex ‘second and I can well
~believe it afier havii one spraying me wiih bullets from twenty paces). Such 4 weapon
+ ought. to have killed us all. at one burst, but perhaps they were as frightened as we were
and didn't get off a good aimed -burst, . S R

. The sergeant then went on ihat the other sergeant was dead alongside him, and the
. German officer holding the maching gun had ¢alled out %o him o surrender, ‘and what did
. Tthink, . There are strict rules in these matters for elite troops, and the senior
sexgeant mew I would be working out the rate of . casualties. A% ten percent dead or dying
- {ond two now. out of oux ten gave us'twenty percent) we were embitled %o surrenders so
- I called out %o hin fo negotiate o surrender with'the German he could see. He quickly
did so and the Germen ‘came ruming among us brandishing his machine gun, closely followed .
by & group of them brandishing’ Lighter weapons. . They were fascinated by the tommy gun
- that ‘was ‘still caught up on my shoulder strap, never ‘having seen one before, and under
their  gus I very very carefully unhitched i -and - passed it and my special harness for
carrying the long and awkward magazines %o a delighted soldier who strapped it all on
. ‘and 1aid down his own machine pistol, He was welcome to.if as far as I was concerned, as
. Iwag already disenchanted with the short range znd the heavy ammnition end the way the
. mggazine tended ‘to Fall out with a clatter at difficult moments. = - - ‘ :

We. were now' prisoners, and right in the German' front Yine being hard pressed by our
50, Division. T don't kmow what it is like being a prisoner behind the lines, because -
rgeant and 1 escaped the next night (we -had fo-éscape, otherwise they would have
18, as we knew too much ebout them by that time; and in any case they had orders to
gl commando. officers as a matter of ‘course, though il do not think this lot woudd have,
" vearried.out such an order except under extreme pressure)but in the front line berg .
CPTINaNeY 1S etffic o, : . S S
S Xt was very tricky for the first few minutes, with the -Gé;mans {paratiroops) nervous
#nd: trigger happy (they were as tirsd as we were) and were themselves in a difficult
" tactical position, with allies on their right and left melting away and a brigade of
. .:British troops-attackirg their front,  The German officer took me aside and said in a
o mx’t}:”rw.g %ﬁ%ﬁnd&glmh Phrases how dangerous. their position was and that the whole
i lot of ughwolid -be fcilled-una,gss".l: 4id exactly as T was told. BHe also said his doctor
- "had . locked at the shatfered leg and hip of my rummer and that he was beyond help in the
ort-of situation we were all in, and if T agreed he would give him an injection and that
d be the end, We were #ll 2 long way out of step - with the terms of the

eva’ convention about prisonmers, as I should not have been having military discussions



';m.*bh my enem;yg nor should I have agreed 'ho keep my own men in a compact group. and- under
thert 1ittle cover there uasg (the“correct“ action: is to foree the «ertemy to guard us
eifectivedy, bub as this would have resulted. dn them 'shooting us. all it was scarcely an
op’c In fact, within the constraints of the. situation, they were. careful and
erate: yourg men, -and except fora dlfi‘erently dressed SS. man. whom they a1l  Getested
and :Lgnor _d-'bhey veres. asg: good 3. group: of captors as. we could have m.shed for.

1t ‘should of course be realised i:ha,t there is 3 'well Kiown. syadrome . that 13.nks

= ptcrs and: cap‘bured in a special deéadly- rela-blonsmp, and all captured people ought to

be :aware of it,  You tend to learn to’ ”love" your captm:ers (presumably because you are

Like a ‘baby totally dependen‘i: oni them}, The captors also g6t a special fellow feeling

: for you, which makes them protective of you if you can ‘develop a humah relationship with
':them {i.6." if ‘you .can make them see you as an J.nd;w:.dua,l suffermg human being éven as
;they are).- 8o you should face them as much as possible, get plenty of eye contact, talk

. a them whenever you can as one person o another — ask to gee their photos of th.eir

N ;loved ones. and ask about their families and tell them about yours. Don't suli oz?3‘:’:)3{"(.'-'n‘b“'"‘1r

I{: ‘was of course especially easy for me, and by exhens:l,on foxr my group of mer, &s
_we were all, captors and captured alike, under observation and f::.re From an: attacking
brigade of our 50 Div; so we shared.a commen fear and suffering. Indeed thé young
German ‘officer who captured me went to enormous trouble to see I did not go to sleep
throughou’b the Iong night mareh that followed, feeding me with 3ud1c:1ous doses of
benzedrine ‘which they all ca,rra.ed._ I was so full of benzedrine by the end of the terribl
» .night that followed that my hesd felt as if a cont:.mzal storm of cold air was blowing
through it. I wag surprised also to see that the German officers: carried; s quickly
“evaporatmg liquid which they rubbed all over their heads to cool’ them and keep them
awake « they were far ahead of us in survival techniques of this sort. : Their weapons
ST were. sl:.ghtly better than oursg (bu'h ourg were easier to keep working in the rough and
T {.tu.mble of ba:ttle) Their junior officers wers much better trained than ours, and. they
- had not nearly so many,and looked after them munch more carefully - there was no gquestion
Lol an officer automa:t::.cally secrificing himself by personally leading as. ‘atiack, and the
'_-'_'_'f'fmen quite .obviously protected ‘their officers and treated.them as being precious to their
Coow su:::’v:l.val (rather as ‘we tried to protect ou:r Colonel thm:,gh ‘we looked. on all the other
"'off:.cers ‘g to‘tally expendable}. They were also: very Prugsian Ainmeticulous attention to
. detail din quite small infantry evolutions (oolo:r:ed pencils and ‘baxr! charts even in a
desperate retreat in the Face of the. enemy). There were endless dlfferences of detail in -
the way they car:r:.ed out their retreat, and: as*s“hudent of Montgomery's well known books.
on: mi‘antry tactics I 'was a lively spectator of all 'hhey did.  Their senior officer had
I believe already decided T was to be shbt if the going got too- tough, but the: junior
' officers would probably have resisteéd thls) for their own survival when they themselves
‘were captured, whlch had started to look fairly likely.

- ks soon as’ it was’ full dark a careful retreat by bounds started, w:_th a Mittle fire
fof sticks built. every ‘hondred metres or so (Brrb:n.sh infantry kicking over the captured
'f-f.lres located the ‘closeness of the pursul't) Four ianks went with us in the paratroop
'ompany that had cap‘l:ured me, emd as: day dawned. the. tanks were put at the four corners
f_-'a well mam'hamed orahgé orchard where the comp!any Lay up for the day. We prisoners
were put-in the ‘downstairs part of a. typical Sieilian farm:house, and their wounded were
hed:in with us. (I think their doctor must have ‘been killed, or they had run out of
dressings. and - opera‘bmg materlayo Th“y were llghtly armed paratroops with no support’
- facilities, and % 7+ their right flank Pow I could see ‘engulfed.. The four tanks were not
 -theire, ané had been picked up . in some way from the Hermann Goering Division and did not
- go opergte with the infantry as 'bhey should have dones . The men were now it seemed to me
‘too, tired to think straight,and were full of "stay awake™. drugs, and the tanks were not
. ‘€0 -operating with  the: infaniry, otherwise they could I believe have broken elear that

moma.ng ~ the advancing British also had to rest some tlme, They made a defensive
perlme*ber and-waited as a.beautiful suony day dawned.

_ ‘1‘wo soldiers came for me and led me away, and apologised in the broken lingua franca
'we haét comé to use, saying T hzd to be- shot in accordance with Hitler's orders (they 5e
- never used the word Fuhrer and never gave the Hitler salute in this mit, msking qu:Lte B
- .'.thz.ng of using the traditional military salute, io infuriate the 5S man I think). I told
" them it would be the death of them if they shot me; as they were being surrounded as
_ .:_anyone could see, I also demanded to see their Major, . Without any argument they fook
. meEo. 'l:he Major, to whom I explained that. there wag no way an execution like this could
'be concea,led that he would very likely be a prlsoner h:x.mself before the next night wasg
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id he. may well find himself Being hanged by angry English meldiers who did nod K

s;zloi; ‘maeh “anyway. - He was surprisingly gentle smbont i%, znd told the two soldiers

~me back to the other ‘prisoners and not to harm me., I did not find myself in any
d, and even felt rather sorry for the sort of decisions he was having to

shows i:o wha’c ridlculous 1engths the "prisoney syn&rome" of iﬁentifying with

They (HE) were: increa.singly sheiled and morl:axed during the - day; I was- sure both
flanks were out of touchs I could .see that the tanka were not being kept together
as. ‘an. affective atrike force but. were being misused as separated perimeter guardss awmd
o there was increa.smg desperatlon a.mng the s -They vere pinmed down by fire and totally
“lungble fo move until darkness. - At one stage they summoned ‘me -out of the ground floor of
the farmhouse where the dying and prisoners were all crowded togvether, and explained that
I had to walk slowly with a bucket acruss.a broad path. making = vista. right out of the

- oxrchard, at the end of which a British machine gun vas posi'&ioned ~and draw s bucket of
L water slowly from the well (there was also & dead dog in the wells = ‘the idea was to show
.. that prisoners were presentg 1.did this, hoping some sort of surrender. might be worked
T owrby bu‘t nothing came of it, and the water did in fact taste OK. 'We had no food of

- . ,or T think did the: Germns have any except.a few biscuitss nor d4id we want any.

RN dymg German 6fficer lying -across my legs had been tallu_ng 4o me during the day.
He had. ‘a bullet through the stomachy’ and was slowly bleeding to death from a punctured
spleen. ‘He said I was going to be shot, as also was my ecrgeant; as they ‘had decided to
- bredk out and could not take prisoners with them. The men would however be spaved; so I
. had to escape , andmy sergeant._ He pomted ‘out that only the hated 58 man was: really

" ‘interested in having us ‘ghot, and if ve could evade him, and were extremely lucky, we
might make it., When darkness had just starfed to fall we. waited until the 55 man was at
one of the two ddors and crept out of the other one and u:r::!ggled ‘along a grassy furrow

- for what seemed miles, with many false alarms and terrorsj and. £inally heard talking in
" front and waved z whitish handkerchief and were told io COme forward. SR Bri‘tish fighti.ng
“unit took us in and gave us some tea {we were in no fit state $o- eat) and gave us some

. Weaponsg (we could not possibly repart to a unit like ours’ ‘with the" enenw having taken our-
'.,‘“:_ueapons - we simply had o -veturn amed), In any case ‘we had still to walk across the

"+ hills, infested with enemy, to the main road where we hcped o' pick’ up & 1ift back to the
. comando. That is what we did, with ho further problems: excep‘h that on the way out the
: army General ' (Hentgomery) was en ‘the main road and ‘demanded to speak to me; 'ahich wa.s

E ..';extremely em‘baxraasing i‘or a ymmg off:.cer who had noi: sha.ved for several days

_ La.'her Genexal Mantgomery said the Battle for: Halati Bridge was a “class:.c" ba.'l:*i:le,
' a model of how a commando ‘operation ounght to: be con&ucted (from the a.rmy's foremost”
tactician thie was praise indeed). . He sai@-we should put on the. brl&ge' a bronze plaque
- gaying ®No 3 Commando Brldge" which ve did = I sometimes vonder How it measures against
‘about three thousand years of Sicilian history, with who knows what bloody episodes, Wé
B wen'h 1n 350: stmng, we losﬁ 153, a.nd REXE came bank.., -'bernble losses. : Scme la.ter batile

N _ 'l’en days later I wen‘l: ba.ck thh atparty to identlfy _and bury some of our dead. We
;_:'f:_ iden'bifie& all ‘we eould find,. d:.gging,\the iﬁentity digks sunk into the rotting flesh.

L Some: ha,d already been recorded and buried in ‘ghallow ~graves by our own reireating troopa,
i bu‘{: ‘they had all been fug . to’ stea.l the -Very, high quality ‘Boots. we. wore,

o " The tacﬁical regult of Malati. Bridge, of our attack at the coast and our re'l:rea.t
be‘bween the coast and the main. ‘roady was that :z.mportant German forces wers kept tied

‘ -'-&own too 1ong on. the’ coa.st* 8o letd T our 50 .'Di, 'smn mrl::t'lank them along the main roade

Joh:n C. Erskine ..
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