45 Commando 50 Years Ago - “Baker Troop’s” Suez - Two National Service Marines’ view of the conflict

RM131661 ‘Bomber’ Clark & RM131653 H.J.’Tex’ Cooper

Background - The National Serviceman

During the period embracing the short life of the Troop, Britain’s armed forces were still encumbered by equipment and organisations, which dated from the last War and many of the accompanying attitudes of mind.  When Germany collapsed in May 1945 five million men and women were in uniform, over three million of them in the Army.  The women’s services alone numbered 215,000, all but the size of Britain’s pre-war army; four million civilians had been labouring to produce the supplies and equipment to keep this vast force in being.  The subsequent pace of demobilisation was slow and deliberate and fresh drafts continued to join the colours to replace those who returned to civilian life.  With plenty of civilian jobs available, low rates of pay in the armed forces and a natural post-war reaction to service life, there was little to persuade men to enlist on regular engagements.  But the military commitments of imperial power remained and if enough soldiers were to be available to meet them there would be no question of abolishing National Service.

The result was that by 1955 one soldier in three was a conscript in an Army just under 300,000 strong.  The induction, training and administration of these National Servicemen swallowed up a high proportion of the Regular cadre with the consequence that the number of conscripts increased dramatically as one approached the sharper end.  Those who needed to acquire specialist skills often arrived in their combatant units so late in their two year period of service that the could contribute no more than a few months of effective work.

Most gunner and infantry units were in fact manned almost completely by National Servicemen, with no more than a handful of Regular private soldiers and junior N.C.O’s, many of the latter unfit for further promotion, settled in agreeable niches to be found in stores and messes.  Nearly all of the infantry section leaders and even the occasional sergeant would be conscripts, inexperienced but usual intelligent and keen.  Of the subalterns, all but a few would be eighteen or nineteen year old National Servicemen usually talented youngsters destined to make their mark in later life but whose qualities at the time were not fully appreciated by their seniors.

It was believed among conscripts in general that, because of the existing situation in the Regular Army, there was an apparent policy to undermine the confidence of those appearing at call-up centres.  For example, if one had a particular skill it was unlikely to be fully utilised unless the situation at the time was desperate enough to warrant drafting the individual to a unit, which could benefit from his particular expertise.  Many an engineer ended up as an army pay clerk while the only vacancies open for service in the Royal Navy were for Stoker or Sick Berth Attendant; both laudable occupations in their own right but hardly likely to fire the prospective conscript with enthusiasm.  No doubt the dictates of the service were responsible for the situation but to some conscripts this was a deliberate action to accelerate the process of dehumanisation which was considered necessary to discipline the National Serviceman and protect the Regular soldier from unfavourable comparison with men often their intellectual superiors. 

Against this Army scene let us consider the situation in the Royal Marines.

Faced with Hobson’s choice at call-up most of those who entered the Royal Marines had chosen to serve in a unit which offered a physical challenge, a disciplined existence and at that time a strong possibility of foreign service.  By 1955 the Corps had never ceased to be on ‘Active Service’ somewhere in the world since the cessation of hostilities at the end of the Second World War and the possibility of seeing service in a theatre of action gave an added dimension to the youthful spirits of adventure of those selected.  Despite the authorities denials, entry was by no means easy and conscripts entering the Corps were to a certain extent ‘volunteers’ and already, by the nature of the selection process, ideal raw material to produce Marines worthy of comparison with their Regular counterparts.  It was not readily understood by certain of those in authority that although the conscripts knew the date of their discharge to the day and appeared to talk of very little else they engendered and harboured a pride in their performance and efficiency that would influence their ‘second to none’ outlook for the rest of their lives.

In large measure this competence was initially due to the Officers and N.C.O.s of the training depots at Lympstone and Bickleigh and later to the tough, experienced ‘Professionals’ of the Commando Brigade who moulded the fresh faced and naive youths into effective fighting troops.  Few National Servicemen were found above the rank of Marine and those in charge were veterans of campaigns the world over from the Second World War, the Canal Zone, the jungles of Malaya and the Korean War and other ‘hotspots’.  However, their task was made easier by the inherent goodwill which was manifest in these young men faced with a situation over which they had no control and which they knew they had to accept.

Much has been written about the bad effect that conscription had on the morale of the Regular Soldier and to a certain extent one can appreciate this point of view.  However, with the tremendous workload shouldered by our Troop as a whole, the birth pangs of the reconstituted ‘Baker Troop’ under the command of Major Halliday (son of General Halliday V.C) were relatively painless; morale was always high even under the most difficult of circumstances with few instances of friction between the NS & CS groups.  In retrospect it can be seen that the Corps and the National Serviceman both benefited from what was from both viewpoints a shotgun wedding.

Today the conscript is a relic of the past and the Royal Marines are once more an all Regular force, the call-up having been abolished around 1961.  However, indoctrinated with the ‘second to none’ philosophy during their time with H.M.Jollies many a conscript has gone on to realise his full potential in the world at large and one is left to wonder if their particular circumstances would have been different had there not been such an animal as the NATIONAL SERVICEMAN.

The Suez Conflict.

During August, 1956, the political rumblings of the Israel- Egypt sector of the Middle East prompted the British Government to order troops to Malta, which was to be used as a training ground for a possible move against Egypt in order to regain control of the Suez Canal.  45 Commando, based in Cyprus on internal security duties in the fight against EOKA terrorism, was one of the units involved and, during that month, ‘B’ Troopers handed back to the stores their newly-acquired FN rifles, tidied up their tented camp close to the summit of Mount Olympus and set off across the baking plains to Famagusta.  Here, out in deep water anchorage, the hulking grey sides of HMS Theseus waited to secure a safe and carefree passage westwards.

Now there were to be lazy days of holiday-cruise sunshine, past the brooding, mountain-girt shores of Crete and on to we knew not what (nor really cared) at Ghain-Tuffieha on the quiet western coast of the then fortress island.  It was a short but happy respite.

The change in scenery was accompanied by a certain infusion of new blood.  QMS Kennelly had already joined our merry band before leaving Cyprus, replacing the then QMS Frank Collingwood who was later to rise to the rank of Captain.  A very hard act to follow and the Troop somewhat enjoyed introducing the new QMS’s muscles to the heavily wooded mountain slopes during our last summer operations in the Troodos range and Paphos forests.  We also took to our bosom the cheery personalities of Lt.Haines-arguably the most popular officer in the Corps (so far as we were concerned) - and Sgt. Cooper who was to educate the ranks with Judo by day while the fairly new Sgt. Gordon would reveal the secrets of psychic phenomena by night.  Their arrival brought the Troop up to something like full strength.  A shortage of senior NCO’s, during the summer with the departure of Derek ‘Tug’ Wilson, among others, had some effect on the Troop, especially the motley 8 Section, who had been pretending to follow the orders of an acting Lance-corporal for some time !!

Under the new lead of Captain Dickey Meadows the Troop now embarked on a programme of almost infinite variety and one involving activities more closely akin to the work of a Commando, perhaps, than had been our ‘police’ role in the Troodos Mountains..  Landings from landing craft of various kinds, with and without ladders, were made on LST decks, on beaches (of course !) and into the WRNS dining hall at Ft.St. Angelo.  We learned the art of booby-trapping and how to evade capture by crawling through clumps of prickly pear!.  Various missiles were fired at various targets.  Tom Hambling, another N.S. Marine from Suffolk, managed to bring one rocket-launcher exercise to a premature halt by blowing up the tug-towed target with his very first shot!  We even peeled potatoes- and sang to boot - while wearing gas-masks.

In contrast with the relatively hide bound days on Mount Olympus our new limestone home afforded the relief of regular ‘runs ashore’ and all members of the Troop were quick to familiarise themselves with the delights of Valetta and its renowned ‘Gut’, runs which usually incorporated the added ‘pleasure’ of journeys in Maltese buses.

During October, the tenor of life seemed imperceptibly to change.  By the time we had romped through the Troop manoeuvres, overseen by a somewhat irascible 2 I/C, we were seen , perhaps, to be as well-trained as we ever would be, and the tempo appeared to slow down.  This was a period of excursions to Paradise Bay and of shooting competitions - and there was always the hedonism of Valetta!  There now appeared on the scene a young, though apparently fully fledged Lt.Commander, anxious to indoctrinate us into suitably pugnacious attitudes towards our intended foe.  Meanwhile it was obvious that the plans for the coming assault were being finalised in the rarer atmosphere of ‘high command’, especially when we were all treated to our one and only morning’s training learning to get in and out of an assault ‘Chopper’  So much for the beach landings!!  Perhaps the most ominous indication that the idyll was shortly to end was the shipping home early of some of the NS marines whose term of service was shortly to be concluded.

Eventually, it was time to start the ‘adventure’.  Bags , baggage, ‘Colours’ Hart and Doug French shipped out early in a nine day convoy whose pace emulated that of Nelson en route to Aboukir Bay some years previously!  We packed our gear and assembled on the parade ground where we had presented ourselves to visiting ‘brass’ weeks earlier by trooping the colour, where our paranoiac Sgt ‘Queeg’ had played hockey so affably and where now an amazingly jocular RSM Baines laughingly informed us that he would be in the sixth wave - five behind us!!

A last boisterous night in Valetta.  ‘Royals’ were allowed ashore until 0400 hours before they needed to report back to our new berths again in HMS Theseus.  The Maltese police were quite unable to withstand the onslaught and so had to stand helpless during the ravaging of the ‘Gut’  Later, and still clutching a sackful of booze which had cost us a taxi-ride to Sliema, where an after-hour liquor supplier was known to the taxi driver, members of ‘B’ Troop were last back on board; a projected ‘raid’ on a hotel having been nipped in the bud by the timely arrival of both MPs and Shore Patrol, who were solicitous enough to direct us to the nearest dhaisa.

On the morning of November 6th a reconnaissance into smoky Port Said by Col. Tailyour’s helicopter revealed that it would be a rather hazardous undertaking to land the unit in the selected sports stadium. Therefore it was decided to put 45 Commando ashore on some open ground adjacent to the de Lesseps statue.  Its task, during the initial stages of the operation, was to contain any enemy opposition that would emanate from the poorer shanty quarter of the town, while 40 & 42 Commandos, landing more conventionally by ‘Buffaloes’ and LCIs, swept southwards through the central business district along side the Canal.  Since the shanty town lay to the west of the main town centre, while the Canal, at whose entrance we were delivered, lies to the east, it meant that the whole of the helicoptered unit had, perforce, to march westwards just inland from the coast road through ground already cleared by other units.

The landing of 45 Commando in ‘Operation Musketeer’ has some historical significance in that, so far as is known, it was the first ‘hot’ helicopter landing in the annals of war - though we became aware of such significance only retrospectively with the conception and inception of the ‘Commando Carrier’ as an official tactical force.

After cleaning our weapons (chopper landings in Egypt are very sandy and dusty affairs!) and more heavily laden with equipment and ammunition than at any time during training, ‘B’ Troop set off , immediately following Tactical HQ.  Pausing at the intersection where we must turn inland in order to seal of the shanty town, we were halted thankfully and for some minutes observed the work of the Fleet Air Arm planes which were rocketing various targets in the town centre.  Regretfully recognition ‘silks’ had not been laid out - and tragedy resulted.  A roving plane took our column to be a strong force of the enemy and brought his cannon to bear with terrifying accuracy so that the Troop suffered its worst and most uncomfortable seconds.  The C.O. was hit in the elbow, his signaller (who later died) in the guts and members of seven section, immediately behind them were close enough to receive severe leg injuries.  Corporal ‘Sticks’ Mead (now Major R.M. Ret’d), grazed on the inside of his thigh and ‘Lofty’ Sharplin, with a minor wound, were among the lucky ones.  More unfortunate were Johnny Gotobed and ‘Tuffer’ Smith with hospitalisation wounds; but most unlucky of all were ‘Bomber’ Clark’ and ‘Errol’ Ireland whose leg injuries resulted in amputations.  ‘Sticks’ carried on with the aid of a field dressing, but was later snaffled by the SBA’s, after escorting terrified civilians back from the fire zone, and was hustled back aboard the carrier to rejoin his wounded comrades.  To say that he was annoyed would be a masterpiece of understatement.  However, sometime in the melee he managed to win the Military Medal!  

The remainder of the day’s events are recorded, no doubt, in official reports.  So far as can be seen, ‘B’ Troop’s tasks were carried out efficiently and reliably, especially in backing up  a ‘Z’ Troop section which found itself in some trouble winkling out snipers in one of the streets on our flank.  An Energa grenade from the house opposite the trouble spot cleared up the problem most satisfactorily.

The “Cease Fire”, announced at 2100 hours to be effective from Midnight, was received with remarks of disappointment and disbelief.  However, ‘ours not to reason why’.  The troop made itself comfortable ( a habit quickly learned in Cyprus) in a building which had served until that morning as a girl’s school, members of 8 Section emerging from their ‘boudoir’ (ladies staff bedroom) smelling strongly of the proverbial Burmese brothel!

The Egyptian episode lasted only a few days.  On 14th November we boarded the “Empire Fowey” which had disgorged it’s Royal Scots the previous day. The adventure was over.

Enlistment’s, especially of the NS marines were drawing to a close, and by Christmas, the ‘old’ Troop was beginning to break up.  By February 1957, it had disappeared - it was time to think about reunions!

Footnote:




3rd COMMANDO BRIGADE - SUEZ CASUALTIES

The following casualty list was published by the Admiralty :-


Killed in action: 




Wounded in action continued.(NS)


Lieut.

P.W. McCarthy



RM132284
Marine W.L.B. Briars


Lieut

E.A.V. Ufton



RM 132146
Marine E.G. Carr


Pl/X 4537 
Sgt.D.H.A. Dennis


RM131661
Marine B.F. Clark


RM15070 
Marine Lorin Dudhill


RM131499
Marine J.A. Clowes


RM 14285
Marine N.J. Fowler


RM131953
Marine M.I. Dalton


RM 15145 
Marine D. Howard


RM131832
Marine G.T. Edwards


RM11202
Marine B.J. Price


RM131921
Marine K. Esau


RM11158
Marine B.J. Short


RM131962
Marine R.M. Hope


RMV 202128
Marine R.J. Judge(NS)


RM132203
Marine B.J. King


RM131833
Marine C.E. Goodfellow (NS)

RM131906
Marine P.L. Morgan









RM131741
Marine M.J. Moulton









RM132208
Marine T. Prosser









RM131644
Marine A.J. Sharplin









RM131944
Marine B.A. Smith









RM132059
Marine P.E. Vines









RMV202163
Marine G.P. Rimmer









RMV202165
Marine P. Wild

Wounded in action (Regulars)

Lieut.-Colonel 
N.H.Tailyour, DSO.



RM12833
Marine R.Hunter

Lieut.

R.D.Edwards




RM14425
L/Cpl C.W. Ireland

Lieut.

J.C. Western




RM7340
Marine A.E. Isaacs

Pl/X 5146 
Clr.Sgt. A.W.E.Impett



RM12665
Marine T. McMahon

Pl/X 4588 
Sgt Marshall




RM1157
L/Cpl M.E. Mead

Po/X 4984 
Sgt.J.W.Powell




RM14654
Marine A.Middlewick

RM 9847
Cpl F.A.Pasrsonage



RM15036
Marine E.B. Nichols

RM12229 
Cpl J.L. Peerless



RM14660 
Marine A.H. Parris

RM10163
CplH.D. Le Poidevin



RM 15040 
Marine M.J. Philpott

RM9499
Cpl J.F. Rutherford



RM11856 
L/Cpl M.T.J. Porter

RM9824
Cpl S.J. Woodhouse



RM14462
Marine C. Smith

RM14419
Marine F. Bowring



RM14859
Marine W.R. Smith

RM15138
Marine M.G. Brown



RM 12974
Marine D. Thistleton

RM8806
Marine T.A.. Chaffey



RM15186
Marine S.P. Williams

RM14018
Marine K.J. Daniels 



RM10507 
Marine D.J. Wilson

RM13818
Marine J.G. Gotobed





Since 1958 the spirit of “Baker Troop” 45 Commando RM -1955-57 has lived on through annual re-unions at various venues all over the country including Eastney Barracks, Stonehouse Barracks and Whale Island.  In the span of fifty odd years since we were all together we have received three telemessages of congratulation from Prince Philip - Captain General of the Royal Marines - for an achievement which we consider unique in the history of the Corps.  To celebrate the 25th Anniversary of the Troop re-unions a ‘Pocket Memoir’ was produced for every member of the Troop and two copies presented to the Corps Museum at Eastney by the founding commanding officer Major F.A.T. Halliday MBE RM Ret’d who together with Major Richard Meadows RM Ret’d, our C.O at Suez, had attended from time to time albeit not together.  Due to stalwart detective work the Hon.Sec is in touch with over fifty members of the original Troop of seventy two officers and men.  Sadly, early on we lost Lt. Haines who was killed in Cyprus and Captain Terry Thompson who died on a combined services climbing expedition on Mt Everest.  However, his memory is saluted every year when after a few bevies we trot out the adopted troop signature tune of “McArthy’s Party” which ‘Paddy’ had taught us in the Troodos Mountains back in 1955.  More recently Captain Collingwood, the Troop Sgt Major at the time, died leaving sufficient funds to finance an all expenses paid Troop reunion and in March 1995 Dickey Meadows passed away after a long illness..  The card accompanying the wreath for Dickey Meadows read “ from the ‘Lads’ of yesteryear” which is how we all still consider ourselves forty years on.  Our most recent loss was C/Sgt Ray Cooper who attended the 1995 re-union a matter of weeks before his death and nothing would have stood in the way of his making it one more time  However, through the pages of the Globe & Laurel, ex ‘B’ Troop members are still turning up, Barry Harris, Geoff Alker and ‘Tuffer’ Smith all attended their first re-unions in 1995, ‘Tuffer’ Smith having made the journey from South Australia just to meet his one time ‘oppos’ forty years on.

In the introduction to the 1984 “Pocket Memoir” Major Andrew Halliday MBE wrote the following words.

The C.O. of 45 Commando, Cyprus 1955-56 gained the D.S.O.
Baker Troop Commander gained the M.B.E.

The Troop Sergeant Major won a well deserved B.E.M.

It is doubtful if either of these awards would have been merited had it not been for the OUTSTANDING successes of the men of Baker Troop putting into operation their Leaders’ plans.

I am now 63 years old and served 24 years of my family’s 135 years of service in the Royal Marines, while, having been through 6 years of the last War, I am a fair judge of standards.

The spirit, smartness and energy of Baker Troop were far above average in 45 and probably in the Commando Brigade. That they are now approaching the 25th Anniversary of their first re-union is unique for a sub-unit and proof of their exceptional morale and esprit. 
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