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Meetings via Zoom during Pandemic 

 

 

Programme 2020 
 

October 6: Adler Tag during the Battle of Britain by group member George Blundell-Pound.  

 

This Zoom meeting is George's talk on 'Adler Tag' (Eagle Day), the launch of the main Luftwaffe assault 

against the RAF, which was postponed from 10th to 13th August because of poor weather.  The aim 

mailto:mhgu3adorking@gmail.com
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was to force Fighter Command out of the South East corner of England within four days and destroy 

the RAF completely within four weeks. 

 

November 3: The Unknown Warrior by group member Barrie Friend 

 

This November sees the centenary of the unveiling of Lutyen’s cenotaph accompanied by the laying to rest 

of The Unknown Warrior in Westminster Abbey. What were some of the practical and political challenges 

faced in meeting the tight deadline of November 11th 1920 following King George V’s prevarication and 

then sudden agreement to the burial?  Barrie will describe the challenges, how they were overcome and the 

glory of the event. 

 

December 1: Jim Barnes will talk on The Royal Flying Corps 

 

 

Dates for 2021 

 

January 5  

February 2 

March 3 

April 6 

May 4 

June 8 

July 6 

August 3 

September 7 

 

Monopoly and POW escapees 
 

Read the Full story of the secret of the game "Monopoly" 

 

 

Barrie Friend 

 

Can any reader prove or disprove the accuracy of this article currently doing the rounds on social media? I 

have my father’s silk escape map and had his button compass and ‘chewing gum’ file but these were issued 

to him when in 6th Airborne. 

 

Starting in 1941, an increasing number of British Airmen found themselves as the involuntary guests of the 

Third Reich, and the Crown was casting about for ways and means to facilitate their escape. 

 

Now obviously, one of the most helpful aids to that end is a useful and accurate map, one showing not only 

where stuff was, but also showing the locations of 'safe houses' where a POW on-the-lam could go for food 
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and shelter. Paper maps had some real drawbacks -- they make a lot of noise when you open and fold them, 

they wear out rapidly, and if they get wet, they turn into mush. 

 

Someone in MI5 got the idea of printing escape maps on silk. It's durable, can be scrunched-up into tiny 

wads, and unfolded as many times as needed, and makes no noise whatsoever. At that time, there was only 

one manufacturer in Great Britain that had perfected the technology of printing on silk, and that was John 

Waddington, Ltd. When approached by the government, the firm was only too happy to do its bit for the 

war effort. 

 

By pure coincidence, Waddington was also the U.K. Licensee for the popular American board game, 

Monopoly. As it happened, ’games and pastimes' was a category of item qualified for insertion into 'CARE 

packages', dispatched by the International Red Cross to prisoners of war. 

 

Under the strictest of secrecy, in a securely guarded and inaccessible old workshop on the grounds of 

Waddington's, a group of sworn-to-secrecy employees began mass-producing escape maps, keyed to each 

region of Germany or Italy where Allied POW camps were regional system). When processed, these maps 

could be folded into such tiny dots that they would actually fit inside a Monopoly playing piece. 

 

As long as they were at it, the clever workmen at Waddington's also managed to add: 

 

1. A playing token, containing a small magnetic compass 

 

2. A two-part metal file that could easily be screwed together 

 

3. Useful amounts of genuine high-denomination German, Italian, and French currency, hidden within the 

piles of Monopoly money! 

 

British and American aircrews were advised, before taking off on their first mission, how to identify a 

'rigged' Monopoly set -- by means of a tiny red dot, one cleverly rigged to look like an ordinary printing 

glitch, located in the corner of the Free Parking square. 

 

Of the estimated 35,000 Allied POWS who successfully escaped, an estimated one-third were aided in their 

flight by the rigged Monopoly sets. Everyone who did so was sworn to secrecy indefinitely since the British 

Government might want to use this highly successful ruse in still another, future war. 

 

The story wasn't declassified until 2007, when the surviving craftsmen from Waddington's, as well as the 

firm itself, were finally honoured in a public ceremony. 

 

It's always nice when you can play that 'Get Out of Jail' Free' card! 

 

Bob Bartlett suggests looking at https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/30082118 

 

 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/30082118
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Online Resources 

 

Foe to Friend: The British Army in Germany since 1945 

 

https://www.nam.ac.uk/whats-on/foe-friend-british-army-germany-

1945?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_term=nam&utm_content=Aug20&utm_

campaign=ftf 

 

 

Napoleon's Disastrous Retreat From Moscow 
 

Robert Chase a member of the Oxford and Cambridge MHG 

 

 

The events of 1812 were the theme for the former Crimean War artillery officer Lev Tolstoy's epic novel 

War and Peace. In the novel victory is attributed to fate rather than to the Russian leadership. Tolstoy 

highlights the folly, which makes military commanders believe that it is their personal leadership abilities, 

which bring about victory rather than fate and the power of nature as embodied in the Russian winter. While 

N in contrast saw himself as a superbeing and the supreme architect of victory, but he too blamed his defeat 

on the Russian winter. Let us explore how Tolstoy's fictional account of events and Napoleon's explanation 

of his defeat correspond to reality. 

 

Peter the Great's defeat of Charles the Twelfth of Sweden had gained Russian access to the Baltic Sea and 

Catherine The Great's eastern conquests and the partition of Poland had transformed Russia into a great 

European Power with a French speaking elite and culture However after the execution in 1792 of Louis the 

Sixteenth the Tsars joined their fellow monarchs in a war against the regicide French Republic and the 

upstart Napoleon. The Austrian alliance ended in the defeat at Austerlitz 1805 and the Prussian alliance at 

Friedland in 1806. Napoleon was at the zenith of his power, when he met young Tsar Alexander 1st in July 

1807 on a raft moored in the centre of the Nieman River near Tilsit and they became soul mates and allies 

against British dominance of maritime commerce “I will be your second against England”. Russia joined 

N's Continental System to exclude British trade from Continental Europe. 

 

But this friendship soon soured and the scene was set for the epic struggle of 1812, the First    Great Patriotic 

War, the forerunner of the Second Great Patriotic War against Hitler. Twice Russia saved Western Europe 

from ruthless dictatorship, as neither dictator ever recovered from their disastrous losses in Russia. It also 

fuelled the Russians' persistent fear of further invasions from the West. Napoleon provocatively supported 

Turkey against further Russian expansion. He chose to marry Marie Louise of Austria rather than Tsar's 

favourite younger sister Anna and he named his bastard son by his Polish mistress Countess Waleska 

Alexandre. Also, participation in the Continental System was undermining the financial and economic basis 

of Russia's standing as an independent great power. Napoleon demanded the virtual elimination of Russian 

foreign trade, which had a disastrous impact on the Russian economy. The rouble was devalued, national   

debt increased by 13 times and state income covered less than half of its expenditure. Because the Tsar's 
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crucial allies the nobility were suffering heavy losses due to ban on timber exports to Britain, the Tsar was 

forced to relax ban on neutral ships carrying British goods and imposed curbs on the import of luxury goods 

including those of France, which infuriated Napoleon. Napoleon worried that others would follow Russian 

example. 

 

The efficient spy network run from the Russian embassy in Paris obtained Foreign Minister Champagny's 

Memorandum for Napoleon's eyes only, which advocated the elimination of Russia's ally Prussia and the 

expansion   of Poland at the expense of Russia's territories in the Ukraine in order to shut Russia out of 

Western Europe. Napoleon clearly wanted a degree of dominance in Europe, which would not allow for 

independent powers like Russia. However, the Russian elite after a century of triumphant conquests was 

not prepared to submit without a fight. Spies within French War Ministry supplied data from the top-secret 

monthly book detailing French troop movements, so Tsar had plenty of warning of N's hostile intentions. 

 

The Tsar rejected the Russian Faction strategy of Bagration/Volkonsky of pre-emptive attacks on Prussia 

and Poland designed to disrupt N's war preparations and avoid devastation of fighting on Russian sacred 

soil. Already by 1810 Russians had begun a rearmament programme in order to be able to fight a long war 

as the Tsar knew Napoleon politically could not risk a long campaign away from Paris.  Because Russia's 

Western frontier had few fortresses, he opted for the so-called German Strategy of Minister of War General 

Barclay de Tolly a Lithuanian of Scottish descent, who had begun his career in the ranks and von Phull. It 

involved retreating into the interior of Russia to a fortified camp at Drissa and consuming, removing or 

destroying all food, fodder and shelter. A strategy inspired by Wellington's scorched earth tactics at Torres 

Vedras. This would prevent the French army from living off the land and inhibit their rapid mobility, as 

they would need a vast supply train, which would slow them down. Tsar correctly predicted in 1811” A 

Frenchman is brave, but long privations and bad climate would wear him down and discourage him. Our 

climate, our winter will fight on our side”.  

 

Tsar hastened to end war with Turkey and with Sweden (instigated by Napoleon) to free up 8 of his 23 

divisions fighting on those fronts, so could mobilise all his forces against N. Initially Tsar had only 200,000 

men in 3 armies Barclay's 1st Army of the West 136,000 men, Bagration's 2nd Army 57,000 men and 

Tormassov's 3rd Army of the West of 48,000 guarding approaches to the Ukraine to oppose Napoleon. But 

Admiral Chichagov's Army of the Danube of 50,000 men were now able to march from Balkans and 

Wittgenstein 32,000 from Finland in support of the Western armies. 

 

Napoleon had studied in depth the disastrous Russian campaign of Charles Twelfth of Sweden and so he 

was well aware of the risks of pursuing Russian forces deep into Russia. While N's military machine was 

perfectly adapted to fight short blitzkrieg style campaigns, it proved seriously defective whenever a 

sustained effort was required as in Spain and Russia. Napoleon had virtually invented mass armies. 

However even though he knew how to wield these masses better than any of his contemporaries, mastering 

how to keep them supplied in the field proved beyond even his capacity. The experiences of short 

campaigns had left the French supply services completely unprepared for the Russian challenge despite all 

Napoleon's massive effort to create supply bases. The   sheer    magnitude of Russia a country six times the 

size of Spain and the great distances to be marched were beyond the logistical capabilities of Napoleon and 

his planning staff'. As a result, many of his troops were doomed to go hungry and suffer heavy non-combat 
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losses. Furthermore, as early as 1808 Lt. Giroud of the famed 9th Light Infantry Incomparables commented 

that the Napoleonic system of war was vicious. It relied on fast marches that often outstripped the supply 

chain, forcing soldiers to pillage in order to stay alive. Discipline had been relaxed to accommodate the 

systematic theft of food and overtime; the soldiers became progressively desensitized to the misery inflicted 

on civilians (even in France). There had not been enough time between campaigns to restore the Grande 

Armee to the high level of discipline seen in 1805”. 

 

Napoleon's whole strategy was based on the grave miscalculation that the Tsar's resolve to continue fighting 

would collapse as soon as his forces suffered a serious defeat. Blitzkrieg tactics could not work, however, 

if the Russians maintained their resolve to resist, as Russia was large enough to swallow up even Napoleon's 

massive armies. A march towards Moscow into the interior meant having to cross some of the poorest 

regions of European Russia and invited disaster by presenting the Russians with vulnerable flanks and long 

line of communication to attack. Napoleon therefore planned for a lightening 50-day campaign designed 

to surround and smash A's armies close to the frontier and force him to sue for peace. As Napoleon had no 

intention of going deep into the Russian interior, this campaign did not initially seem like a risky gamble. 

To reassure his allies and the army that he only intended to fight a limited campaign, he designated it as 

the Second Polish Campaign. Napoleon demanded that the defeated Austrians and Prussians as well as his 

allies and subjugated territories contribute troops and funds towards this great crusade against the Northern 

barbarians. His invasion force of 600,000 men comprised 20 nationalities. The largest contingents were 

from Poland, 30,000 Austrians, 20,000 Prussians, 27,400 Italians, Saxons, Westphalians and Bavarians. 

48% of the infantry were French and 64% of the cavalry. Many in this polyglot force had no interest in 

defeating Russia and no personal loyalty to Napoleon, indeed the Prussians and Austrians were carrying 

on a secret dialogue to reassure the Tsar that they were only participating under duress and wanted to 

maintain good relations. 

 

Without declaring war, the Grande Armee, crossed the Niemen River from Poland into Russia on 24 June 

1812. The day before the crossing N's horse was startled by a hare and threw him and a violent thunderstorm 

killed men and horses. Marshal Berthier was concerned by these bad omens. The crossing took 4 days. 

Even before the crossing of the Niemen, although his 26 transport battalions had rations for 50 days, some 

Guardsmen had already been without bread for 6 days. The French invasion force was divided into 3 Army 

Groups, the central group under N comprising 180,000 men, Davout's 1st Corps, Imperial Guard, Ney's 

Corps and Murat's Reserve Cavalry Corps. On the right Eugene's 4th Corps of 46,000, 3rd Reserve Cavalry 

Corps and Poniatowski's 

 

5th Corps. Napoleon's Plan was to concentrate 400,000 men at a single point and intimidate the Russians 

into surrendering within weeks. On the left MacDonald's 32,500 strong corps was to seize the Russians' 

supply base at Riga However the revised peace treaty with Bernadotte of Sweden released the 21000 army 

of Finland to unite with the 23000 men of Wittgenstein's 1st Corps to defend Riga. They defeated Marshal 

Oudinot's 40,000 men at Polotsk. On the right Jerome Bonaparte's forces were seeking to lure Bagration's 

Second Army of the West towards Warsaw, then Eugene and Jerome would trap him against the Pripet 

marshes. Meanwhile Napoleon with the mainly French central force would seek to force Barclay de Tolly's 

First Army to fight a decisive battle within 20 days. 

 



 7 

The size of the Grande Armee and its supply train comprising 5,664 wagons made it so slow and 

cumbersome that Napoleon could not move with the lightning speed of the Army of Italy. Gone was the 

republican ethos when any officer under the rank of major had to slog it on foot with his men. A general 

like Roguet had a coach, 2 wagons, and 6 servants and 12 horses.  Berthier's HQ staff of 4.000 alone 

required 50 wagons pulled by 650 horses. French transport wagons were too heavy for the mud of Russian 

roads.  Russian peasant soldiers could outmarch even the French, so the French found that they could not 

catch up with the Russians and force a decisive battle. Napoleon seized Vilnius capital of Lithuania without 

a fight. The Polish elite welcomed Napoleon, but he did not create a Polish state, which would have enabled 

him to raise an army of Lithuanian Poles. The Lithuanian peasants soon became disillusioned “The 

Frenchman came to remove our fetters, but he took our boots too”. 

 

There were only 1000 allied battle casualties in first month of the advance, but from the outset Napoleon 

was losing men and horses to malnutrition, exposure (freezing rainstorms and heat), exhaustion (Young 

Guard had marched 1,000 miles from Salamanca) and to disease. Within first three weeks 80,000 dead 

(50,000 from Typhus). To pull invasion force's 1,200 cannon and 25,000 wagons required 250,000 horses. 

However, 10,000 of Napoleon's Western European horses died in first week. Thereafter 1,000 horses died 

each day due to the speed of Murat's advance and having to eat wet grass and unripe rye. French carried 

only 3 weeks supply of forage for the horses. The soldiers had 4 days food in their backpacks and 20 days 

food on the wagons, only enough supplies for a short campaign. Within a month the French would face 

food crisis for both men and horses. The retreating Russians applied scorched earth tactics stripping the 

land of all food, fodder, livestock or shelter, while inhabitants fled to woods. Unlike previous campaigns 

in the fertile lands of Italy and Germany, the Russian countryside was too poor for French soldiers and their 

horses to live off. Only the Russian Steppe ponies and Russian peasant soldiers could subsist in this 

environment. 

 

Meanwhile the incompetent Jerome Bonaparte failed to trap Bagration's 2nd Army. His Westphalians were 

out marched by a tough professional army composed of Russian government serfs conscripted for 25 years. 

Most never returned to their native village. Their only family was the regiment. A self-sufficient community 

with skilled artisans making clothing for Russian weather, capable of living off poor land, homogeneous 

and bound together by their Orthodox faith. Apart from the wily old fox Konovitsyn, the Russian generals 

were in their prime, average age 46 as against French 43, not in their seventies like so many of Napoleon's 

previous opponents. After Bagration's Cossack cavalry rear guard destroyed 6 Polish lancer regiments at 

Mir, Jerome's advance guard learnt to keep healthy distance. The resilience of the tough Russian horses 

gave their cavalry a great advantage and Russians usually won the cavalry skirmishes. 

 

Napoleon was left pursuing the Russians blind as the Russian cavalry covered up their army's tracks and 

kept the French advance guard at a distance. The Russians' retreat was well organised by skilled rear-guard 

commanders like General Konovitsyn. The Russians considered making a stand at Vitebsk, but Napoleon's 

army still outnumbered them two to one. Napoleon thought about halting the invasion at Vitebsk, but he 

just halted for week to give his army much needed rest. However, this allowed the First Russian Army to 

get clear away. Barclay realised that the fortified camp at Drissa was not strong enough to stop N, so the 

Russian First Army continued its retreat towards Smolensk, where they finally joined up with Bagration's 
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2nd Army. Davout had replaced Jerome and his unsuccessful pursuit of Bagration cost 30,000 out of 

100,000 men of his 1st Corps, who crossed the river Niemen. 

 

Initially Smolensk was defended by only 15,000 Russian troops from Neveresky's and Raevsky's divisions 

of the 2nd Army, but Napoleon delayed a day outside Smolensk before attacking, which allowed the whole 

of Barclay's 1st Army to come to their support. Napoleon opted for a frontal assault, but the French could 

not break through the city walls. The Russians fought courageously to defend Smolenk and Napoleon's 

artillery fire burnt the city to the ground. Watching the holocaust light up the night sky the elated Napoleon 

remarked to his Master of Horse “An eruption of Vesuvius, is that not a fine sight, General Caulaincourt? 

Who replied “Horrible Sire”. Napoleon riposted “but remember gentlemen what one of the Roman 

emperors said, an enemy corpse always smells good”. Russians suffered 6,000 casualties, but the French 

8,500. Once again, the Russians managed to slip away, because the lethargic General Juno failed to seize 

the vital river crossing to cut off their retreat. All the French generals except for Davout and Murat begged 

Napoleon to halt at Smolensk to rest, regroup and organise the mass recruitment of Poles from Polish 

Russia. But Napoleon ever the gambler believed that advancing on Moscow would finally bring about the 

great battle he longed for and that seizing the ancient capital would compel the Tsar to concede defeat. 

Moscow promised to be rich in supplies, whereas if the army were to base itself in Smolensk the Cossacks 

might make it impossible to feed the men and horses over the winter. 

 

The Russians were suffering from low morale as a result of constantly retreating and Barclay's and 

Bagration's feuding. As a result of popular pressure in St Petersburg the Tsar reluctantly appointed the 

legendary Marshal Suvorov's protégée General Prince Kutusov as Supreme Commander. However, 

Barclay's retreat strategy had proved very successful in evening the odds, as Napoleon's Central Army had 

already lost half its effective strength. General Langeron, a French émigré fighting for the Tsar concluded 

that “An army which during a retreat of 1200 verst/kms from the Niemen to Moscow sustains 2 major 

battles and loses not a single gun or caisson, not even a cart or wounded man is not an army to disdain.”  

 

His views shared by Marshal Ney's Chief of Staff Jomini “Retreats are certainly difficult operations in 

war.... the Russian Army was far superior to any other in Europe, when it came to managing such retreats”. 

Kutusov in response to feelings in the army had to fight a battle in defence of Moscow, so General 

Benningsen selected Borodino. Tolstoy spent several days at a convent at Borodino studying the battlefield. 

The Russian position on the banks of the Kolochna River blocked both the old and new Smolensk Roads. 

The right flank manned by Barclay's 1st Army was much stronger than the left flank held by Bagration's 

2nd Army. In contrast to Waterloo, the ground at Borodino was hard, inflammable wooden buildings rather 

than solid stone farmhouses, no reverse slope or cover; troops on both sides were out in the open, which 

provided perfect conditions for murderous cannon fire.  Russians sought to strengthen position with 

earthworks, the Shevardino Redoubt, the Raevski Redoubt with its battery of 14 cannon and the three 

Bagration Fleches. The French after several attempts finally seized outlying Shevardino Redoubt at great 

cost to both sides on 5 September. At Borodino Napoleon's army had shrunk to 103,000 men with 587 

cannons facing Kutusov's 120,800 men with 640 guns including poorly armed Moscow militia. The Russian 

choice of a cramped battlefield and their dense Russian deployment was designed to force N to fight a 

costly battle of attrition. Next day both armies rested. Kutusov appealed to religion and patriotism using 
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the Icon of the Black Virgin of Smolensk to inspire his troops, while N appealed to their basic instincts for 

loot, glory and a quick return home. 

 

Napoleon rejected Davout's proposed outflanking manoeuvre, because he did not want to risk dividing 

forces as was to happen in 1815 with Grouchy at Waterloo. Napoleon ordered a costly frontal assault., but 

then suffering from a heavy cold remained seated and static, never mounting his horse to inspire his men. 

As at Waterloo he failed to rise to the occasion and seize this longed for opportunity to inflict a crushing 

defeat on the Russians. Borodino like the Somme was a soldier's battle, led from the rear. Repeated frontal 

assaults on the defensive earthworks and the intense artillery duel resulted in horrendous casualties. 

Bagration was mortally wounded. The fleches were taken and retaken seven times. The Raevski Battery 

was finally penetrated from the rear by cuirassiers and taken. Meanwhile Uvarov's Cossacks and hussars 

mounted a counterattack on N's left rear The Italians panicked and valuable time was lost in restoring the 

situation and this delayed the next series of French assaults. Finally, the Russian line was being pushed 

back but Napoleon despite his Marshal's pleas refused to risk the Imperial Guard “Nothing is clear to me, 

if there is a second battle tomorrow what will I fight with”. The Russians withdrew 1500 yards and reformed 

on their second line. The battle petered out after a renewed artillery duel. 

 

It was a pyrrhic French victory. The catastrophic losses have been compared to a jumbo jet crashing into 

an area 5 miles square every 5 minutes for 8 hours; 40,000 Russian dead and wounded and 30,000 French. 

Kutusov first ordered his commanders to be ready to resume the battle next morning. However, when he 

realised the extent of Russian losses, Kutusov organised a secret night time withdrawal, however 

he reported the battle as a great Russian victory to the Tsar. His army was still intact but losses too great 

for a second battle so Kutusov retreated towards Moscow and his reinforcements and arsenals. Napoleon 

followed advancing ever further from his bases, his central army reduced to only 90000 men. Tsar declared 

a national holy war. French the preferred language of the Russian upper classes started to be replaced by 

Russian. Napoleon was portrayed by the Orthodox Church as the Anti-Christ. The Tsar and Russian elite 

were haunted by the fear of N stirring up another Pugachev serf uprising. However, Napoleon did not try 

to launch a peasant war against serfdom, because as it would have risked unleashing the social anarchy and 

mob rule, which had so terrified Napoleon in revolutionary Paris. It would also have alienated his allies the 

gentry in Polish Russia and by declaring total war N would have torpedoed any hope of a peace agreement. 

 

At a stormy council of war in wooden hut at Fili on Moscow outskirts Kutusov took the decision not to risk 

his army in the defence of Moscow. He abandoned Moscow and continued the retreat towards the great 

Arsenal at Tula to replenish army with food, men and arms. Kutusov explained, “Napoleon is a torrent, but 

Moscow is the sponge that will soak him up”. To Napoleon's bitter disappointment his Young Guard 

paraded through the deserted streets of Moscow as their bands played “La victoire est a nous”. There was 

no welcoming committee of Moscow dignitaries with the city keys. Only 15,000 out of 250,000 population 

remained including many foreigners. Governor Rostopchin had stirred up anti French feelings amongst 

Moscovites with his pamphleteering, which inspired some of the lower orders to attempt to defend the 

 

Kremlin, but they were quickly crushed. R withdrew all the police, the 2000 strong fire brigade and all the 

fire engines from Moscow. Moscow was the only major city in the course of the Napoleonic wars to be 

completely abandoned by the local authorities and upper classes to the not so tender care of the invaders 
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and the poorest classes. In contrast to Vienna, Milan, Berlin, Madrid and Vienna, where the local authorities 

and upper classes remained, so these cities all survived French occupation largely unscathed. The French 

had neither the experience nor administrative capability to deal with this power vacuum. While the 

Rostopchin did not deliberately organise the burning of Moscow, his evacuation of the City authorities 

increased the risks of destruction for a city subject to frequent fires. In the absence of the forces of law and 

order the poorer classes and the vagabonds took the opportunity to steal and revenge themselves on the 

unpatriotic upper classes, who had fled from Moscow by plundering their homes. They were joined in the 

plundering by Russian deserters and wounded soldiers as well as by Napoleon's troops. Some merchants 

set alight their warehouses rather than let them be ransacked by the French. R torched his own country 

estate mansion at Voronovo rather than let it be defiled by the French. Other fires may have started through 

Rostopchin and the Russian Army's efforts to destroy munitions and supply depots in order to prevent them 

falling into French hands or by the torches of the French and Russian marauders, while searching for 

plunder. Only 200 out of 4000 stone houses and 500 out of 8000 wooden houses survived the fire.  

 

Napoleon was appalled by the destruction of Moscow and the potential damage to his reputation. He sought 

to blame it all on the Russians, who in turn blamed the French. Napoleon set up a military commission to 

investigate the causes of the fire and punish the incendiaries. The Commission blamed Rotopchin's police 

and released criminals for the fire, despite the fact that the criminals had been transferred to prisons in other 

cities and all but a handful of police had been ordered to leave the city. 400 Muscovites were shot as 

arsonists, but the French found only one policeman to shoot. Surrounded by fires Napoleon was forced to 

evacuate the Kremlin. At a stroke Napoleon had been denied Moscow as viable winter quarters and the fire 

distracted French from pursuing the Russians. This gave the Russians a vital respite to rebuild    their 

strength. Napoleon exclaimed “What a dreadful spectacle. It is their own work. Barbarians, what 

extraordinary resolution. What men, these are Scythians indeed. This forebodes great misfortunes for us”. 

According to Sergeant Burgoyne once the French troops learnt that the Russians had set light to their own 

city, it was impossible to prevent wholesale looting. French discipline collapsed soldiers became a 

marauding mob looting, raping and pillaging. They tortured the monks to get them to reveal the their 

monasteries' treasures.  

 

After the French retreat the Muscovites found 12,000 bodies including French marauders amongst the ruins. 

The rapacity of the French army was made worse by Napoleon having had printed vast quantities of 

counterfeit paper roubles, which he used together with Russian copper coins to pay his troops. The soldiers 

felt cheated as this was worth only half their normal pay. Although Napoleon tried to deny that the French 

played any role in causing the fires. This view was not shared by Philibert Poulachard of the 21st Line, 

who wrote in a letter to his wife that, “We burned every region that we have marched through. On arriving 

in Moscow, we burnt the ancient capital as well”.  

 

The first two weeks of October were unusually mild. On October 6th it was as warm in Moscow as in Paris 

so Napoleon lingered on. He got French actors to put on a play Jeu de l' Amour et du Hasard to entertain 

the troops. Napoleon misjudged the impact of the destruction of Moscow on Tsar and Russian elite. He 

confidently expected the Tsar's capitulation, but the Tsar riposted “I would sooner let my beard grow to my 

waist and eat potatoes in Siberia than make peace”. Napoleon's peace feelers only confirmed for Tsar and 

his generals that the odds were moving in their favour, so K allowed an unofficial truce to encourage French 
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to stay on in Moscow. Meanwhile Russian officers like Lt. Figner were organising bands of Moscovites to 

slaughter isolated troops in the very centre of Moscow, while Cossack patrols terrorised the suburbs. 

 

From his past campaigning on the southern frontiers of the Russian Empire, K was well aware of the 

importance of adequate logistics, when faced by great distances. He was the first to see clearly that 

Napoleon was destined inevitably to retreat back out of Russia faster than he had come in, even if not a 

single battle was fought. Kutusov based his army at Tarutino close to the arms works, stores and military 

factories at Briansk and Tula, where he could rebuild his army. He could get ample food supplies, new 

recruits and horses from the fertile southern provinces. He was also well positioned to send out raiding 

parties to harass the French long lines of communications and their foraging parties trying to keep the army 

in Moscow fed. K authorised selected officers as partisan leaders like Denys Davydov and Alexander 

Finger to lead regular light cavalry units and Cossacks together sometimes with armed civilians in attacks 

on French supply columns, isolated garrisons, foraging parties, couriers and operations to liberate Russian 

prisoners. (Natasha's beloved younger brother Petya Rostov killed taking part in a Cossack raid led by 

family friend Col. Denisov (Davydov) to liberate prisoners).  

 

Davydov attacked a French transport column at Viazma escorted by three regiments capturing most of the 

wagons and 500 men. Local noble militia commanders organised peasants as home guard to defend their 

villages and ambush French foraging parties. Russian cavalry and partisans made collecting forage and 

food from the countryside around Moscow very dangerous even for foraging parties of battalion strength. 

The lack of adequate fodder meant huge losses of cavalry and artillery horses. So, if Napoleon were to 

remain in Moscow over the winter, he risked being immobilised by the loss of so many horses. Napoleon 

should have rested his army for 2 weeks and then got out, which would have given him time to reach 

Smolensk before the snow and before 15,000, which brought his total back to 100,000 including the intact 

Guard's division.  

 

The French cavalry had suffered severe losses at Borodino and the six weeks spent in Moscow had 

destroyed most of Napoleon's mounted regiments and devastated his artillery horses. He needed 14,000 

horses. Napoleon was only finally shaken out of his inertia by Kutusov's surprise attack on Murat's advance 

guard at Tarantino, in which 2000 French were killed, 1500 troops and 36 guns captured. The French began 

to evacuate Moscow on 18 October. Napoleon himself left in bright sunshine on 19th October. Out of 

revengeful spite Napoleon ordered Marshal Mortier to blew up the Kremlin with 20 tons of explosives and 

the mansion of Governor Rostopchin, but fortunately he only partially succeeded was reinforced with 

15,000 Don Cossacks. Instead he made the mistake of waiting in vain for six weeks in Moscow for peace 

talks.  

 

Having made this mistake, he was too stubborn to listen to wise advice to cut his losses and retreat in time. 

While Napoleon was debating with his reluctant generals his plans to advance on St. Petersburg in winter, 

the Russian flying columns were succeeding in destroying N's supply convoys and capturing his 

reinforcements, despite Napoleon's order that no convoy was to leave Smolensk without an escort of 1500 

infantry and cavalry. In contrast Kutusov 's army was being well supplied with food and fodder from the 

fertile South as well as with reinforcements The odds were moving in the Russians favour, K's regular army 

of 88,300 was supported by 28,000 Cossacks and 622 guns.10,000 French had died in Moscow and 
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Napoleon's reinforcements only amounted to 15,000, which brought his total back to 100,000 including the 

intact Guard's division.  

 

The French convoy of soldiers, non-combatants and wagons loaded with loot stretched for 60 miles. No 

proper preparations had been made, no winter shoes for horses or winter clothes for the men, only what 

they could find, some dressed in women’s' clothes. Napoleon had 25 wagons full of valuable trophies looted 

from Kremlin churches. Typically, an artillery general found horses for his 12 wagons full of loot, but there 

were not enough horses to pull all the ammunition caissons, so some had to be blown up. Napoleon did not 

dare deny his troops their plunder, so his retreat was severely hampered by the cumbersome loot. Russian 

cavalry confined French to roads, which made feeding men and horses a serious problem. The Retreat was 

a rushed shamble, because Napoleon lacked sufficient cavalry and horse artillery to form an effective rear 

guard to keep Russians at a distance. Caulaincourt “Never was a retreat worst organised”. 

 

Kutusov realised that Russian infantry was weaker than the Napoleon's infantry in both numbers and 

quality, with a total of only 63.000 infantrymen, of which 15,000 were militia and 7500 new recruits. He 

therefore had sound reasons for avoiding a pitch battle. However, Napoleon had much fewer cavalry. Many 

cavalrymen were dismounted for lack of horses, while Kutusov had 10,000 well mounted regular cavalry 

reinforced by 15000 Cossacks. K therefore adopted his “Golden Bridge Strategy” to defeat the French by 

avoiding pitch battles and leaving it to the Cossacks, hunger, the weather and French indiscipline to do the 

work of destruction for him rather than risking heavy losses by committing his infantry. Kutusov advanced 

in parallel with French through unspoilt territory to facilitate feeding troops and horses and only attacking 

the French when a good opportunity arose. General Miloradavitch recalled that Kutusov had forbidden his 

generals to get involved in a battle. “The Old Man's view is this, if we incite the enemy to desperation, that 

will cost us useless blood, but we let him run and give him a decent escort he will destroy himself in the 

course of a few days. He cannot live on air, snow does not make a very handy bivouac and without horses 

he cannot move his food, munitions and guns”. 

 

At Mayoslavets Dokhturov's 6th corps blocked Napoleon's advance south. Eugene Beauharnais's Italians 

seized the town, but 32,000 Russians counter attacked the 24000 Italians. Both sides lost 7,000 men. 

Kutusov still had respect for the fighting capacity of the French and was not prepared to risk his army until 

the weather, hunger and the Cossacks had further reduced French numbers. He therefore ordered the 

Russians to retreat to Kaluga. N lacked the light cavalry for carrying out reconnaissance, so he had no 

means of getting up to date intelligence of Russian movements. Therefore, on the following morning 

Napoleon rode out himself with his staff and an escort of just 50 dragoons to reconnoitre the position of 

the Russian forces blocking the road south and were attacked by 3000 Cossacks. A Cossack officer seized 

Napoleon's horse's bridle, but a Dragoon struck him down. Napoleon was badly shocked according to Major 

Vionnet of the Guard, who raced to the rescue. Afterwards Napoleon always carried poison in case of 

capture. In a humble peasant's shack, he agonised over whether to continue advance towards Kaluga and 

fight his way through the Russian blockade, which in fact had already been lifted or turn south towards 

Yeluga or turn back North East to re-join the Smolensk Road at Mojaisk. Having lost 9 precious days on 

this detour, Napoleon chose the familiar route via Mojaisk even though it meant starvation as that area had 

already been totally devastated by the previous passage of the Russian and French armies en route to 

Moscow. 
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The pursuing Russian army also had supply problems, which slowed its progress. It required 850 carts a 

day of food and forage, which the Russian Commissariat and regional governors managed to supply. The 

rear guards for the French column, which stretched out for 50 kms along the Smolensk Highway could not 

hold out for long against light cavalry and horse artillery moving round their flanks. While the operations 

of the Russian flying columns comprising a few squadrons of regular light cavalry and Cossacks with the 

help of local peasant partisans starved Napoleon of supplies and troop reinforcements and hampered his 

communications with Paris. The first snow fell on 4th November and by 9th November the French were 

trudging through deep snow. Many French committed suicide from fear of being captured on distant 

foraging expeditions by vengeful peasants or by the constantly marauding Cossacks. Columns of French 

reinforcements were frequently captured; out of one column of 3,400 of French prisoners only 400 survived 

the cold, starvation and cannibalism. Amidst all this misery Major Vionnet of the Fusiliers Grenadiers 

Regiment of the Middle Imperial Guard recalled guarding the chateau HQ of Napoleon, which had a 

generous amount of provisions and all kinds of wines. Meanwhile back in Paris former General Claude 

Francois de Malet escaped from a lunatic asylum. With the help of 20 fellow conspirators he arrested the 

minister of police General Savary and wounded the Governor of Paris General Hulin before being 

overcome by garrison. The report of the failed coup unnerved Napoleon, as it showed how much his 

imperial dynasty depended on him alone. He needed to be back in Paris to safeguard his throne and his 

wife and son. 

 

The Grande Armee finally reached Smolensk, where there were food supplies sufficient to feed the whole 

army for a week. But the starving troops stormed the magazines, while some of the first arrivals including 

the Guard managed to gorge themselves with food, many were left to starve as the planned food distribution 

dissolved into anarchy and chaos. With Kutusov 's army close behind, the French had to abandon 

Smolensk.24. K's army closed in to cut Napoleon's army in two at Krasnoi, which resulted in a savage 

battle to open the route to the river Beresina. The Russians let Napoleon and the Guard through but 

destroyed the corps of Davout and of Prince Eugene as fighting units. The French lost 13,000 killed, 26,000 

captured including 7 generals and 125 cannon. In contrast Russian losses were minimal. Ney was cut off, 

but managed to get back with 800 men, all that remained from his 40,000 strong corps which had crossed 

the Nieman into Russia. Kutusov had started out from Moscow with an army of 105,000 men, which had 

been reduced down to 60,000. 25. Napoleon arrived at the Beresina to find that the Russian General 

Chichagov had captured the only bridge over the river at Borisov. Three armies led by Chichagov from the 

East, Wittgenstein from the Northwest and Kutusov on the French rear, totalling 140,000 men, were closing 

in on Napoleon, who even after being reinforced by Oudinot and Junot had only 40,000 left fit to fight. 

Napoleon had decoy bridge started near Borissov, while General Eble having saved the bridging tools 

wagon from being abandoned on Napoleon's orders, he constructed two bridges out of sight at Studianka, 

one for the infantry and one for the cavalry, guns and transport. Chichagov was convinced that Napoleon 

would try to break through in the direction of his former supply base Minsk now in Russian hands, so he 

concentrated his forces around Borisov. Only a few Cossacks, 2 regiments of Jager light infantry and one-

horse artillery battery were posted opposite Studianka. The transport bridge collapsed twice but the heroic 

Dutch Guard engineers facing certain death up to their necks in freezing waters repaired it. Victor's fresh 

corps which met up with Napoleon at Studianka held back Wittgenstein's army. Meanwhile French 

discipline collapsed Troops cursed Napoleon to his face as they crossed.  
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The actress Louise Fusil travelling in General Caulaincourt's coach remembered N saying” Do not be afraid 

go on, go on” as she passed him at the entrance to the transport bridge and she exchanged admiring glances 

with the resplendent beau Marshal Murat. Major Vionnet recorded that “the stronger pushed the weaker to 

one side or trampled over them to get across leaving them trampled to death or drowned. The men were 

now greatly weakened by hunger and cold to the extent that they no longer resembled human beings, rather 

they seemed to be phantoms”. Victor destroyed the bridges leaving 15000 army stragglers and 8000 camp 

followers stranded at the mercy of the Cossacks. Napoleon lost between 25,000 and 40,000 men; the 

Imperial Guard was reduced from 50,000 to 2,000. Burgoyne recalled the remnants of his battalion fitting 

into one cottage, where they replaced German soldiers from Baden who fled, because they feared the 

French would eat them. Fortunately for Napoleon the Russians had not destroyed the bridges and walkway 

across the Zembin marshes on the other side of the Beresina, which would have trapped the French. The 

roads were covered with dead and dying. Few could resist the lure of a fire; they would set fire to barns 

and houses in order to warm themselves then they fell dead. Hardly surprising that Napoleon instructed his 

ambassador that he wished to prevent foreign agents seeing the army when it arrived in Vilnius, because 

“The army does not look good now”. At Smorgoniye Napoleon suddenly handed over command to a 

surprised Murat, boarded a sledge and fled to Paris, where he issued the infamous 29th Bulletin of the 

Grande Armee. This reflected his view that the important thing was that he himself had escaped unscathed 

to secure Paris and rebuild his armies. Hence his heartless boast, “The health of his Majesty has never been 

better”. The bulletin failed to mention the disastrous losses and blamed the weather for denying Napoleon 

success. 

 

In fact, Napoleon had lost 250,000 in combat, 200,000 made prisoner of which 50% died. 20,000 joined 

the Russian army and 50,000 deserted. While most of the 32,000 Prussian contingents and the Austrian 

General Schwarzenburg's 34,000 Austrians survived intact to fight against Napoleon in 1813. In contrast, 

only 2281 of Davout's 1st Corps complement of 66345 returned to France, only 500 guardsmen remained 

under arms and 800 sick out of the original total of 50,000 Imperial Guardsmen. In 1812 Napoleon lost 

almost all his rank and file soldiers and the Russians buried 123,382 horses out of a total of 176,850. Only 

250 cannons were brought back out of a total of 1800 cannon. While fewer than 20,000 rank and file 

survived to serve again in Napoleon's armies. 2,500 officers managed to escape back across the Polish 

frontier together with most of the senior commanders. If they had all been captured at the Berezina, it would 

have been very difficult without this officer cadre to rebuild the Grande Armee for the 1813 campaign. 

However, replacing men was easier than replacing horses and Napoleon's consequential shortage of cavalry 

prevented him from decisively winning the 1813 spring campaign in Germany. The impact of the invasion 

on Russia was profound; destruction by the French together with the effects of the Russian scorched earth 

tactics resulted in the deaths of around 1 million civilians to add to the 150,000 military combat fatalities 

and 300.000 crippled by wounds or frostbite. The Tsar feared that in the future Napoleon would mobilise 

Poland to launch a revenge attack on Russia, so he was determined to liberate Europe from the domination 

of Napoleon and secure a lasting peace. Russia's defeat of Napoleon paved the way for the victories of 

Leipzig and Waterloo and Napoleon's eventual banishment from Europe to St Helena.  
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Book Reviews 
 

Dambuster-in-Chief 
 

Richard Mead has written: "A biography of Air Chief Marshal the Hon. Sir Ralph Cochrane, who, 

according to Max Hastings in one of his best books, “Bomber Command”, ‘has a good claim to be not 

merely the outstanding Group AOC, but the outstanding bomber commander of the war’.  I attach a copy 

of the jacket and a brief description of Cochrane’s career." 

 

A brief search on Amazon (the BBC would say at this point that "other online booksellers are available") 

tracked this down as available for pre-order for 30 October. 

 

 

The Long Range Desert Group in the Aegean 

 

Author Brendan O'Carroll 

 

Brendan O’Carroll lives in Auckland, New Zealand and recently retired from the New Zealand Customs 

Service. With a long-time interest in military history, the Long Range Desert Group has become his 

speciality. He has interviewed over 30 veterans while writing 'The Kiwi Scorpions: The Story of the New 

Zealanders in the LRDG' (2000), 'Bearded Brigands' (2002) and 'Barce Raid: The LRDG’s Most Daring 

Exploit in World War Two' (2005). This book is his first under the Pen and Sword Military imprint. He has 

numerous other published works and articles to his credit. In 2006 his work was recognised by awards from 

the New Zealand Military Historical Society 

 

 

https://www.bookdepository.com/author/Brendan-OCarroll
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Date Published: December 2020 

Pen and Sword 

16 black and white illustrations 

Binding: Hardback 

ISBN: 9781526777379   

 

Synopsis 

 

Shortly after the invasion of Sicily and to distract German attention from the Italian campaign, Churchill 

ordered the occupation of the Dodecanese Islands in the Aegean. The Long Range Desert Group, retraining 

in Lebanon, were now part of Raiding Forces, Middle East, along with the Special Boat Service and No 30 

Commando. In support of 3,000 regulars in 234 Brigade, the LRDG landed covertly on Leros establishing 

observation posts, reporting movement of enemy shipping and aircraft. 

 

In October the LRDG were ordered to assault the island of Levitha losing forty highly skilled men killed 

or captured. The Germans invaded Leros with overwhelming force on 12 November 1943, five days later 

the battle was over. While many British troops were captured most of the LRDG and SBS escaped. Their 

individual stories make for enthralling reading. A measure of the intensity of the fighting is the fact that 

the LRDG lost more men in three months in the Aegean than in three years in the desert operating behind 

enemy lines. 

 

The author, an acknowledged expert on the LRDG uses official sources, both British and German, and 

individual accounts to piece together the full story of this dramatic, costly but little-known campaign. It is 

a valuable addition to the history of special forces in the Second World War. 

 

Review 

 

For those of us who have a long interest in the LRDG, their deployment in the Aegean after the Germans 

were driven from North Africa has always been difficult to understand. The British involvement in the fight 
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for the islands in the Aegean at this time remains perplexing. The move was not supported by our Allies 

but Churchill insisted that the British and Empire troops would go it alone. Another of Churchill’s follies? 

Was it a side show detracting from the main attack on Italy? 

 

The LRDG were high quality, special forces operators who had spent most of their war so far, discreetly in 

the background, slipping in and out through enemy lines, navigating, recording, watching; leaving most of 

the rough and tumble of the secret war in the desert to the SAS once they were formed. The war in North 

Africa came to an end and it was decided that there was still a role for long range reconnaissance. To watch 

and wait. To go where the enemy was and watch over them, radioing back dispositions and activity. From 

1,000-mile vehicle journeys to silent landings, carrying full kit and military stores to an OP up in the 

mountains or on cliff tops. This took a new skill set for those LRDG troopers who were up to the challenge 

of special forces training including for many, parachuting. Others were unable to make the transition and 

reverted to their parent regiments.  The newly trained unit retaining their name LRDG, deployed into 

specialist roles, miles from the desert, but at times unfortunately deployed contrary to military doctrine, 

sustaining significant casualties and losses. 

 

Brendon O’Carroll is the “go to man” for the history of the LRDG particularly the New Zealand 

contribution, which of course was significant. Not unexpectedly given his level of contacts, some material 

has come from LRDG Associations in New Zealand and Britain, supported by many interviews with 

veterans over the years. Most are now dead. O’Carroll acknowledges guidance on the Aegean battles from 

Anthony Rogers the author of a number of works on this aspect of the Second World War.  Though a 

specialist on the role of the New Zealanders, O’Carroll found that the Patrols and nationalities became so 

mixed during the fighting on the Dodecanes, he decided to write a comprehensive, inclusive study. That 

was an excellent decision. 

 

British forces began to occupy the Dodecanes Islands in the Aegean Sea between Greece and Turkey. 

Churchill believed it was “an immense but fleeting opportunity” cabling senior officers “This is a time to 

play high. Improvise and dare.” This became Operation Accolade, to tie down German forces in the eastern 

Mediterranean whilst the invasions of Sicily and Italy got underway. The islands were occupied by Italian 

troops and it was hoped they would work with the Allies against the Germans. The large strategic gamble 

that the occupation of the islands might provide encouragement for Turkey to join the war. A route to the 

Balkans via the Dardanelles; memories of Gallipoli!  

 

The 200 men of the LRDG received their orders in September 1943 as a part of the Raiding Forces, Middle 

East which included 150 men of the Special Boat Service and 30 Commandos. These were to support the 

3,000 regular troops of 234 Brigade who were holding the islands. On Leros there were 5,000 Italian army 

and navy personnel who it was believed would support British activities. Five LRDG patrols were to set 

up OPs at coastal battery positions on Leros whilst others set up watches on outlying islands astride the sea 

and air routes. The plan was to stiffen the resistance of their new Italian allies. However, on some of the 

islands there were German ground forces so covert activities remained vital.  

 

This therefore is the ground covered by this comprehensively researched and detailed work that is a 

significant contribution to the history of the LRDG. It is a must for anyone interested in Second World War 
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special forces. This is another part the extraordinary story of the men of the LRDG that proved their 

adaptability to the extremes of covert, desert operations and later small-scale reconnaissance and raiding. 

 

The tragedy was that the LRDG lost more men in one day on a small Greek island than in three years of 

reconnaissance and combat behind enemy lines. These losses resulted in the New Zealand government 

withdrawing their troops from the LRDG, disbanding “A” Squadron, leading to loss of capability requiring 

further Aegean raids to be undertaken by the SBS and the Greek Sacred Squadron.  The remainder of the 

LRDG re-configured and underwent special forces training before deployment. The new base for the still 

named LRDG, was Bari, working initially in OPs behind the lines in Italy, Yugoslavia, Albania and Greece. 

Proud owners of two large fishing vessels capable of moving men and stores to drop off and pick up points 

on the coast. The LRDG with its own navy still operating their own WACO aircraft. In June 1945 the 

LRDG were ordered back to the UK to train for operations against the Japanese but following surrender it 

was decreed that the Group would be disbanded; ceasing to exist after 5 years and 14 days. 

 

The author uses extracts from the LRDG Association Newsletters and the LRDG war diaries. There must 

be many people who would wish to be able to access published versions of these incredible archives. 

 

Brendon O’Carroll has written an excellent book adding a detailed chapter to the extraordinary history of 

the men of the LRDG. He has clarified how and why the LRDG came to be deployed in their new role, 

their training and preparations have clearly been established. This is very useful and aids understanding of 

not so much a change of role but a need to develop new techniques of surveillance to establish sea and air 

watch. The book is highly recommended and all the detail contained in the work is dependable, given the 

extensive knowledge and research of the author. For him it is a labour of love and that is obvious. 

 

Commando 

Memoirs of a Fighting Commando in World War Two 
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By Brigadier John Durnford-Slater 

 
Pages: 240 - paperback 

Illustrations: 32 black and white 

ISBN: 9781784385606 

Published: 28th July 2020 

 

Synopsis 

 

Commando is the real and exciting story of one of the most important units of World War II. The 

Commando units played an important role in Britain’s successes and, here, Durnford-Slater gives his first-

hand and unique point of view on everything that happened. Brigadier Durnford-Slater raised and trained 

the first Commando unit in 1940, and Commando tells the brilliant story of an outstanding leader and some 

of the most courageous exploits of the Second World War. 

 

In 1940, 3 Commando was created to harry opposition forces in raids impossible for regular army units. 

Durnford-Slater led No. 3 Commando on an exploratory operation in Guernsey in summer 1940, and never 

looked back after that. From there, No. 3 Commando orchestrated raids on the Loften Islands and Vaagso 

in Norway and Dieppe, as well as operations in Sicily, Italy, France and Germany. 

 

The commandos were so effective at creating destruction that Hitler personally ordered that all fighters 

captured during these missions be executed. Despite this immense threat, the commandos’ spirit remained 

undented and extremely high. This excellent, first-hand account explains the creation of Commando, the 

https://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/Brigadier-John-Durnford-Slater/a/1272
https://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/Greenhill-Books/i/20
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nature of their operations, the high level of camaraderie between the men and the effect that they had on 

the course of the War. It is an exciting and instructive guide to what really went on with Commando. 

 

Review 

 

The book was first published in 1953 and several times since with this 2020 version based on the 1991 

edition. For each generation of those with an interest in military history this is a seminal work. A must read. 

Police officers with an interest in their past, will learn of the large numbers of their predecessors who met 

the challenge and served in this very early special forces’ unit. 

 

It reads as a good old fashioned “Boy’s Own” tale of risk and adventure establishing the Commando role 

as “the fighting and killing force we were intended to be.” An expressed view of the colonel more bluntly 

put than his modern contemporaries would, “– the balance sheet made pleasant reading for me. We had 

killed 120 of the enemy and brought back 98 prisoners ---. Our casualties were reasonably light. Two 

ratings killed and two officers and four ratings wounded was the navy toll. Two officers and fifteen other 

ranks killed and five officers and forty-eight other ranks wounded was the military total. --- No 3 

Commando had proved its worth as a raiding unit. The battle of Vaagso had been won against first class 

opposition by the utter ruthlessness and complete professional competence of our officers and men. They 

stopped for nothing.” Nor does the book. It is so well written and such an adventure (for those that came 

away unscathed) that moves speedily from campaign to campaign. Written in another age, 1953, reflecting 

values and bravura of a writing style of that time.  

 

In 1940, shortly after the disaster at Dunkirk, the British Army commenced the formation of the Commando 

units. With Winston Churchill's enthusiastic blessing, volunteers were called for, men of "the hunter class", 

...to form special raiding companies that would harass the German occupation forces in Europe. Volunteers 

were already serving in the army, to be the sort of men who had exceptional initiative, physical-fitness, and 

tenacity. This was a significant step in establishing modern military special forces, the Commandos' 

influence in that field still evident 70 years later. Durnford-Slater volunteered and was made commander 

of 3 Commando, the first such unit to be raised and Dunford-Slater's job was to recruit suitable men and 

train them for specialised operations. 

 

As a prototype unit, many of the necessary skills had to be learned from scratch. There was a heavy 

emphasis on using boats and rock climbing to enable seaborn assaults. The standards were extremely high 

and many officers and men failed aspects of the demanding training and were returned to their units. 

  

The first action was an abortive raid on Guernsey. Slater made a great point of learning from mistakes and 

the following actions in Norway at the Lofoten Islands and Vaagso were highly successful. The unit 

participated in the less successful Dieppe raid. There were then several significant battles in Sicily. 

Durnford-Slater is promoted to Brigadier and commanded a Commando brigade in Italy, with a particularly 

severe action at Termoli. He concludes his war as second in command of Commando forces in the invasion 

of Normandy and continues in this role to VE-Day. 
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Despite his rank Durnford-Slater takes a leading role in operations on the ground. The battles were bitter 

affairs as they frequently encountered first-class German units. While he does write of his personal deeds, 

most of these concern command matters. Indeed, the key value of this book, is Durnford-Slater's 

perspective on forming a commando unit and refining its techniques. His narrative is liberally furnished 

with anecdotes and reminiscences, both humorous and tragic, of the many exceptional and gallant men who 

served under his command.  

 

What an epic tale told at a pace, of courage and determination establishing the very highest standards for 

all future special forces to follow. 

But what of the involvement of the police. From the start, former police officers were selected for the 

Commandos with the early “policing of No3” by former police officers now ruling with practices learnt on 

a Saturday night on the town. Most infractions were dealt with by the Commando police without the need 

for paperwork, reports or appearance before the colonel. It worked well, along with tight selection, 

reinforcing high standards of behaviour both on and off duty.  

Police officers serving in Army Commando units 

By the spring of 1941 though policing remained a reserved occupation a limited number of men of a certain 

age were encouraged to apply for aircrew duties with the RAF and Fleet Air Arm. Within a few days 

volunteers came forward from across the country with 4,000 applications by Metropolitan Police officers 

resulting in 800 regular officers leaving that force alone in the course of 1941.1 Many were to go to Bomber 

Command with some to Fighter Command with the numbers listed on Rolls of Honour including Surrey 

Constabulary show how dangerous such postings were. 

By 1942 the threat of invasion had receded, air raids had decreased and a decision was made to release 

some 7,000 young volunteers from the police for duty in the armed forces, not especially air crew. As a 

result, all regular police officers under 25 and auxiliaries under 30 subsequently raised to 30 and 35 

respectively were “de-reserved”. 2 

(278 members of the police were killed as a result of enemy action whilst with their Forces and 1275 police 

officers died serving with HM Forces.)  

No. 4 Commando’s part in the Dieppe raid on 19th August 1942 was to knock out the Gun Battery at 

Varengeville. Their success became a training book example of how to assault a static gun emplacement. 

Charismatic Commando leader Lt. Colonel The Lord Lovat was the C.O. and No 4’s Major Pat Porteus 

was awarded the Victoria Cross for his part in the operation.   

The Commando Veterans website raises the number of policemen who became Commandos. 3 

 
1 The Gentlemen at War Policing Britain 1939-1945” Roy Ingleton page 29 
2 The Gentlemen at War Policing Britain 1939-1945” Roy Ingleton page 30 
3 http://www.commandoveterans.org/ 

http://www.commandoveterans.org/LordLovatCommando
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“Losses at Dieppe were replaced by a fine entry of former police officers who were to win many 

Commandos’ respect for the high quality of men enlisted.” 

There is further evidence from Brigadier John Durnford-Slater DSO and Bar, No 3 Commando. In 

“Commando” he writes of the losses at Dieppe and replacements arriving.  

 

“By this time the Commando depot at Achnacarry, Scotland was a very live place under the 

direction of Colonel Charles Vaughan, a tough guardsman. Charles at once set about the task of 

providing the necessary officers and men to bring us up to strength. He was in a particularly good 

position to do this, as he had just finished training a batch of 600 volunteers from the police. 

 

This intake of police was perfect Commando material. The men were big, strong and intelligent and 

had all their police discipline and training behind them. They were real volunteers keen for the 

contest. I had 120 of them posted to No 3 Commando. This was the best single intake we ever 

received, and every man was a potential leader; many of course were later commissioned and others 

exerted a fine influence as senior NCOs.”4 

 

The Battle for Norway, 1940–1942 (Despatches from the Front) 

 

 
 

Print Length: 192 pages 

Publisher: Pen & Sword Military (29 May 2015) 

 

 
4 “Commando. Memoirs of a fighting Commando in World War Two” Durnford-Slater page 109 
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About John Grehan: John Grehan has written, edited or contributed to more than 300 books and magazine 

articles covering a wide span of military history from the Iron Age to the recent conflict in Afghanistan. 

John has also appeared on local and national radio and television to advise on military history topics. He 

was employed as the Assistant Editor of Britain at War Magazine from its inception until 2014. John now 

devotes his time to writing and editing books. 

 

About Martin Mace: Martin Mace has been involved in writing and publishing military history for more 

than twenty years. He began his career with local history, writing a book on the Second World War anti-

invasion defences and stop lines in West Sussex. In 2006 he began working on the idea for Britain at War 

Magazine. This publication has grown rapidly to become the best-selling military history periodical. 

 

Synopsis 

Despatches in this volume include that on the first and second battles of Narvik in 1940; the despatch on 

operations in central Norway 1940, by Lieutenant General H.R.S. Massy, Commander-in-Chief, North 

West Expeditionary Force; Despatch on operations in Northern Norway between April and June 1940; the 

despatch on carrier-borne aircraft attacks on Kirkenes (Norway) and Petsamo (Finland) in 1941, by Admiral 

Sir John C. Tovey; the despatch on the raid on military and economic objectives in the Lofoten Islands 

(Norway) in March 1941, by Admiral Sir John C. Tovey, Commander-in-Chief, Home Fleet; and the 

despatch on the raid on military and economic objectives in the vicinity of Vaagso Island (Norway) in 

December 1941, by Admiral Sir John C. Tovey. This unique collection of original documents will prove 

to be an invaluable resource for historians, students and all those interested in what was one of the most 

significant periods in British military history. 

 

Review 

 

This is a collection of military (including Generals Aukinlech and Mackesy) and naval despatches covering 

the entire Norwegian campaign, making it an invaluable compilation for historians and researchers. It is 

part of a series of books by the same compilers who published seminal research documents covering events 

from the Napoleonic Wars to the BEF in France. This work provides a consolidated resource for any reader 

or researcher of the war in Norway from April 1940 until December 1940. Each despatch is reprinted in its 

original format, and as such, they contain a wealth of detail, including some orders of battle and casualty 

figures. 

 

This is the first time these documents have been easily available for the general reader and hopefully the 

detail will stimulate or consolidate interest in this controversial operation. The work is recommended to 

anyone interested in the Second World War at senior level as an extremely useful collection of primary 

sources.
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