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ABSTRACT

The operational history of Britain’s airborne forces during the Second World War
ranges from small-scale raids in 1941 through to full divisional deployments in 1944
and 1945. British airborne warfare during the war appears to be characterised by a lack
of consistency or apparently observable trends in the military effectiveness. The
execution and results of most British airborne operations are extensively recorded
within the extant historiography. However, there has been no attempt to examine the
process of airborne capability development as a method of identifying the relevant
factors that influenced military effectiveness.

The inception and growth of any new muilitary capability requires progress and
coordination across a number of parallel and inter-linked ‘lines of development’. Each
line has the potential to create factors that impinge on the progress of other areas of
development and ultimately can have eftect on the size, shape, and function of the
overall capability. Some lines ot development have a purely physical effect on the
process such as the procurement and supply of equipment and the recruitment and
training of manpower. The eftect of others is less tangible such as the influence
exercised by an individual commander and the control exerted by his staff. While not
strictly a line of development the entire process of bringing military capability into
service 1S, at least in part, a function of government policy and therefore the political
environment 1S a significant developmental factor. The process of development is
translated into observable military etfectiveness by the concepts and doctrine that
govern and guide the capability during operations, which is the final line of
development examined.

This approach to research, using sources previously unexamined in this context, has
resulted in the exposure of primary and secondary factors that had either direct or
indirect influence on the manner in which Britain’s airborne forces fought and the
resultant military effect of their employment during the Second World War. New
historical insights into the performance of British airborne forces have arisen through
this approach to study including the conceptual progression from small-scale raids to
divisional operations and the development of tactical doctrine from the Mediterranean

in 1943 through northwest Europe 1n 1944 and 1945.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

1.1 Purpose
British airborne warfare reached its zenith on 24 March 1945. Operation VARSITY

dropped 6 British Airborne Division alongside 17 US Airborne Division as an integral
part of Second British Army’s wider Rhine crossing, Operation PLUNDER. The
British airborne division, nearly 12,000 men with their weapons, jeeps, artillery. anti-
tank guns and even tanks were carried in a single lift in 683 aircraft and 444 gliders.
The men and equipment were carried over the heads of the assault troops crossing the
river and were put down on their drop zones (DZ) and landing zones (LZ) east of the
Rhine around the Diersfordt forest and the village of Hamminkeln. Despite intense
anti-aircraft fire the entire Division was on the ground within one hour of the first
paratrooper exiting his aircraft. Four hours later all the Division’s objectives were
secure and the link up with the lead elements of Second British Army had been
achieved.' For less than 300 men killed 6 Airborne Division had neutralised a portion
of the German indirect fire threat to the troops exposed in their assault boats and on the
banks of the Rhine. It had also prevented enemy reserves from being brought up to
interfere with the crossing and by securing bridges over the River Issel a bridgehead
was available within which General Sir Miles Dempsey’s men could establish
themselves and then push further west.

This level of military effectiveness is all the more remarkable when it 1s considered
that the British military establishment had no concept of airborne warfare just a decade
before. In 1935 the potential of the airborne assault was graphically demonstrated
during Soviet Army manoeuvres outside Kiev. European ambassadors and military
representatives including Major General Archibald Wavell witnessed the simultaneous
drop of fifteen hundred armed paratroops. The airborne force captured bridges of the
Dneper, forty kilometres beyond the simulated front line, in order to prevent an
imaginary enemy from reinforcing his forward echelon. It was an imposing illustration

of the dawn of a new age of warfare. Major General Sir Hastings Ismay. responsible

" I'.B.H. Otway. The Second World War 1939-1945. Army: Airborne Forces (London: Impenal War
Museum. 1990). pp.304-306.
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within the War Office for military intelligence relating to Russia at the time. was under

no illusions that this was not a publicity stunt and that ‘the Soviet Forces were making

great strides in equipment and training and that ...parachute units were receiving special
attention.”> Wavell was not as impressed nor was he particularly enthusiastic about the
opportunities that the Kiev exercise had demonstrated. ‘This parachute descent, though
Its tactical value may be doubtful, was a most spectacular peri‘“orma.nce,,"'3 he recorded at
the time. On his return to England Wavell was appointed General Officer Commanding
(GOC) 2 Division in Aldershot. He gave a lecture to the officers under his command
concerning the airborne exercise he had witnessed closing with the words, ‘I advisc you
when you go home to forget all about it."*

A month after the exercise, on the 26" of October 1935, a captioned photograph of the
Soviet parachute drop appeared in the Daily Telegraph.” On the same day Major
General John Dill, as Director of Military Operations and Intelligence (DMO&I)
opened the War Oftice’s official interest in airborne forces. On being shown the
photograph, 1in a hand written note to the Director of Military Training (DMT) he
observed, ‘This 1s not the first we have heard of it and I feel that the time has come
when we should do some experimental training on these lines.”® The Director of Staff
Duties (DSD) agreed that the concept warranted scrutiny and so all three directorates of
the War Office were united on the subject. Unanimity did not however lead to the
project being vigorously pursued. Information was gathered concerning the state of
airborne forces in France and Germany as well as the Soviet Union. Dill discussed the
theory of airborne warfare with Soviet General Tukhachevskiy during the latter’s visit
to London in 1936. All that the enquiries revealed was that Britain was woefully behind
the other major European powers both in conceptual and physical terms.” There was
early recognition within the War Oftice that the Air Ministry must be part of the

dialogue if the policy was to be moved forward and yet it took the Air Ministry nearly a

e — . e I

211L. Ismay, The Memoirs Of Lord Ismay (London: Heinemann, 1960), p.224.

* D.M. Glantz, .1 History of Soviet -lirborne Forces, (L.ondon: Frank Cass, 1994). p.86.

* ). Frost, Nearly There: The \Memoirs of John Frost of -\rnhem Bridge. (London: Leo Cooper. 1991).
70.

ENA, WO 32/4371, Daily Telegraph, 26 October 1935.

°NA. WO 32/4371. Minute DMO&I to DMT, 26 October 1935.

" For a full examination of the progress in airborne development made by other nations prior to the

Sccond World War sce Otway. -tirborne Forces, pp.6-20 and W.F. Buckingham, The Establishment And



13

year to respond to the War Office’s request for the department’s views on the subject.
Once the Air Ministry joined the debate it became clear that any progression of concept
and policy within the War Office would quickly be tempered, stopped or even reversed
by the practical considerations of the limited capabilities of the Royal Air Force 1n
terms of lift capacity.®

[t has been suggested that Dill was prominent in influencing the formation of both
British and American airborne forces.” If this was the case then he certainly did not
manage to convince his superiors of the worthiness of the concept during these pre-war
years. Successive Chiefs of the Imperial General Staft (CIGS) (Montgomery-
Massingberd, Deverell and Gort) doubted the value of pursuing the project and so by
mid-1938 airborne forces within the British military establishment had been reduced to
a purely theoretical group of units, with notional doctrine and tactics, to be used during
tactical exercises without troops (TEWT) as a basis for turther study. Any practical
realisation was to be limited to experimentation only and even the benefit of this narrow
pursuit was questioned.'” With diplomatic and fiscal pressure being applied to the
British armed forces during the 1930s and with no imperative function for such a
capability it 1s unsurprising that airborne forces had been afforded such a low priority.
Any 1dea of pursuing airborne development essentially ended in early 1938 with no
tangible progress having been made during the previous three years. The project
remained dormant until Germany used its airborne forces to such clear effect in
Norway, Belgium and The Netherlands in April and May 1940.

So the British military establishment found itself at a standing start when it was
ordered to begin airborne development in June 1940. It is therefore perhaps remarkable
that the effect achieved during Operation VARSITY was at all possible less than five
years later. Notwithstanding this accomplishment historians in the intervening years
have doubted the military effectiveness of Britain’s airborne forces throughout the
Second World War. This criticism has been centred on the premise that overall British

airborne performance and achievements did not justify the investment of resources

T e e

[nitial Development Of British Airborne Forces June 1940 - January 1942 (Ph.D. Thesis, University of

Glasgow. 2001). pp. 19-30.
8 NA. WO 32/4371. Air Ministry to War Office, 25 November 1936.

’ C. Bellamy. The Evolution of Modern Land Warfare: Theory and Practice (London: Routledge, 199()).

P.89.
'UNA. WO 32/4371. Deputy CIGS to DMO&IL. DMT and DSD. 28 February 1938.



14

required to develop the airborne force. J. Peaty has argued that the airborne arm drained
valuable manpower away from the hard-pressed infantry for no commensurate effect.’”
Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir John Slessor suggested that the cost in terms of
multi-engined aircraft, crews and RAF ground personnel committed to airborne warfare
was not justified by results and that greater dividends might have been produced by
similar investment in other forms of warfare.'> Field Marshal Lord Carver believed that
the effect of an airborne force on the conduct of operations was rarely as decisive as
hoped.”” These comments have been provoked, not by an examination of the effect
achieved during Operation VARSITY alone but by a wider survey of the development
and military effectiveness of British airborne forces during the Second World War. for
every success, such as the spectacular operation to seize the crossings over the River
Orne and Caen Canal in Normandy on D Day, there were prominent failures and
excessively costly enterprises.

The most obvious example of poor military effectiveness was witnessed during
Operation MARKET GARDEN in The Netherlands in September 1944. 1 British
Airborne Division was dropped near the town of Arnhem 1n order to seize and hold a
bridge over the River Neder Rijn that would allow the rapid advance of Dempsey’s
Second British Army north to the Zuider See. Only a fraction of the fighting power of
the Division ever reached the vital bridge and the airborne troops were forced to
relinquish it before the ground force could arrive. The Division clung grimly to its
bridgehead on the north bank of the river until it was forced to withdraw eight days after
its initial deployment. When the Division managed to regroup only approximately
2.100 men and practically no equipment remained. Over 7,000 men were lost during
the abortive operation. Fourteen months earlier the same Division had been part of the
invasion of Sicily, Operation HUSKY. Although the airborne formation did manage to
secure its objectives the accuracy of the glider landings in particular was woeful and
hence casualties in certain areas were excessively high. In some cases as few as thirty-

four percent of the gliders employed landed on their designated LZs with over fifty

"' J.R. Peaty. British Armv Manpower Crisis 1944 (Ph.D. Thesis, King’s College, University of London.

2000). pp-104-112.
"> 1. Slessor. The Central Blue (London: Cassell. 1956), p.665.

3N Carver. The Seven Ages of the British Army (1.ondon: Wiedenfield & Nicolson. 1984), p.287.
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percent ditching into the Mediterranean.'* This in turn led to the high casualty rate In
the air-landing brigade of nearly 500 men killed, drowned, wounded or missing. In total

the Division suffered over 700 casualties during the operation.IS

The high casualties and relatively poor performance of these two operations can be
justified by their influence on the wider operations of which they were part. In Sicily
General Bernard Montgomery. the commander of Eighth Army during HUSK'Y.
considered that the operations executed by 1 Airborne Division had accelerated his
advance by seven days.'® Post MARKET GARDEN Montgomery again pronounced
the operation ninety percent successful. Certainly 1 Airborne Division’s dogged battle
at Arnhem prevented the Germans from bringing reserves to bear against 82 US
Airborne Division that was fighting to seize and hold the massive bridge over the River
Waal at Nijmegen.'’ This bridge was secured and subsequently held by the allies
providing an important salient into the German-held Netherlands. This salient later
became the start point for the first of those operations that cleared the west bank of the
Rhine, Operation VERITABLE. So it would appear that from early 1943 until Mar
1945 the investment in development of Britain’s airborne forces, despite fluctuations in
military eftectiveness, was worthwhile.

What 1s perhaps more difficult to justity is the return on the investment in airborne
forces during the first halt of the war. Britain’s airborne forces were conceived by
Prime Ministenal edict on 20 June 1940. From that moment until the beginning of
November 1942 only two small-scale parachute raids were mounted, at Tragino in Italy.
Operation COLOSSUS and in Bruneval in France, Operation BITING. COLOSSUS
was a partial success 1n that although the objective was achieved the entire party of
paratroopers was captured. BITING was highly successful in seizing components of a
German radar and bringing them back to Britain. Even so, these two operations, despite
considerable investment in terms of manpower, equipment, infrastructure and staff
effort represented a total return of just over 150 men committed to operations over a

period of 29 months. Far from deriving maximum combat power from its available

" Figures cextracted from D.H. Wood, .1 Noble Pair of Brothers ( : . 1996). p. 43 and C. Smith.
The Historv Of The Glider Pilot Regiment (1.ondon: Leo Cooper. 1992), pp. 55-66.

"> Otway. Airborne Forces. pp. 123 & 130.
'*NA. WO 204/1818. Report on Airborne Operations — “HUSKY ™. 24 Julv 1943,

' Otway. tirborne Forces. p.287.
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resources, Britain's airborne forces were plainly not a militarily effective capability
during this period."®

What is clear therefore is that the progress of British airborne warfare from the
inception to the apogee was not linear. Development proceeded at different rates during
different phases of the process. Also, although the military effectiveness of Britain's
airborne forces was undoubtedly high during VARSITY it fluctuated widely along the
path to that point. The purpose of this thesis is to examine the historical process of
airborne development, to determine why developmental progress was not consistent and

explain the wide variance in military effectiveness across the wartime period.

1.2 Historiography

In 1948 Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir John Slessor believed that ‘the airborne
forces of the Army won wide and well-earned fame in the late war. But | am not sure
they have yet been the subject of all the clear and unemotional thinking they deserve.”'”
While no longer wholly true sixty years later this statement still largely applies. There
is an extensive historiography linked to British airborne forces during the Second World

War but it 1s seldom unemotional and the bulk of the material sufters from one or more

fundamental faults.

Much of the literature 1s episodic and concentrates on the performance and experience
of units, formations and individuals only during airborne operations. The manner in
which the airborne capability was iteratively committed to operations has produced only
a fragmentary picture. There were extended periods of time when no British airborne
units were committed to operations during the Second World War, for example the
eleven months between HUSKY and OVERLORD. The further back during the war
the historiography extends the more fragmentary it becomes. Prior to November 1942
Britain's airborne capability was committed to just two operations totalling four days
and involving only approximately 150 men. The periods between operations have
received much less attention. This has led to the situation where the demonstrable

military effectiveness of Britain’s airborne forces 1s relatively well documented but the

T T T

'® A R. Millet. W. Murray and K.H. Watman, * The Eftectivencess of Militany Organizations.

International Security. Summer 1986. pp.37-71.
]9 . o & ~t 3 1 . : . '
J. Slessor. *Some Reflections on Airborne Forces™. .1rmy Quarterly. Vol. 1.VI. No. 2 July 1948. p. 161.
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immediate factors and underlying trends in development that influenced performance on
any given operation have seldom been fully described or examined. As an example. 6
Airborne Division’s highly successful operations on D Day have been extensively
written about in both primary and secondary sources.”’ Likewise | Airborne Division’s
tailure to achieve its objectives at Arnhem durine MARKET GARDEN has an

extensive historiography of its own.*!

What is not so readily apparent is any literature
that attempts to draw a link between the two events. What could account for the
disparity in military effectiveness between D Day and MARKET GARDEN only three
months later? Perhaps it can be attributed to differences in training methods adopted by
the two formations or due to a change in tactical doctrine between the two operations.
Alternatively differences in the manner in which the two divisions were equipped could
have had an etfect or individuals’ command and control style might have been a factor.
The second widespread feature with the historiography is its tendency to be
hagiographic. This often results in a lack of critical analysis in both published primary
and secondary sources. The low points in British airborne performance have been
understated while the heroic aspects are emphasised. Hence 1 Airborne Division’s
battle at Arnhem 1s more often portrayed as a gallant defence against the odds rather
than a costly tactical defeat. This 1s understandable, particularly in primary published
sources where any overt criticism could be considered to imply a slur against the
reputation of gallant comrades both dead and alive. However, this approach has
increased the difficulty in gaining a critical understanding of the underlying factors that

influenced military effectiveness. Some authors and historians have made attempts to

analyse the reasons for success or failure, more commonly the latter. For example

0 See for example of primary literature D.Anderson, Three Cheers For The Next Man To Die (L.ondon:
Halc, 1983), D. Edwards. The Devil’s Own Luck (London: Leo Cooper. 1999), R. Gale, With the 6"
Alirborne Division In Normandy (London: Samson Low, 1948) and R.G. Pine-Coffin, The Tale Of Two
Bridges (Petworth: Pine-Coffin. 2003) and for examples of secondary sources S.EE. Ambrose, Pegasus
Bridge (1.ondon: Allen & Unwin, 1984). G. Bernage, Red Devils In Normandy (Bayeux: Heimdal, 2002).
N. Crookenden, Dropzone Normandy (London: lan Allen. 1976). J.Golley. The Big Drop (l.ondon: Janes,
1982) and K. Shannon and S. Wright, One Night In June (Shrewsbury: Airlife, 1994).
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Martin Middlebrook has successfully attempted to list the factors for 1 Airborne
Division’s tactical failure during MARKET GARDEN. However, his analvsis only
examines the immediate contributory causes. He cites many factors including
Lieutenant General Frederick Browning’s decision to expend valuable aircraft in tlying
forward his own corps headquarters for no useful contribution in return. He does not,
though, critically analyse the reasons why Browning made this decision. Likewise
Middlebrook quotes the failure by the divisional commander to impress the absolute
necessity for speed and momentum during the early part of the operation as a factor but
does not explain the possible reasons for that failure or why it was so crucial to generate
that momentum in the first place.*?

A contributing factor to the lack of critical analysis is the reliance of authors and
historians on standard unpublished primary sources such as war diaries and regimental
histories. This leads to accounts that are superbly detailed but adhere only to the bare
facts of an event or operation. The prime example of this approach is the official
history of British airborne forces during the Second World War written by Terence
Otway in 1951 and reprinted by the Imperial War Museum in 1990. In common with
all the British official histories of the Second World War, Otway’s publication provides
an authoritative source of reference. It contains thorough detail, such as numbers of
airborne troops deployed, the progress of battles and casualty lists which enables a
picture of military effectiveness to be constructed. It also includes a great deal of
information on British airborne developmental progress between and during the
sporadic operational phases. However, Otway presents only factual detail and the
official history is devoid of any critical analysis. This 1s unsurprising considering
Otway himself was an airborne officer during the war and the fact that the official
histories were compiled under the auspices of the Cabinet Ottice Historical Section.
The lack of criticism was therefore to some extent institutionally ingrained.

A more recent contribution to the historiography has been the thesis and subsequent

book by William Buckingham.” Buckingham’s analysis is presented chronologically

and provides a detailed commentary of the early development of British airborne forces

*2 Middlebrook. Arnhem 1944, p. 443.
** W.F. Buckingham, The Establishment And Initial Development Of British Airborne Forces June 1940

January 1942 (Ph.D. Thesis. University of Glasgow. 2001) and W.F. Buckingham, Paras (Shroud:
Tempus. 2005).
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and the progress that had been made by other nations prior to the war. The conclusions
of the thesis are valuable but hmited by the narrow range of unpublished primary
sources that has been examined. More significantly Buckinghams work is constrained
by the time span that he has chosen. He does not analyse the developmental process
after early 1942 and therefore provides no explanation for military effectiveness during
the period where Britain’s airborne forces were committed to formation level
operations. He does stray into the latter period in the conclusion to his thesis to make
some broad assertions on military effectiveness. However, because he does not
examine development during that period he, like Middlebrook, has to concede that he
can provide no explanation for Browning’s decision or 1 Airborne Division’s lack of
drive during Operation MARKET GARDEN.**

Those critical comments quoted above made by Peaty and Carver referring to British
airborne eftectiveness are typical of a wider orthodox historiography. that has portrayed
the pertormance of the British army during the Second World War as basically poor.
This view, shared by others writing in the second half of the twentieth century such as
Max Hastings, is typified by the assertion that the British army, often bedevilled by
poor leadership, equipment and morale was operationally and certainly tactically
inferior to the German army and only achieved victory in the west thanks to the weight
of American military resources and strategic errors committed by the German high
command. However during this decade a revisionist historiography has emerged that
has challenged these established views. This revisionist school of thought is
represented by the proposition that the British army’s journey from defeat in France in
the summer of 1940, across North Africa and the Mediterranean and then over the
Channel and through northwest Europe to the Baltic five years later was essentially one
long learning process. That process was often constrained by resources limited in both
quantity and quality. The commanders who also the subjects of this learning process
naturally made mistakes along the way and their subsequent analysis of those mistakes
steadily informed doctrinal development. The result of this extended process was that
by the end of 1944 and into 1945 the British army was experienced and equipped,

trained and led to a degree that made it markedly superior to its German counterpart.

S— S—— c —

- Buckingham, The Establishment And Initial Development Of British Airborne Forces, pp. 270-290.
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This school of thought is represented by Russell Hart who concluded that the British
Army slowly adapted throughout the war through combat exposure and costly trial and
error to the point where it settled on a doctrine and method of operating with which it
could effectively counter the German Heer whilst conserving scarce resources and
morale. This doctrine, described by Hart as Montgomery's Materialschlacht, was very
different to that adopted by the Americans because it was as much a result of the socio-
economic state of Great Britain and the Empire as it was a template to defeat the Heer
in the field.” As David French has explained the pursuit of Materialschlacht relies on
the possession of adequate quantities of high-quality equipment. However. thanks to its
historical commitment to colonial wartare much of the British Army’s equipment had
sacrificed firepower for mobility. Such a transtormation in military capability takes
time, hence i1t was late 1942 before the resources were available which allowed British
commanders to maximise the use of machinery and minimise the possibility of hcavy
casualties.”® This thesis is part of the revisionist historiography in that it describes the
process of development of British airborne wartare during the Second World War. |t
examines the limitations on progress imposed by resources, the learning process from
the Mediterranean to Northwest Europe and airborne employment within a wider British

material-based doctrine such as Montgomery’s ‘Colossal Cracks’ as described by

Stephen Hart.”’

1.3 Methodology

[t would be possible to conduct analysis and draw conclusions on British airborne
forces’ military effectiveness and the factors directly intfluencing it from an examination
of the extant historiography plus the traditional unpublished primary sources such as
war diaries and regimental histories. The same is not true of the development process.
There has been no complete critical analysis of British airborne development during the

Second World War. Without this it is not possible to determine the deeper influences

behind the immediate factors that assisted and impinged on military eftectiveness. This

25 R.A. Hart, Clash of Arms, How the Allies Won in Normandy (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

2001). pp.409-419.
“® D. French. Raising Churchill’s Army (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp.274-285.
" S.A. Hart, Colossal Cracks, Monigomery's 21" Army Group in Northwest Furope, 1944-45

(Mechanicsburg: Stackpole. 2007).
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thesis will therefore concentrate on the development process and then link it to military
effectiveness in drawing final conclusions. In order to achieve this analysis will be
extended beyond traditional sources in order to produce a thesis that accords with the
methodologies of the revisionist historiography.

Military innovation and the development of military capability do not ¢enerally
progress smoothly along a detined chronological path. Therefore there is little value 1n
attempting to examine the subject purely chronologically. Military capability is
developed simultaneously across a number of distinct and separate lines, each ot which
may progress at a different rate to the others. This thesis will therefore examine
airborne development along a number of separate lines of development. This is not a
new approach to historical analysis. French used a similar method when examining the
development of the British Army during the inter-war period and throughout the Second
World War.”® He chose discrete areas of study such as doctrine and organisation,
weapons and equipment and personnel to frame his analysis. More recently Philip
Judkin applied the current Ministry of Defence (MOD) lines of development for
acquisition to his thesis examining the development of British radar before and during
the war.”

This thesis will take a comparable approach but follow tailored lines of development.
Britain’s airborne forces were conceived by political diktat as opposed to any clearly
expressed military requirement. Therefore an important factor to be examined in this
case is the political influence on the generation of military capability during the Second
World War, including inter-ministerial relationships and the influence of individuals in
political power. The most obvious influence on military effectiveness comes from the
potential and limitations of the capability itself, i.e. its constituent manpower and
equipment. That influence is often expressed simply in terms of the raw figures, that 1s
the number of men, guns or aircraft committed to a given operation. However. soldiers

require training and the rate and quality of that training is critical as is the initial

selection process in the case of specialist troops such as paratroopers and glider pilots.

** French. Raising Churchill s Army. _ . . ~
* p 5. Judkins, Making Vision Into Power (Ph.D. Thesis. Crantield University. 2007),
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E.quipment only reaches the battlefield after a lengthy acquisition and procurement
process, which in turn is inextricably linked to the political environment.

This physical component gives a military capability the means to fight. However the
manner in which it fights 1s governed by moral and conceptual factors. Command and
leadership is the point at which an individual has the most potential to influence the

military effectiveness of an entire formation or establishment. The selection of

commanders is paramount in a small, specialist organisation such as Britain’s airborne
forces. At the higher level airborne formations were directed and employed by corps
and army commanders whose experience of airborne warfare, until the latter stages of
the Second World War, was extremely limited if not nonexistent. Combat officers of all
ranks are, 1n theory, influenced in the decisions they make by the doctrine that has been
imparted to them. While the development of tactical doctrine is often an iterative
process fed by the lessons acquired during operations and training, a concept of the
purpose and function of a military capability should be a more enduring statement,
designed to guide development as well conduct during operations. Such a concept
broadly existed prior to D Day, appears to have been lost or ignored during MARKET
GARDEN and then was reasserted for VARSITY .

Each of these lines of development - politics and policy, equipment and technology,
personnel and training, command and control and concepts and doctrine - has an
influence on all the others. They will have therefore to be considered together as well
as individually in order to gain a more complete view of the process of airborne
development. Once that is achieved the developmental path can be mapped onto a
timeline of British airborne operational experience.”. By combining an analysis of the
developmental path with a timeline of British airborne experience it 1s then possible to

identify the link between the process of development and the military etfectiveness of

*® For the purposes of this thesis that experience will be limited to those operations that took place
between 20 June 1940 and 25 March 1945 in north west Europe and around the Mediterranean. Although
there were considerable British and Empire airborne forces established in India and the Far East during
the war their contribution to operations was so limited as to make any informed judgement on their
military effectiveness very difficult. This thesis also does not examine the experience of Major Gieneral
Orde Wingate's long range penetration groups (the Chindits) in Burma in 1944. Despite the extensive use
of gliders during Operation THURSDAY Wingate’s formation was not an airborne forcce in that the men
were not specifically trained, equipped or led for airborne warfare. Additionally the development of the
Special Air Scrvice (SAS) which frequently used parachute and glider {or the insertion of men and
equipment is also outside the remit of this thesis. The SAS. despite being administratively grouped with
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Britain’s airborne forces during the Second World War. It will be possible to
demonstrate how, despite resource constraints and limited experience, British airborme

warfare developed over a period of less than five years to the point where it could

ultimately achieve the undeniable apogee of military effectiveness on the banks of the
Rhine in March 1945.

the Parachute Regiment and the Glider Pilot Regiment, was not c?ncepmally part of Britain’s airborne
establishment contributing as it did almost exclusively to the special forces eflort.
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CHAPTER 2 - POLITICS AND POLICY

2.1 Churchill and His Requirement

ChurchilP’s arrival as Prime Minister must have been a shock to the system for many of
those comfortably ensconced in Whitehall and its environs. As Ismay commented:

The change in leadership may have given rise to a few misgivings in
Whitehall. There is a type of senior official. both civil and military,
who get more and more set in their ways as they ascend the ladder of

promotion. These able, upright, worthy men do not like the even tenor
of their lives disturbed, and resent dynamic ministerial control. This is

precisely what they were likely to suffer at Churchill's hands.'

Even the most capable, willing and flexible officers and civil servants began to feel the
strain soon after the change of Administration. The Prime Minister's working hours
were unconventional, his output was prodigious in both quantity and scope. He was
interested in the most minute details of everything the Staff did and he poured out
floods of memoranda upon a plethora of problems.” To cope with the sheer volume, the
validity of Churchill’s queries and directions had to be interrogated in order that some
priority could be brought to the work required. This is perfectly normal practice in any
organisation where staff are under to pressure to deliver results within the constraints of
avallable time. It is particularly apparent when the head of that organisation has a
reputation for burdening his workforce with tasks that are unachievablc, outlandish or
irrelevant intermingled with that which 1s vital. Slessor, on the Air Staff for much of
the War as Director of Plans, wrote of the Prime Minister’s hand in the inception of
British airborne forces that although Churchill’s indomitable oftensive spirit was a tonic
to those surrounding him it was liable to manifest itseif “often quite regardless of
practical realities.”” Dill concurred following his appointment as CIGS in April 1940,
‘He [Churchill] is full of ideas, many brilliant, but most of them impracticable.™
Consequently those who were the immediate recipients of the Prime Minister’s

directives might be forgiven if, from time to time. some of those that appeared less

"11.L.. Ismay, The Memoirs Of Lord Ismay (LLondon: Heinemann. 1960). p.116

2. Kennedy. The Business Of War (London: Hutchinson, 1957), p.61

Y1, Slessor. *Some Reflections on Airborne Forces’, Army Quarterly. Vol. LVI. No. 2. July 1948, p.162
* A. Danchev. *Dill’, in J. Keegan (ed), Churchill s Generals (London: Cassell, 2005), p.55.
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relevant or only remotely obtainable were sifted. either consciously or unconsciously.
into the category of work that might safely be left until tomorrow .

The new Prime Minister, along with most of the high command at the time. had been
deeply impressed by Germany’s airborne campaign in Norway, the parachute assault on
T'he Hague and the glider enabled capture of Eben Emael during 1940. On 22 June

Churchill ordered that Britain should begin the development of its own airborne

capability.

We ought to have a corps of at least 5,000 parachute troops, including
a proportion of Australians, New Zealanders and Canadians, together
with some trustworthy people from Norway and France. | see more
difficulty in selecting and employing Danes, Dutch and Belgians. |
hear something is being done already to form such a corps, but only I
believe on a very small scale. Advantage must be taken of the
summer to train these forces, who can, none the less, play their part

meanwhile as shock troops in home defences. Pray let me have a note
from the War Office on the subject.”

It was not difficult for anyone to assess the offensive potential of an airborne arm; it
was, however, difficult in June 1940 to foresee a time when Britain might be in a
position to employ it. Whilst Churchill might have had the vision to anticipate fighting
his way back into continental Europe, he did not assist those around him by precisely
articulating his appreciation. His minute of 22 June 1940 lacked, in several areas, the
definition required to enable his intentions to be converted into reality. Those few lines
sacrificed clarity for succinctness. The vagueness of his request no doubt decreased the
probability of any constructive reaction. The Air Ministry summed up the situation;
“This requirement 1n 1tself 1s insuthicient to enable all concerned to go ahead
satisfactorily with the production of such a [airborne] force.’ °

The Prime Minister’s statement gave no indication of how 5,000 parachutists might be

incorporated within a formation or what the ultimate purpose of that formation might

be. Even the figure itself is confusing; 5,000 does not equate to any contemporary

>NA. CAB 120/262, Churchill to War Office, 22 June 1940. Buckingham is correct in identifying staff
activity linked with the possible formation of a parachute torce between Churchill the War Office and the
Air Ministry earlier in June 1940. Howcver the executive order that initiated development remains the
minute of 22 June 1940. Buckingham, The Establishment And Initial Development Of British Airborne
Forces. pp. 88-95.

® NA. AIR 32/2. The Provision of an Airborne t-orce. 25 June 1940).
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fighting unit and falls between the fighting establishment of a conventional brigade and
a division. There is no mention of gliders, despite Germany's success employing this
capability, an omission that was to have enduring consequences as the airborne concept
was devised and amended. The explicit inclusion of foreign nationals in the minute also
had the possible effect of introducing confusion. Why would the Prime Minister be so
specific about training these soldiers, particularly those from occupied Europe. unless
he had a distinct task in mind for them? Only a month before, on 19 May 1940 the
Chiefs Of Statt (COS) Committee had considered a report entitled *British Strategy in a
Certain Eventuality’. The eventuality being the fall of France and the strategy one
advocating economic warfare and a bombing offensive together with the use of
resistance movements to ignite widespread insurrection throughout occupied Europe. In
1940-41 the ‘detonator concept’ was part of Britain's long-term strategic hopes for
independent victory over Germany.” There was a school of thought in 1940 that this
type of warfare was ungentlemanly and therefore not suitable for regular British soldiers
to be involved in. Clement Attlee, the Lord Privy Seal recommended that it was the
nationals of the oppressed countries who should be the direct participants in any form of
insurrection.’ It is probable that Churchill’s minute of 22 June became linked with the
strategic paper of 19 May in some quarters; after all what better way of returning trained
gucrrillas to their home land than by parachute. There 1s evidence for this as on 4
September 1940 the Directorate of Military Operations (DMO) suggested that. the
facilities at Ringway (the establishment responsible tor parachute training) would best
be employed in training Poles, Czechs and other selected foreigners who could lead and
foster rebellions in their own countries. It was believed that this would follow the
example set by Russia by concentrating on the parachute training of specialist
individuals rather than formed military units.’ Ringway. the Central Landing School
(CLS) was the only establishment formally training parachutists in Britain in June 1940
but, as alluded to in Churchill’s minute, their throughput was only on a “very small

scale’. If the meaning of the minute was interpreted so as to assume that the insertion of

insurrectionists was the Prime Minister’s aim then this could be met by simply

D. Stafford. ‘The Detonator Concept: British Strategy. SOL and Luropean Resistance after the Fall of
France'. Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 10, No. 2, April 1975. p. 192.

N eg o
" ibid.. p.198.
® NA. DEFE 2/791. The Employment of Airborne Troops. 4 Scptember 1940.



27

Increasing the training rate at the CLS. with very little effort or original thought being
required. There is little evidence outside of the DMO note that this train of thought
existed but it can be understood how it might be taken as an excuse for inaction.

Had Churchill closely monitored his instructions during their implementation then any
confusion might have been easily rectified with a few words of clarification dircct from
the author. Instead the history of the Prime Minister’s attitude and focus towards this
project, that some considered was very largely his own personal ‘bee’, is erratic and
inconsistent.'® The first member of the Staff to engage directly in response to the initial
minute was the Director of Combined Operations (DCO), Admiral Sir Roger Keves. He
had quickly grasped that the provision of suitable aircraft in sufficient numbers would
be a crucial factor and on 27 July 1940 he urged Churchill to use his influence to secure
the use of Douglas transport aircraft from both the American and Dutch Governments''.
The go ahead was given to Ismay to staff the matter. Within the same letter Kcyes
mentioned that of 3,500 volunteers for parachuting 500 had been selected for training.
Churchill ringed the latter figure and noted in the margin, ‘I said 5,000’. This fact was
reiterated at the 250" meeting of the COS Committee on 6 August, at which Keyes was
present, and Churchill repeated the same comment in the margin of the minutes, this
time underlining it.'* Ismay pointed out that while 5,000 was still the ultimate target,
500 represented an intermediate aim and was more realistic in the short term.”> Later
the same month the Air Staff submitted a report dismissing the potential ot paratroops
in favour of pressing ahead with glider development. On 1 September the Prime
Minister responded to the Air Ministry supposition by stating that obviously ghder
development should be pursued if it represented a better capability than parachutists.
However he did question whether it was being taken up seriously, ‘Are we not in danger
of being fobbed off with one doubtful and experimental policy and losing the other
which has already been proved‘?’]4 He requested a full report in typical tashion.

This he received from the Air Staff, via Ismay, a few days later. Ismay now decided

to submit a minute bringing together those decisions already made concerning the

' NA. AIR 75/45, Air Ministry to CLE. 12 August 1940.

"TNA. CAB 120262, DCO to Prime Minister. 27 July 1940.

'2NA. CAB 1207262, 250" Meeting of the COS Committee. 6 August 1940.

Y'NA. AIR 2/7470, Summary of Decisions Concerning Airborne Forces. 28" April 1941,

4 NA. CAB 120/262. Prime Minister to Ismay. 1 September 1940.
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training of paratroops and the Air Ministry's recent thoughts on glider development.'5
A set of figures was lucidly presented stating that any operation would require an
airborne force of not more than 1,000 men of which only 100 would need to be
parachutists, the rest being glider borne. Taking into account multiple operations and
the need for a reserve the total airborne requirement was stated as 3.200 men of whom
500 needed to be parachutists. ‘Press on’, Churchill wrote at the end of the note. With
this comment he tacitly, and probably unintentionally, reduced his original target for an
airborne force, reduced the training requirement for parachutists to only five hundred
and put air-landing troops ahead of paratroops in terms of priority in spite of the fact
that the gliders needed to deliver them were still largely confined to the drawing board.
The Prime Minister’s enthusiasm and involvement now lapsed until the following
spring. Having done little to supervise or even monitor the progress of development
during the intervening months, Churchill visited the CLS (by now renamed the Central
Landing Establishment (CLE)) at Ringway on 26 April 1941 in order to watch an
airborne demonstration. What he witnessed was a graphic display of the lack of
progress that had been made over the past ten months. A formation parachute drop by
six Whitleys (therefore a maximum of sixty men) was complemented by a formation
landing by just five civilian, single-seat ‘sailplane’ gliders. A fly past by a single
Hotspur was the only demonstration of military gliders that could be mustered.'® It was
a sorry effort due in large part to the lack of aircraft being made available to the CLE at
the time. Despite the poor show Churchill was not unimpressed by what he had been
shown but was depressed by the paucity of paratroopers and the sluggish pace of glider
development. He left Ringway with the impression, given to him by the CLE staft, that
the Air Ministry's apathy was to blame and, in the view of others, he began to believe
that the Air Staff were deliberately thwarting his airborne project.’ This belief was not
without justification as will be demonstrated later. On return to London Churchill
reviewed the programme and on 27 May 1941 he sent a personal minute to the COS
Committee via Ismay.'® In it he blamed himself and the Air Ministry equally for the

situation: the Air Ministry for offering wrongly based resistance to his initial

" NA. CAB 120/262. Ismay to Prime Minister. 9 September 1940.

'° Otway. .lirborne Forces. P.30.
' NA. AIR 2/7470. Director Military Cooperation (DMC). 2 May 1941.
' NA. CAB 120/262. Primc Minister's Personal Minute, 27 May 1941,
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requirement and himself for becoming overborne by that resistance. He referred back to
his minute of 1 September the previous year and that his fears had been realised with
neither a credible parachute training or glider development programme now in place.
He impressed upon the COS Committee that the airborne capability was not, in his
opinion, an expensive luxury and that it would be necessary for offensiyc operations in
the Mediterranean and Middle East in 1942. He placed the problem squarely in their
laps, ‘A whole year has been lost, and I now invite the Chiefs Of Staff to make
proposals for trying, so far as is possible, to repair this misfortune. The whole file is to
be brought betfore the Chiefs Of Staff this evening.’

As might be expected, a tlurry of activity followed. The COS Committee issued a
Joint Memorandum to the Prime Minister on 31 May 1941. In it the War Office set
their requirement at two brigades of parachutists, one to be based at Home and one in
the Middle East and a glider organisation capable of carrying a brigade group, again, to
be duplicated in the Middle East. The Air Staff recognised that the provision of aircraft
and gliders would require considerable effort in order to keep pace with the army’s
aspirations. Nevertheless, a couple of months later, they were confident of being able to
provide up to ten heavy and medium transport squadrons and modified bombers capable
of lifting 2,500 parachutists in line with the War Office’s development plan.'” The
ability to suddenly promise this support might suggest that Churchill’s suspicion of
deliberate hindrance from the Air Ministry had been justified. However. despite his
minute earlier in the month the programme put forward by the COS Committee was not
designed to produce the promised results until the summer of 1943 when, 1n their
opinion, the strategic situation would be more conducive to the employment ot an
airborne force.” In spite of this the Prime Minister, as Minister of Defence, must have
felt confident that the COS Committee was as good as its word and that the airborne
programme was being developed as fast as possible.”’ Once again he loosened the reins

and, aside from occasional correspondence with the India Office on the subject (which

will be covered later in this chapter), he did little to monitor progress.

The War Office did now begin to make significant progress. The embryonic 11

“'NA. AIR 2/7470, CAS. Army Air Requirements, July 1941.
' NA. AIR 2/7470. COS Committee Joint Memoranda, Airborne Forces. 29 May 1941,
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Special Air Service (SAS) Battalion became 1 Parachute Battalion and was then
expanded to form 1 Parachute Brigade. An independent infantry brigade was converted
to the air-landing role and an airborne divisional headquarters was approved and
formed, all within six months. In September 1941 the Air Ministry renamed the CLE

the Airborne Forces Establishment (AFE), increased its remit and expanded the

organisation accordingly. Two permanent exercise squadrons (numbers 296 and 297)
were formed under the new 38 Wing RAF in January 1942. Despite this effort. the
RAF did not keep pace with the army’s expansion of airborne forces. 38 Wing had still
not reached their establishment for aircraft by April 1942 and even if all the aircraft had
been available the numbers in the two exercise squadrons would still have been
inadequate.** There simply were not enough aircraft made available to train the
throughput of the AFE and to provide exercises and maintain the skills and readiness of

those units already trained. This fact was recognised by the Secretary of State for Air,
Sir Archibald Sinclair who signalled the fact to the Ministry of Aircraft Production

(MAP) at the highest level during March 1942.%

On 16 April 1942 Churchill paid a visit to 1 Airborne Division expecting to see a
demonstration of its full capability. He was treated to a repeat performance of the
display he had witnessed almost exactly a year betore. Only twelve Whitleys were
available, dropping a maximum of one hundred and twenty parachutists.”* In addition
nine aging Hawker Hectors each towed and released a single Hotspur glider of which
one overshot the landing zone and another hit trees and crashed on its approach. [ven
those who took part could tell that Churchill was ‘furious at the poverty ot numbers’
involved in the display and that ‘fireworks’ from the Prime Minister was likely to be the
result.”> Once again those ‘fireworks” lead to a flurry of staff activity. Major General
Browning, GOC | Airborne Division. wrote a report to the Prime Minister on the same
day as the lacklustre demonstration. In it he blamed a lack of drive and enthusiasm
from the War Office and the Air Ministry for the shortages in personnel, aircraft,

equipment and weapons, which had led to development being disastrously slow.”® Both

** Otway. Airborne Forces. p.49. |
22 NA. AVIA 9/29, Secretary of State Air Ministry of Atrcratt Production, 21 March 1942,

Y Otway. Airborne Forces.. p.51.
** G. Chatterton, The Wings Of Pegasus (London: MacDonald. 1962). P.32.
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the General Staff and the Air Staft responded but Churchill was clearly unconvinced by
their proposals and finally acted decisively to seize the situation.

On 1 May the Prime Minister instigated an Airborne Forces Committee and through
MAP, Sir Robert Renwick, a prominent industrialist, was appointed Chairman.”’ In
actual fact MAP had already created this committee. Following a letter from Sinclair.
Colonel The Right Honourable J.J. Llewellin of MAP ordered a Glider Committee to be
formed with Renwick at the chair on 4 April.”* On 10 April Renwick’s terms of

reference were determined; they were ‘to co-ordinate arrangements for the

development, production, supply, transport and storage of all equipment for airborne

forces, and to secure rapid decisions.”*> The Airborne Forces Committee met for the
first time on 24 April 1942 with representatives from the Air Ministry, War Office.
Ministry of Aircraft Production, the Airborne Division and 38 Wing RAF. It appears
likely that, following the debacle on 16 April and the dearth of firm proposals to remedy
the situation, the first meeting ot the Airborne Forces Committee was brought to
Churchill’s attention as an example of positive action. He then gave the committee his
official endorsement and Renwick direct access to himself before its second meeting on
| May 1942. Although late in the day and not entirely of his own making, Churchill
had at last used his position as Minister of Defence, in respect to the development

airborne forces, to enable ‘firm decisions to be reached and translated into action far

more quickly than had hitherto been the case.”’

[t is unclear why the Prime Minister had not ordered a full Committee to be formed in
June 1940. He was certainly a proponent of this method of doing business, the Tank
Parliament being a well known example. The true advantage of Churchiil’s hand on the
tiller became apparent when an issue involved more than one Service. The Battle of the
Atlantic Committee, set up to combat the U-Boat menace, coordinated the actions of the
Royal Navy and the RAF. The Night Air Defence Committee desegregated the
independent actions of all three Services and had a synergistic etfect as a result. The

development of airborne forces would appear to have been a possible candidate for the

27 Otway. Airborne Forces, p.52. Otway 1s incorrect with this date, as MAP had formed the committece on
4 April 1942.

* NA. AVIA 9/29, I lewellin to Sinclair. 4 April 1942.

29 NA. AVIA 9/29, [.lewcllin to Sinclair. 10 April 1942
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Prime Minister’s personal attention as an invaluable “progress-chaser’. encompassing as
it did the most acrimonious of inter-Service rivalries at the verv heart of the
requirement.>' Churchill’s position as Minister of Defence was crucial as the final
arbiter of policy with respect to the war effort. It was he who had the breadth of vision
to sift and endorse the requirements being put forward by the Joint Planning Staff (JPS)
and the authority to ensure that the COS Committee put the organisations. personnel

and equipment in place to meet those requirements. Churchill’s consistent intervention
might well have ‘removed bottlenecks and hastened growth.’** Instead it took the
results of two years of apathy, lethargy and procrastination to produce any sort of
decisive action from the Prime Minister.

Renwick’s Airborne Forces Committee convened approximately fortnightly for nearly
a year and made positive progress during that time. However, its remit still fell far short
of that which was required to ensure smooth and expeditious progress across all the
lines of development of the airborne forces capability. For reasons that will be shown
later, India was an enthusiastic proponent of the airborne concept and had created its
own Airborne Forces Committee a full year earlier on 22 April 1941.%> It looked
holistically at the problem of airborne development with separate sub-committees
studying organisation, training and equipment. In contrast, Renwick’s terms of
reference restricted his committee’s activity to solving the problems connected with the
provision of aircraft and associated airborne equipment. In fact the committee
deliberately avoided widening its scope. ‘I do not think that you need fear that the inter-
departmental committee, whose terms of reference include the phrase *Airborne
Forces’, will concern themselves with discussion of the wider questions of policy’.
Llewellin assured Sinclair on 20 April 1942.>" So those wider questions were left to the
COS Committee to tackle, despite the fact that the Air Statt and General Staft still had

major differences of opinion concerning fundamental questions as to the future airborne

forces’ size, organisation, concept and doctrine.

Wrangling and jostling for position continued throughout the summer of 1942

without resolution ever appearing any closer. Finally. on 24 October Ismay was forced

1 ewin, R.. Churchill as Warlord (L.ondon: Batsford. 1973). p.245.
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to raise the matter with Churchill. "The Chiefs of Staff havc had sceveral discussions
about airborne forces... CIGS and CAS [Chief of the Air Staff] find themselves.

however, unable to reach any form of agreement. The Chiefs of Staff therefore have no

s35

alternative but to refer the matter to arbitration.””> The minute was accompanied by a

fourteen-page paper by the COS Committee (COS (42) 434). signed oft by CAS. Air
Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal, on 21 October.”® Portal made it clear from the outset
that a point had been reached where it was clear that there was no prospect of arriving at
any agreed conclusion as to the future of Britain’s airborne forces. He stated that it was
plain that the two points of view had become so firmlv entrenched as to be
irreconcilable. The paper included an annex on “The Value of Airborne Forces™ from
CIGS, General Sir Alan Brooke and a report by the Air Officer Commanding-In-Chief
(AOC-1n-C) of Bomber Command, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, which will be
studied in more detail later. The Minister of Defence was requested to make a decision
that, if it went the Air Staff’s way, would lead to a serious reduction in the striking
power of the proposed airborne forces and the restriction of their role to minor
operations only. No decision was forthcoming from Churchill. This caused
consternation among the General Staff who believed that the Air Staff had assumed that
they had already won the argument and were acting accordingly. On 7 November
Ismay wrote to Brigadier Richard Gale, Director of Air in the War Office, ‘I do not
wonder that you are worried about the delay in taking COS (42) 434, but it i1s a matter
on which the Prime Minister alone [can] arbitrate, and he is terribly preoccupied at the
moment. In point of fact I brought it to his notice last night, but without success."”’
Churchill appeared unwilling or unable to adjudicate at a time when airborne forces
were about to be committed to action, for the first time in appreciable numbers, as part
of Operation TORCH in North Africa.

At the end of 1942 with the Prime Minister focussed on TORCH, Ismay finally
drafted a response to the COS Committee on his behalf.>® In it he made it clear that the

Air Ministry position should prevail, noting that it was difficult to escape the conclusion

that the size and organisation of the airborne force has been settled without full regard

2 NA. CAB 121/97, Ismay to Churchill. 24 October 1942.

* NA. CAB 121/97. COS (42) 434. Airborne Forces, 21 October 1942.
INA., CAB 121/97 . Ismay to Gale, 7 November 1942.

¥ NA. CAB 120/262. Ismay to Churchill. 9 November 1942.
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to 1ts implications on the war effort as a whole. He went on to conclude it was hard to
see a point at which mass airborne forces would be required except during the execution
of Operation ROUNDUP (later OVERLORD) which had already been put off until
1943 following America’s acceptance of Operation TORCH over Operation
SLEDGEHAMMER in 1942, and would be postponed again to 1944 by the SYMBOL
conference in January 1943. Ismay suggested that any future airborne organisation
should be limited in size to two parachute brigades and a small glider force of not more
than two hundred gliders in total. Churchill assented to this view and requested Ismay
to draft a minute accordingly for his consideration. In actual fact the minute issued to
the COS Committee by the Prime Minister three days later bore no resemblance to
Ismay s original draft. It was watered down, non-committal and gave no firm direction.
Churchill felt instinctively that the airborne programme probably was over ambitious
but he put off translating his feelings into direction by ordering another revicw of the
situation. He did not want the Chiefs of Staff to be unduly burdened with the question
during a period of crucial operations. He believed it would be better if the Vice Chiefs
gave 1t special attention, which should not have taken more than two sittings. He hoped
that their report would give him something to work upon.”’ The Vice Chiefs had only
been appointed since 22 April 1940 1n order to ease the burden on the Chiefs of Staft
who had a dual role in advising the government on defence policy as a whole while at
the same time directing the work of their own individual Service. The Vice Chiefs of
Staff were directed to hold regular meetings at which they would deal, in the name of
the Chiefs of Staff Committee. with such matters as were delegated to them.” The
stand-off over airborne forces was one such matter but such intractable problems are
seldom solved through delegation.

At this point the Air Staff had their case for a reduction in airborne development
bolstered by the support of another ministry. MAP was not always a leading proponent
of Air Ministry policy but in this case, either through collusion or coincidence. it
produced an authoritative and timely intervention. Portal’s self-satistaction can almost

be detected when he wrote to Churchill on 14 November to inform him that ‘I have just

received an urgent message from M.A.P. to the eftect that unless a stand-still order for

39NA. CAB 120/262. Churchill to the COS Committec. 12 November 1942
* Ismay. Memoirs. p.160.
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ghders is given within the next two or three days they will be committed to the whole

order of 2,000, adding somewhat superfluously, “You are familiar w ith the scriousness

s 1

and magnitude of the implications of the glider programme.’”' Churchill was now

forced to make a decision and that decision, inevitably, had to favour the Air Staff's
position. Reiterating that it was all a question of balance and emphasis, the Prime
Minister issued a minute to the COS Committee on 17 November reflecting Ismay s
original draft of the 9 November.** Anxious that there was no prospect in the near
future of the Air Ministry being able to provide the necessary aircraft for an airborne
force of the size contemplated by the War Office, Churchill limited any future
organisation to two brigades and a small glider borne force adding that an immediate
stand-still order for glider production should be issued.

Not withstanding Churchill’s caveat that the whole position should be re-examined in
six months time, British airborne forces appeared to have been struck a serious, if not
mortal, blow that would confine them to the periphery of operations for the remainder
of the war. The matter appeared to be settled in the Air Ministry’s favour. However
British airborne forces were to receive a swift reprieve. Following SYMBOL, the allied
conterence that opened in Casablanca on 13 January 1943, Sicily was accepted as the
next objective in the Mediterranean campaign. By early February 1943, although the
precise requirements for HUSKY were still being worked on, it was clear that
considerably more airborne forces would be required than were at that time provided
for.” The JPS’s original plans for an invasion corps had included an airborne
element.** The failure of the Dieppe Raid meant that any capability that might soften
the impact of a frontal amphibious assault was seen as vital. The original plan for
Dieppe, Operation RUTTER included an airborne element that was discarded in the
final plan for JUBILEE. Despite Churchill’s six month moratorium 1t was clear that a
re-examination could not wait and would have to take place at once. Following further
protest, the Air Staff had this time to submit to the requirements of the planners. From
this point on British airborne forces size, organisation, concept and doctrine would owe

more to the operational imperative and less to political expediency. By the beginning of

— —— e —
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June 1943 not only had 1 Airborne Division been reprieved in its original form but a
second, 6 Airborne Division, had been added to the order of battle.**

Aside tfrom the performance of the gliders and in particular their towing aircraft. those
In authority who witnessed HUSKY agreed that airborne forces would play an essential
role in any future invasion of the European mainland. A minute to the Prime Minister
following the assault on Sicily carried an extract from a report by General Sir Harold

Alexander:

We must at once raise, organise, equip and develop an airborne force
of parachutists and gliders — say, a corps of two divisions..... | know
the answer will be that it is quite impossible to afford the pilots and
the aircraft. Well! It is a question of priorities and personally | firmly
believe that with our growing air supremacy, priority No.1 is for the
Airborne Corps.*°

The tact that Churchill was responsible for the vision behind the initial decision to
form British airborne forces is not disputed. However, it needs also to be recognised
that on more than one occasion he was also responsible for very nearly terminating the
entire programme or at least curtailing it at a level where its impact would have been
negligible. The full effect of his poor initial statement of requirement will be discussed
further 1n this chapter as will his failure to initiate a standing committee with a chairman
with the power to influence all the requisite lines of development. Clearly the Prime
Minister could not have been expected to constantly follow every step of the
programme as it evolved. However, at times he appears to have lost interest in his “bee’
altogether. Then, when matters were at their lowest, following the contemptible
demonstrations in the spring of 1941 and 1942 he immersed himself in minutiae, a habit
that frustrated those around him. Following the April 1941 display he wrote to Ismay,
‘Parachutists who landed on Saturday had their knuckles terribly cut. Has the question
of protecting their hands and kneecaps been considered?™’ Ismay does not appear to
have followed up the enquiry. Again after the shambles in April 1942, on the same day

as the display having witnessed the glider accident he requested information from the
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War Office concerning airborne soldiers™ extra pay.*® Still more difficult to understand
Is how Churchill, who had a clear vision of airborne forces’ future utility. allowed
himself to be persuaded to make decisions on two occasions that would. to all intents
and purposes, have brought a halt to airborne development, first in September 1940 and
then again in November 1942. Without a specific committee he had to relv on the
Judgement and advice of the Chiefs of Staff. men that Churchill considered ‘the dead
hand of inanition,” and ‘ancient weapons’ during the early part of the War.> The
Chiefs, in turn, relied upon the judgement of their staff. The Prime Minister's decisions
were therefore based on the advice of the General Staff and Air Staff. It was advice that

was often based on the partisan agenda of a single service rather than the objective

assessment of the requirements of the nation’s war effort.

2.2 The General Staff and Air Staff and Their Resistance

In addition to those faults with Churchill’s initial requirement already referred to there
was another, not yet alluded to, that was more pervasive and had more far reaching
consequences than confusion over numbers or the employment of foreign nationals.
Having not ordered the formation of an airborne forces committee. the Prime Minister
also failed to designate who was to take the lead in development. He did not nominate a
single ministry, office or department to coordinate the many lines of development that
would be required to be brought together to produce an eftective airborne capability.
The minute of 22 June 1940 was addressed to the War Office via Ismay and therefore.
perhaps, the selection of the army as lead service was intended to be self-evident; after
all. the decisive act of an airborne force would always take place on the ground.
However, the controlling interest of the RAF in any airborne operation might have
suggested that they could appropriately take the lead as was the case with Germany's
airborne forces. The solution was not obvious and the resulting dilemma became

. 50
chronic.

Churchill made the context from which a decision had to be extracted more difficult

® NA. CAB 120/262. Stephenson to Churchill. 16 May 42.
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by designating a particular service, rather than one or more lines of operation. as the
overall main effort for this early phase of the War. *The Navy can lose us the war. but
only the Air Force can win 1t ....The Air Force and its action on the largest scale must
therefore. ... claim the first place over the Navy or the Army.™' This was only ever
intended by the Prime Minister to be an indication of the priority of supply of munitions
to the RAF 1n order firstly to, firstly achieve air supremacy over Britain and secondly. to
prosecute the bombing campaign over Germany. However, to some in the Air Staff it
must have appeared to have given them carte blanche to swat away requests for support
from the other two services. The result was friction between the Air Staff and the
General Staft that resulted in the case for airborne forces being taken by the Chicfs of
Staft to the Minister of Defence for arbitration following nearly two and half years of
development impeded, in part, by inter-service resistance.

That resistance took three forms. The first was straightforward, old fashioned inter-
service rivalry. A considerable amount of prejudice, distrust and lack of understanding
had built up during the inter-war period.”® The second was a constructive resistance.
practiced by the Air Staft on two grounds; that the amount of effort expended on
airborne forces would never produce a commensurate effect and that total commitment
to the bomber campaign would produce quicker results. The third was a passive
resistance, practiced by the General Staft. This manifested itself in some parts of the
War Office as a lack of belief in the potential of airborne forces and a corresponding
deficiency in the staff effort dedicated to supporting the case tor development. Each of
these forms of resistance will now be studied in more detail in order to assess their
impact on the evolution of airborne torces.

A basic rivalry existed between the Air Staft and RAF and the General Staft and army
that was far from petty. It was "a long and tortuous dispute between the two Services
that dated back to the last years of the First World War’, born out of a sincerely held
mistrust of the intentions and actions of the other service.”” The RAF had a precarious
youth and during the austere inter-war period had to carve itself a niche from which it

could defend itself against the perceived hostile intentions of the other services. Under

STUNA. AIR 20/3732. Churchill, WP(40) 352, The Munitions Situation, 3 Sep 1940.
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the dominant influence of Sir Hugh Trenchard. the Air Staff developed their
Independent bombing doctrine and regarded any diversion from that concept as a threat
to their survival.”® Hence requests for support from the other services were looked on

with suspicion. They still regarded the General Staff as “wicked uncles who, although

ostensibly reformed, might once again revert to predatory instincts. >

A wedge was
driven between the two staffs, each of which had its own conception of future war that

were considered to be divergent.”

Having 1solated themselves from what they saw as attacks on their independence. the
RAF’s bombing doctrine evolved into dogma. They began to believe their own
publicity and ‘luxuriated in the conviction “We are, ergo we are capable of a strategic

bombing offensive.”>””’

This attitude was recognised within the army, some of whom
believed that the main trouble with the RAF was that since its inception it had been
encouraged to imagine that it could and should win campaigns and wars through the
application of air power alone.”® There were others who considered the Air Staff vision
of future warfare to be more accurate than those of the other two services. However the
RAF’s unyielding attitude towards their core doctrine of bomber supremacy and their
corresponding ability to prosecute it remained open to question.”” Due to lack of
investment and the resultant paucity of effective modern aircraft the Air Staft’s
bombing doctrine was revealed for a set of emperor’s clothes at the outbreak of war. To
the General Staff it appeared that their years of prejudice had been justified. The
relationship became increasingly strained, one result being that cooperation between the
army and the RAF was, to put it mildly, still in a rudimentary state in 1940.%°

The situation improved as the War progressed but this was due to necessity and
compulsion as much as it was to any greater degree of mutual appreciation. Although

the schism may have become less publicly acceptable, mistrust still existed and not

always without good cause. As late as 1943 there were still senior RAF officers who

‘regarded every transport aircraft built at the expense of a bomber as a major tactical
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defeat.”®’ The army's predatory instincts remained intact at the very highest level and
continued to be revealed privately up until 1942 by CIGS.%* Basic prejudices. although
suppressed, continued to influence inter-service cooperation throughout the war. The
manner in which this manifested itself in the case of the development of airborne forces
differed markedly between the two services.

It would be unfair to suggest that the Air Staff had ‘failed to recognise the principle
that any theory or weapon of war is effective only if the means are available to exploit it
appropriately.”® At the outbreak of war they were only too aware that appeasement and
a dearth of defence spending had left their underpinning doctrine dangerously
undermined. A twin track approach was taken to recover their position; an almost
fanatical dedication to building up the bomber force while simultaneously denigrating
any other concept that appeared might encroach on that main effort. The vertical,
functional command structure of the RAF exacerbated the results and all th¢ RAF
Commands resented any attempted incursion into their war effort, either from elsewhere
within their own service or from outside.”* The idea of using bombers to drop
paratroopers and tow gliders was ‘naturally repugnant to the Air Statt and to Bomber
Command,’ in particular.®” As Churchill issued his minute in June 1940 the Air Staff
were already fighting one political battle. Lord Beaverbrook had recently taken up the
position of MAP and was advocating a drastic increase in fighter production at the
expense of the bomber force. The Air Staff were attempting to counter this along the
lines that the ‘multiplication of fighters was a heresy which appealed only to those who
were ignorant about air power.”®® With the announcement of the inception of airborne
forces they were quick to state that no new commitments could be accepted without
detracting from the previously approved expansion programme. If such commitments

were accepted they would have to be at the expense of the future bomber force.’’ From
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this the Air Staff concluded that it was difficult to envisage a situation in which the

number of bombers required could be spared from their normal task, to be risked in

such a hazardous pursuit as an airborne operation®®

T'he argument was taken up at the highest level; “Frankly I regard the bombing of
German industry as an incomparably greater contribution to the war than the training
and constant availability of an airborne division” CAS declared "and, as the two things
at present seriously conflict, I would certainly accord priority to bombing.’®” The zenith
of the depletion of the bomber force as an argument against full development of
airborne forces was reached in the paper presented to Churchill for arbitration in
October 1942. In two thousand words Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris presented
the entire argument. His statement contained many lucid points against which it
appeared difficult to argue; the training burden, the technical unsuitability of most
bomber aircraft, the impact on the bombing campaign of the intensive training required
immediately prior to an airborne operation, even the poor meteorological conditions
prevalent in northern Europe. Harris’s summarising remarks are worth reproducing.

It would require the whole of the existing Bomber Command to be
taken off operations for a period of four to six weeks ...to transport
one brigade for one operation; it would require about 2% times the
strength of the present Bomber Command to do the same for the
airborne division as a whole... The crux of the matter 1s this — 1s
Bomber Command to continue its offensive action by bombing
Germany, or is it to be turned into a training and transport Command
for carrying a few thousand airborne troops to some undetermined
destination for some vague purpose? There is no possibility of
compromise...Finally, I must record my conviction that had we
sufficient air resources to transport an airborne force that could have
any decisive influence on the outcome of the war, they would be
sufficient to bring Germany to her knees by the simple process of
carrying sufficient explosives for that purpose.70

It was this argument, in part, that finally persuaded Churchill to reduce the commitment
to airborne forces and limit their size to two parachute brigades and a small glider force.

However. the Air Staff could not rely on the bomber supremacy argument alone, after

all it had not defeated Beaverbrook in 1940. Systematic criticism of the capability of

8 NA. AIR 32/2. draft CLE paper. Training and Organisation of Air-Landing Troops, July 1940.
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airborne forces was also required, a task that the Air Staff took to with enthusiasm.
Statements decrying the weak initial requirement and the equally weak War Office
response were reasonable. It was undeniable that there had been no policy published

governing the type of operations on which it was intended to employ the airborne force.
Nor had the basic question of the proper composition of the airborne force been fully
investigated.”' The proposition that the airborne commitment had been accepted
because those involved in the decision were not aware of the governing air factors and
had therefore agreed to attempt impractical tasks on an unsound basis was also
essentially fair. The supposition that there was little prospect of repeating in Furope the
successful airborne operations executed by the Germans in 1940 was more tenuous and
proved to be so.”” Nevertheless the pressure was maintained and the perceived
Inadequacy of airborne forces continued to be briefed to and by the most senior
representatives of the RAF. Slessor was ever sceptical: *We do not know if we will
ever have to use a [airborne] force of this nature, and certainly at the present time it
would be wasting a lot of valuable effort to attempt to produce one.’”” Even the War
Ottice motives for wanting an airborne force were questioned by the very RAF
command charged with supporting the army. ‘It is possible that the War Office
Insistence on putting in for these large requirements is to ensure that history may be able
to record that they were not blind to modern developments!”’*

The General Staftf’s response to this constant sniping was poor. The War Office was
well aware that within the Air Ministry the atmosphere was distinctly unfavourable with
respect to the provision of airborne forces.”” The General Staff failed to respond in kind
and did not counter the bomber supremacy line with any constructive argument of their
own. Instead they criticised the Air Staft for constantly presenting limitations and
restrictions. Describing the Air Ministry’s lucid and persuasive statt work as “very wet’
can hardly be considered constructive.”® It was also unhelpful when the highest ranked
army officers publicly displayed no faith in the airborne capability themselves; ‘VCIGS

stated that he could not visualise any substantial success for an isolated airborne
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Invasion, anywhere in Europe ...and that the effort devoted to such an enterprise would
be likely to be ill-rewarded.””’ This view was perhaps not surprising when the position

of the British army in 1940/41 is considered. Having been driven out of mainland

Europe it required a huge programme of enlargement, restructuring, retraining and
rearmament to produce an army equipped to fight its way back. Attention to the basics
was essential. Airborne forces did not fall into this category and were regarded as an
expensive luxury in terms of manpower and staff effort. At the end of the war
experienced airborne officers believed that the endemic trouble with British airborne
forces was that the Army had never really believed in them.’® This was reflected in
many cases by the quality of staft work connected with airborne development. This in
turn provided a convenient hook for those in the Air Staff intent on censuring the
airborne capability. The response to the General Staff paper on The Value of Airborne
Forces, was particularly uncompromising. ‘The General Staff have succeeded in
making a singularly unconvincing case for the value of airborne forces. The Paper
would be a fair effort by a first year student at Camberley: but ...as the supporting case
for the expenditure of a substantial share of the national war eftort at the expense of our
Bomber offensive, it 1s a compliment to describe it as weak.” The Air Statt continued to
pour scorn on the War Office eftfort, suggesting that the quotation of the parachute raid
on Bruneval in February 1942 as an argument for maintaining a large airborne
establishment demonstrated to what straights the General Staft were reduced in order to
prove their case.”” The army had difficulty defending its case because it had neither the
technical knowledge nor the political will to do so.

The latter point is illustrated by the comparative engagement with airborne
development by the upper tiers of the War Office against the Air Ministry. At the very
top Sinclair was a consistent if infrequent contributor to the dispute. Similar papers
from Anthony Eden, Henry Margesson or Sir James Grigg, as successive Ministers for
War, are practically non-existent. During the early part of the war the respective service

chiefs were also unequally matched. Despite Dill’s pre-war interest in airborne forces
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he now had far larger wolves much closer to the cabin door. He considered that he
spent most of his time ‘trying to prevent stupid things being done rather than in doing
clever things!”®® The CIGS found his task under Churchill Intolerably taxing and he had
little inclination to engage the Air Staff in a battle on a peripheral issue. On the other
hand, Air Chief Marshal Sir Cyril Newall was fighting to validate and bring integrity to
the RAF’s central doctrine. Being Chairman of the COS Committee (until October
1940) enhanced his position but crucially he dictated the direction of the air effort
because he was prepared to resign over the issue.®' The arrival of Portal as CAS did not
alter the situation. A younger man than Dill, Portal had more energy and. as a staunch
advocate of the bombing policy (having briefly headed Bomber Command), he had the
strength and the will to oppose airborne forces development. He frequently pressed the
Air Staft’s position both in meetings and on paper. Dill did little to respond. The
position became more balanced with the arrival of Brooke as CIGS. Brooke was a firm
promoter of airborne forces and a frequent contributor to their cause. Shortly after his
arrival in office he issued instructions that development should be pushed to the utmost
and given preferential treatment and by the end of 1942 he was “more convinced than

82 : -
7% It was Brooke's unwillingness to

ever that there 1s a great future for airborne forces.
compromise on the issue that forced it to be taken to the Prime Minister tor arbitration.
The fact that the decision fell in favour of the Air Staft, as has been shown. was the
result of other government departments bolstering their position rather than because the
General Staff argument was deficient.

Amidst this sea of resistance there were what appeared to be islands of cooperation
rising above the rivalry. As has been described, the instinctive adoption of what would
now be termed ‘joint’ working practices was a distant vision during the early part of
Second World War. Special organisations were often required whenever two or more

services were thrust together as part of the war effort. Airborne forces were no

exception and the method for handling development and operations was laid down at an

carly stage.
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The development of air-borne forces is partly the responsibility of
the War Oftice, Air Ministry, and DCO, but the Armyv Co-operation
Command has been created for the primary purpose of developing
all torms of air co-operation with the Army. It is therefore the
responsibility of the AOC-1n-C Army Co-operation Command to
advise the Air Ministry on the tactical and technical air requirements
for the development and organisation of air units and air training for
air-borne forces in the British Isles. All development projects should
therefore be referred to Headquarters Army Co-operation Command.
policy matters being referred through the Directorate of Military Co-

operation.
The same paper also stated that there might be an immediate requirement for air-borne

operations, probably on a relatively minor scale, and that DCO should be prepared to

plan such operations.’®”

Responsibility was therefore split during the early phase of development between
Directorate Military Command (DMC) through Army Co-operation Command (AC
Comd) for training and development and DCO for operations. Although AC Comd’s
remit had only reterred to the air requirements and air training, in reality the boundary
was wider. The CLE came under their command and therefore, as will be seen later. the
development of tactics and equipment also came under the responsibility of AC
Command and ultimately DMC. On the whole AC Comd did drive the development of
British airborne forces between 1940 and 1942 mainly due to the fact that it was the
only organisation in a position to do so. However, like many other ‘joint’ organisations
of its time it was frequently hamstrung by the mistrust of both the services it was
attempting to bring together. The Air Ministry was worried that the entire army
cooperation organisation might “go native’ and attempted to wrest decisions concerning
support to the army back to the centre. Slessor again was the detractor. "It 1s important
that dealings with them [the army] over this [air requirements] should be done through
the proper channels, and the proper channel in this case is me [Director of Plans]."**
DMC must have been acutely aware of his weak position within the Air Ministry. The
requirements of AOC-in-C AC Command, “the Cinderella of the Air Statt’ > did not

come close to the priority of those of Bomber and Fighter Command and DMC did not

“NA. DEFL 2/791, Airborne Forces, DMC. 9 December 1940.
% NA. AIR 75/45. Slessor to CLE, 12 August 1940.

% Gale. Call To Arms. p.127.
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hold the rank to compete on an equal footing with other departments such as the
Director of Plans and the Director of Training. In addition Air Commodore R.V.
Goddard during his tenure as DMC came under fire from the War Office as he was
percelved as resisting the army’s requirements. In fact he was doing his best to ensure
that the development of airborne forces was based on firm principles in order build
validity. This did not prevent him coming under sustained attack from VCIGS, Major
General Archibald Nye. ‘To hell with principles — give me the problem... We are faced
in fact with a practical problem which demands practical steps to be taken to meet it and
a discussion on abstract principles seems to me will not get us anywhere.”*® Goddard
did his best to point out that practical steps were useless if they bore little relation to
what was required but the over-arching dichotomy made his position difficult.

The situation improved to a degree with a reorganisation within the War Office. For
the first two years of airborne development the department charged with providing
advice concerning the army facet to DMC and AC Comd was part of the DSD.
Lieutenant Colonel J Stephenson of SD4 appears to have been the War Oftice’s resident
spokesman concerning airborne forces. He was industrious in trying to assist
development but lacked practical experience. His Air Ministry counterparts usually
vastly outnumbered him at meetings. When other General Staff officers did attend they
frequently out-ranked him and then out-flanked his well-intentioned eftorts.

Stephenson must have been exasperated during the meeting in which VCIGS announced
that any effort devoted to airborne development would be ill rewarded. However. in
June 1942 the War Office created a dedicated Air Directorate although 1t still tell under
DSD. The new directorate was formed to sponsor the affairs of airborne forces and to
act as a special link between the War Office and Air Ministry on all air matters.
Brigadier Richard Gale was chosen to head the branch. Gale was already an
experienced airborne officer having commanded | Parachute Brigade. His staft
consisted of other, equally qualified airborne experts such as Lieutenant Colonel Gerald
Lathbury, many of who went on to distinguished airborne command during operations.
A single point of contact had been created. with authority born out of experience, which
could deal with the often conflicting requirements of the Air Ministry, War Oftice. the
Airborne Division and the AFE. The Air Directorate provided knowledge and

% NA. AIR 2/7470, Nyc to Goddard. 7 Februany 1941,
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continuity within which policy could be developed and relieved the Airborne Divisional
Headquarters of many of its staff duties.”” Gale was able to forge ahead with policy and
improve links with other departments so that when the order was given for rapid
expansion in order to achieve the requirements of HUSKY and ROUNDUP in early
1943, the Air Directorate was able to respond swiftly and effectively. Notwithstanding
this the Air Directorate was still essentially a single service organisation within the War
Ottice. While it did good work in coordinating the War Office requirements with the
Air Ministry it still had no power of compulsion over the latter and so the Air Staff
could still resist or ignore the requirements of the airborne capability if it felt inclined to
do so.

The second ‘joint’ organisation involved with airborne development was the DCO, ‘an
uneasy and unloved organisation — neither flesh. nor fish, nor fowl and distasteful to

88
lovers of all three.’

While British airborne forces were still in the early stages of
development the DCO was charged with identifying and planning those combined
operations in which parachutists or glider borne forces might be employed. In the
language of the Second World War all airborne operations were considered combined as
they required the resources of at least two of the services to be executed. Combined
operations was another ‘Cinderella’ concept at the outbreak of the war. Between the
wars the requirement for combined training was recognised and the Inter-Services
Training and Development Centre (ISTDC) had been established. However, under-
funded, the ISTDC was briefly disbanded as war broke out.”” Churchill established
Combined Operations Command (COC) in July 1940. Lieutenant General Sir Alan
Bourne of the Royal Marines (RM) was appointed the first Commander of Raiding
Operations but was soon removed following a dispute over strategy with Churchill and
replaced by Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes in the post of DCO. Combined
Operations began in an atmosphere of controversy and acrimony. They were disliked

and mistrusted by all three established Services. and came in for special loathing from

the Admiralty.” Keyes, despite having won the Victoria Cross at Zeebrugge in 1918,
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