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INTRODUCTION



IN THE GREAT BRITISH tradition it was a glorious failure. Almost everything that could go wrong did. On 22 January 1991 – five days into the ground phase of the Gulf War – a patrol of 22 SAS was inserted deep behind enemy lines in the desert of Iraq. The eight-strong team had been tasked to help find the Scud missiles whose deployment against Israel by Saddam Hussein was jeopardizing the fragile Coalition. The story of what happened has become the stuff of legend. Compromised on the second day, unable to contact their base or use their emergency beacons, the patrol was attacked and split up. Following a farrago of mistakes, failures and sheer bad luck, three of the team died and four were captured. Only one managed to escape, in a near-suicidal trek to the Syrian border.


Bravo Two Zero, called the most decorated British patrol since the Boer War, has already found a place beside the likes of Lawrence of Arabia in modern military folklore. The most written-about, reported-on and debated incident in the history of Special Operations, it owes its fame mainly to the books published by two of its members, Bravo Two Zero, by the patrol commander, who writes under the alias ‘Andy McNab’ and The One That Got Away by the escapee, alias ‘Chris Ryan’. These books have enjoyed phenomenal success; both became massive bestsellers with combined sales in excess of three million. McNab’s book, presented as ‘The true story of an SAS patrol behind enemy lines in Iraq’, was hailed by James Adams of the Sunday Times as ‘the best account yet of the SAS in action’, while Soldier Magazine declared that Ryan’s book must ‘rank with the great escape stories of modern military history’. Both books have been turned into TV dramatizations and translated into many languages, ensuring that the fame of Bravo Two Zero has reached tens of millions of people worldwide. Ryan and McNab, who both went on to become writers of bestselling fiction, are probably the only major national British military heroes to have emerged in modern times. The saga of the Bravo Two Zero patrol has become a modern Charge of the Light Brigade and the blame for its failure has been placed in various quarters. McNab names the SAS hierarchy and intelligence sector, evoking the Bridge Too Far blunder at Arnhem by saying that the patrol was dropped in an area where ‘there were more than 3,000 Iraqi troops . . . effectively two armoured brigades that shouldn’t have been there, that intelligence hadn’t picked up’.1 He also says that the patrol was put into the field without reference to the fundamentals of military practice – what he calls the Seven Ps: Proper Prior Planning Prevents Piss Poor Performance. He says the patrol had no accurate maps, aerial photos or satellite images, were not given the correct radio frequencies, were not instructed to take cold-weather clothing or sleeping-bags, were not informed that the ground would be rocky rather than sandy, or even that the weather would be remarkably cold.


A third member of the patrol, who writes as ‘Mike Coburn’, but is referred to in the other books as ‘Mark’, has said recently that the RAF dropped them in the wrong place, and that the ‘Head Shed’ betrayed them by failing to send out an immediate rescue mission, but the blame for what went wrong is not laid solely on the Regimental hierarchy. One of the patrol members in particular – the dead Sergeant Vince Phillips – is vilified, particularly by Ryan, as the Jonas behind many of the unit’s misfortunes. According to Ryan, Phillips, the 2i/c (second-in-command) of the patrol, was incompetent, unprofessional and even cowardly. Writing that Phillips was nervous and twitchy before the operation, he says that the sergeant resented having to be there, and was anxious just to serve out the rest of his time in the army in peace. Ryan also writes that on the ground Phillips was negative and indecisive, accuses him of falling asleep on stag (sentry duty), and blames him squarely for compromising the patrol. Though McNab is by far the less scathing of the two, he hints that Phillips was responsible for the patrol splitting by failing to pass on a message, which, he writes, did not penetrate the sergeant’s ‘numbed brain’.


Although I was impressed by both books on first reading, I was left with a nagging feeling that something was wrong. If the Head Shed was truly as inept as both authors made out, and if their own colleague, Vince Phillips, was really incompetent, then the Regiment’s very excellence was being brought into question.


Like most who have served in the SAS family, I firmly believe that the Regiment is the finest fighting unit in the world. The best day of my life was the day I was presented with the buff-coloured beret of the SAS. I had just completed selection for 23 SAS, one of the Regiment’s two territorial units, and was immensely proud of what I had achieved. I still am. Like selection for 22 SAS, the regular unit, TA selection involves months of back-breaking legwork and culminates in a gruelling fortnight in the Brecon Beacons, with an overall attrition rate of ninety per cent. For me the toil was infinitely worthwhile, because I believe that the SAS beret symbolizes something rather rare in our society. It cannot be bought, inherited, or acquired by privilege. It has to be earned. I have served as a regular soldier in the Parachute Regiment and in the police Special Patrol Group anti-terrorist squad, but the sense of pride I felt that day on being initiated into the SAS remains unique.


Three years after passing selection for 23 SAS, I left Britain to become a volunteer teacher in a remote region of the Sudan. There I learned to speak Arabic and to handle a camel, and became so engrossed in Arab culture that I eventually gave up teaching to live with a traditional Bedouin tribe. These people, the Kababish, hardly belonged to the twentieth century at all. Owning no modern technology, no cars, TVs or radios, most could not read or write, and had not travelled in a motor vehicle, and many had never been in a city. Oblivious to politics in their own country, and often unaware even of the name of their own president, they lived an itinerant life unchanged for generations, moving their camels and goats from place to place in search of pasture and water. They lived in black tents and carried their entire world on their camels’ backs, their rifles always in their hands, ready to repel raiders. The most interesting aspect of their culture was the fact that people were never judged by what they owned. The most respected man was not the richest, but the one most endowed with the quality of ‘human-ness’ – a combination of courage, endurance, hospitality, generosity and loyalty. Among the Bedouin, a man’s word is his bond, and lying is considered the ultimate disgrace. The three years I spent living with the Bedouin were not only the most fascinating years of my life, but they also gave me a deep affection and respect for these desert nomads that I have never lost.


I also learned a great deal from them that I was able to put to good use later. In 1986–7, with my wife Mariantonietta, I made the first ever west–east crossing of the Sahara Desert by camel and on foot – a distance of 4,500 miles – in nine months. I lived among the ‘Fuzzy Wuzzies’ – the Beja tribes of the eastern Sudan – and crossed the Great Sand Sea of Egypt by camel with a Bedouin companion. In twenty years I have covered almost twenty thousand miles across the world’s deserts without the use of the internal combustion engine, and have lived and travelled with many nomadic peoples. It was the Regiment that prepared me for that, and I believe my life would have been very different without the lessons in determination, adaptability and resilience I learned with the SAS.


Since the Regiment’s excellence is a crucial baseline in my own life, I was particularly unwilling to believe that Vince Phillips – a senior NCO (non-commissioned officer) in that unit – could have been as inadequate as he has been portrayed. Phillips was the most experienced soldier in the patrol. With twenty years’ service under his belt, he had put in time with both the Parachute Brigade and the Commando Brigade before being accepted for the SAS. A champion army marathoner, he was also known for his outstanding physical fitness, and with nine years in the Regiment behind him, was more seasoned even than patrol commander McNab, let alone the relative newcomer Ryan. If Vince Phillips did not know his job, then the jury has to be out on the selection process that lies at the heart of the Regiment’s philosophy – a process that had been an important milestone for me.


There was another thing that bothered me about the portrayal of Phillips. Even in the event that what Ryan had written was correct, it is not in the Regiment’s tradition to publicly slander a fallen comrade who has no means of answering back. After all, Vince did not ‘beat the clock’, as they say in the Regiment – he made the supreme sacrifice for Queen and country, leaving a widowed wife and two fatherless daughters. While both Ryan and McNab have made millions from their books, Vince has become notorious as ‘the man who blew Bravo Two Zero’, and his body lies forgotten in the Regimental graveyard, without even a posthumous medal to redeem it.


My quest to find out about Vince took me to the deserts of Iraq, where I was able to follow in the footsteps of the Bravo Two Zero patrol, the first Western writer to be allowed in that area since the Gulf War. Not only was I able to view the ground on which the action had taken place, but I was also able to interview at least ten eyewitnesses. Many of these were simple Bedouin or Fellahin, with no axe to grind or reason not to tell the truth. What I discovered astonished me. It presented a very different picture from the stories told in McNab’s and Ryan’s books – indeed, it differed in almost every significant detail. If what I found out was correct, then Vince had not compromised the patrol, had not been responsible for the split, and had not behaved in the cowardly way Ryan describes.


My research revealed, moreover, that the blame for what went wrong could not be laid at the door of the Regimental command – responsibility for much of the Bravo Two Zero debacle lay squarely with the decorated ‘hero’ of the patrol, ‘Andy McNab’ himself.





CHAPTER
one



IN APRIL 2001, JUST OVER ten years since Jeff Phillips was told that his brother Vince had died in Iraq, I visited him at his home in Swindon. Jeff was a stocky, quiet, unassuming man, his features recognizably from the same mould as those of the elder brother whose portrait stared down at me from the wall of the small sitting-room. The portrait confirmed McNab’s description of Vince as a man who was every inch what a member of the public would expect an SAS man to look like: coarse, curly hair and sideboards and a curling moustache – McNab calls him ‘a big old boy, immensely strong’, who ‘walked everywhere – even up hills – as if he had a barrel of beer under each arm’.2 Jeff’s home had become a sort of shrine to Vince and as well as the portrait, there were photos, an impressive array of books and videos on Special Forces subjects, albums of newspaper cuttings and memorabilia, SAS shields, a shamagh, and even a ceramic plate with the winged-dagger crest. Jeff showed me Vince’s SAS beret and stable-belt, bought and presented to him by a comrade of Vince’s in the traditional ‘dead man’s auction’.


Jeff, himself a former platoon sergeant in the infantry, introduced me to his younger brother Steve and their mother Veronica, and as we talked it soon became clear that Vince had been a hero to the Phillips family: his service in the Regiment was a source of great pride. ‘He was very fit,’ Jeff said. ‘He used to run marathons, and he often went out walking in the Beacons. He was always well prepared too, and used to warn us not to go up into the mountains without the proper kit. That’s why we found it hard to believe when they told us he’d died of hypothermia. Dee (Vince’s wife) had an official letter from the Commanding Officer of 22 SAS saying he thought he’d died of hypothermia on the night of 25/26 January 1991, and the inquest came to the same conclusion. But in fact we still don’t know for sure what happened to him. Ryan maintains he just wandered off, so he never knew even if he was dead or alive, and in fact no one in the family ever saw him before he was buried. I took a pair of Vince’s trainers down to Hereford before the funeral to put in the coffin, because Vince loved his marathons, but the MOD wouldn’t let me in. They took the trainers, but wouldn’t let me see his body. Dee was offered a chance to see him, but turned it down at the last moment – we don’t know why. We have no idea what’s in the coffin, or even if it’s Vince at all. He might have been taken alive by the Iraqis, used as a human shield and blown to pieces for all we know.’


Worse than the mystery of what happened to Vince, Jeff told me, was the calumny that had been heaped upon his memory, particularly by Ryan. ‘My father died of cancer quite recently,’ he said, ‘and I put his death down to his worries about Vince. He never got over what Ryan said about him. It used to make him livid, and he was always writing letters to complain about the way he’d been portrayed. After the TV version of The One That Got Away came out, people used to come up to him at work and say, “Your son was the one who got Bravo Two Zero in the shit.” You can imagine how that made him feel – to have your son, my brother, remembered all over the world as a bungler and a coward. It really affected Dad badly, and in fact when he died the doctor told us, “There goes another victim of the Gulf War.”’


Ryan’s main charge against Vince was that he was responsible for compromising the patrol when he moved and was spotted by a boy herding goats near their hiding place. Ryan says that Vince later admitted he had seen the boy, and concludes that in this case the boy must have seen Vince. ‘I don’t believe Vince was as nervous as Ryan said,’ Jeff told me. ‘Nor do I believe he compromised the patrol. He was far too professional for that.’


One of the worst blows to Vince’s memory, though, came from a classified SAS report that had been leaked to the Mail on Sunday, concluding that Vince had been ‘difficult to work with’ and ‘lacked the will to survive’. Alleging that ‘his heart was simply not in the task’, the report also accused him of falling asleep on watch and of ‘compromising the operation by getting up and moving about when the others were hiding from a goatherd’. It was evident that the stain on Vince’s honour had caused great pain and anguish to the Phillips family, so I wanted to find out for myself what really happened.


MONTHS EARLIER, WHEN RICHARD Belfield of Fulcrum TV and Charles Furneaux of Channel 4 had suggested that I should go to Iraq with a film-crew to investigate what really happened, I’d been hesitant. For a start, there was still a war on in the country; with UN sanctions in place and US and British aircraft flying bombing sorties in the south, I didn’t believe that the Iraqis would give me the time of day. Secondly, I still felt a sense of loyalty to the Regiment, and didn’t want to be seen as engaged on some kind of debunking exercise against the SAS.


Not long before my meeting with the Phillips family, however, the first of my reservations was demolished when Baghdad suddenly granted permission to film after almost nine months of waiting. My encounter with Jeff, Steve and Veronica now convinced me that I had a genuine mission. My way had been opened, too, by other cracks that had recently begun to appear in the Bravo Two Zero story.


The previous December, in Auckland, New Zealand, Mike Coburn had fought and won a court case against UK Special Forces for the right to publish a third book about the mission, entitled Soldier Five. In his Statement of Defence, Coburn said that he wanted to set the record straight with regard to Vince Phillips, who, he declared, had been unfairly denigrated by Ryan in The One That Got Away, and made the scapegoat for much that went wrong. Elsewhere, Coburn wrote that Ryan had ‘betrayed the ethos of the SAS, namely: honesty, integrity and loyalty, and defiled the names of those who died and are unable to defend themselves’. Under oath, Coburn and a fourth colleague, Mal, known in the story as ‘Stan’, stated that both Ryan and McNab had distorted the facts in their books.


During the same court case, the former Chief of UK Special Forces, who had been CO of 22 SAS during the Gulf War, condemned McNab’s book as ‘untruthful’ and referred to Ryan’s ‘selling out’ of Vince as ‘disgusting’, despite the apparent revelations of the leaked report. The most damning evidence of all, though, came from Peter Ratcliffe, former Regimental Sergeant Major of 22 SAS during the Gulf War who won the DCM for bravery and leadership while heading an SAS unit behind enemy lines. In his book Eye of the Storm, Ratcliffe wrote that neither McNab’s nor Ryan’s written accounts of the Bravo Two Zero mission tallied with the official debriefings they had given in the UK after the war. He likened both books to ‘cheap war fiction’ and stated for the record that in his opinion both Ryan and McNab had betrayed the proud traditions of the Regiment. He declared that though these authors hid behind pseudonyms, members of 22 SAS knew who they were and regarded them with ‘contempt or ridicule or both’.


These new revelations not only suggested that the jury was out on both Ryan and McNab, but also that there were other mysteries attached to the Bravo Two Zero story. When I turned back to the books for a more detailed reading, I began to notice things I had missed first time around. In fact, apart from the basic outline of the story, they might in some places have been descriptions of different events. They did not even agree on what task the patrol had been set. While McNab stated that they had been sent to ‘locate and destroy Scud missiles and landlines’, ranging along a 250-kilometre stretch of road, Ryan maintained that their job was to mount a covert operation watching traffic movement. Many of the discrepancies were mutually exclusive – it didn’t take a genius to realize that both accounts could not be correct. ‘The public has been misled into believing they know the truth about Bravo Two Zero,’ said Grant Illingworth, Coburn’s lawyer in the Auckland trial, ‘when the truth has been obscured and distorted.’ Clearly there were many unresolved questions about Bravo Two Zero, quite apart from the reputation of Vince Phillips, and I realized that my particular combination of experience – as an Arabic speaker, a desert explorer, and an ex-member of 23 SAS – well qualified me to investigate these discrepancies. Having seen the distress Ryan’s account had caused the Phillips family, and in the light of the new evidence from Coburn, Ratcliffe and others, I promised Jeff, Steve and Veronica that I would visit Iraq, follow in the footsteps of the Bravo Two Zero patrol, and find out for myself what had happened. Above all, I would try to discover exactly how and where Vince had died.





CHAPTER
two



THANKS TO THE UN SANCTIONS there were no scheduled flights to Baghdad and we were obliged to drive in overland from Amman, Jordan, in cumbersome GMC vehicles provided by our fixers, Goran and Deilan: trim, energetic, quick-witted young Kurdish brothers who had worked for the BBC before shifting to escorting visiting film-crews. We left Amman on a hot day in May, and soon the built-up suburbs of the city fell away, to be replaced by the green, brown and red plains of the desert, a desolation stretching as far as the eye could see on both sides. Although this desert spans part of Syria, Jordan and Iraq, it is all of one piece geographically, and is properly referred to as the Badiyat Ash-Sham, or the Syrian Desert. Around 3000 BC, when the pyramids were being built in Egypt, the fringes of this desert were inhabited by a people called the Amorites, who had cattle, donkeys, sheep and goats. A thousand years later, having acquired the camel, the Amorites were able to colonize the desert interior, and so the Badu – literally, the people of the Badiya, now known as the Bedouin – were born.


When most people think of deserts, they imagine sand dunes rolling on endlessly like the waves of a sea, but the Syrian Desert is nothing like that: in fact, there is very little sand. It is more like desolate, arid moorland, basically rocky or muddy, with stunted hills and high plateaux here and there, occasionally cut by steep-sided wadis. Although there are virtually no trees, the soil is fertile, raising sparse desert vegetation and often cultivated by the Bedouin after the rains.


On the way to the Iraqi border we passed through Azraq, once a beautiful oasis of palm trees around a silver pool, and the site of the Roman castle that was T. E. Lawrence’s base during his desert campaigns of 1917–18. The castle is still there, almost lost among streets of breeze-block housing, and a brief visit reminded me of the long experience the British had of fighting in this desert. Lawrence himself provided a comprehensive handbook on campaigning here, Seven Pillars of Wisdom, which outlines the extreme conditions to be experienced in this desert in winter. ‘Nothing in Arabia could be more cutting than the north wind,’ Lawrence wrote. ‘It blew through our clothes as if we had none, fixed our fingers into claws.’ Describing how he had to light fires under camels’ bellies to revive them in the biting cold, Lawrence also said he sometimes had to drag his Bedouin soldiers up by their hair to prevent them from falling into the stupor that hypothermia brings. ‘The winter’s power drove leaders and men into the villages,’ he wrote. ‘Twice I ventured up to taste the snow-laden plateau . . . but life there was not tolerable. In the day it thawed a little, but at night it froze. The wind cut open the skin: fingers lost power and sense of feel: cheeks shivered like dead leaves until they could shiver no more, then bound up muscles in a witless ache . . .’ Seventy years later, McNab echoed Lawrence, writing, ‘I had known cold before, in the Arctic, but nothing like this. This was lying in a freezer cabinet feeling your body heat slowly slip away.’3 Although McNab says that 1991 saw the coldest winter in the region in thirty years, winter temperatures in the western desert are commonly below freezing, and have been known to dip to an incredible minus fourteen degrees Celsius. Bearing in mind that two of the patrol reportedly died of hypothermia, it seemed to me that Lawrence’s experience might have proved a lesson worth learning.


Although David Stirling is credited with founding the SAS, the principles on which the Regiment operates were developed by Lawrence during the Arab campaign in 1916–17 against the Ottoman Turks. The Turks’ lifeline in Arabia was the Hejaz railway, completed in 1908, which connected their garrisons there with the outside world. But the railway ran through 800 miles of desert in which the Bedouin could come and go as they pleased. Lawrence saw that the way to victory for irregular fighters was not to confront superior forces, but to hit the enemy with a small, mobile force at its weakest points – bridges, locomotives, watering-stations – and run away into the desert where the Turks could not follow. He had discovered desert power. It was this strategy that David Stirling took up when he formed L Detachment of the Special Air Service Brigade in North Africa in 1941. When his original idea of dropping trained saboteurs by parachute failed, however, he turned to the real desert experts, the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), who had perfected the techniques of desert motoring and navigation. With the LRDG as their transport and navigation arm, SAS patrols were able to hit enemy airfields and supply dumps and disappear back into the desert, just as Lawrence had done on his camels. The raiding partnership between the LRDG and the SAS was brilliantly successful, and accounted for more German aircraft on the ground than the RAF did in the air. The key to desert power, whether by camel or car, was mobility. As the CO of the LRDG, Guy Prenderghast, told Stirling after his first abortive parachute drop, ‘Once actually on the ground, a party of men moving about on foot in the desert cannot get far.’ The SAS is proud of its history and traditions, yet some of the very principles on which it had been founded seem to have been forgotten in the Bravo Two Zero affair.


THE OFFICIALS AT THE IRAQI border were gruff, but no gruffer than such men are almost everywhere, and the formalities took up no more than an hour and a half. The only bugbear was the compulsory AIDS test, which none of us had particularly been looking forward to, but for which we had prepared by bringing our own sterile needles. As it happened, we didn’t need them. A judicious handshake from our twenty-two-year-old Kurdish fixer, Goran, seemed to have settled the matter. Once through the frontier checkpoints, it was as if a prison door had slammed shut behind us, and it was difficult to rid myself of the idea that we were entering enemy territory. Perhaps it was the succession of giant portraits of a stern-looking Saddam Hussein that set my mind on edge, but it was an effort to forget that some dark things had happened in this country not so long ago. No doubt they were still happening. Goran told me that the Iraqi national football team had recently lost a match against Turkestan. Uday, the President’s son, and Chairman of the team, had had his players tortured to make sure they never lost again. The story made me laugh, until I remembered that there was no British Embassy in Baghdad to run to if things went wrong. From now on we were on our own.


The light was already dwindling as we sped away from the border along a superbly built multi-lane highway with virtually no other traffic on it, taking us straight into the heart of Iraq. The highway had been constructed by a German company and had been completed, but not opened, by the time the Gulf War broke out. In January 1991 it had proved a major obstacle to a motorized SAS patrol – commanded by RSM Peter Ratcliffe – which had needed to cross it in order to reach the target, a missile command and control station nicknamed Victor Two. The desert here was punctuated by the black tents of Bedouin, who, but for the motor vehicles parked outside, appeared to be living much the same lives as their Amorite ancestors had 4,000 years ago. As darkness descended across the desert I fell asleep in the passenger seat, and when I woke again we were in Baghdad.


Having seen the surreal, shell-shocked streets of west Beirut in the early 1990s, I had been expecting something similar in Baghdad. In fact it was a bustling, pleasant, modern city on the banks of the Tigris, with well-stocked shops and packed restaurants, showing few scars of the Allied bombing of recent years. There was nothing more out of the ordinary, indeed, than the occasional S60 antiaircraft battery on the high buildings. There was no heavy military or police presence on the streets, and we were allowed to come and go without restrictions, wandering across the Tigris bridges – all rebuilt since 1991 – and through the flea-market and Ottoman bazaars.


The first thing that struck me about the Iraqis was their extreme friendliness and courtesy. I’d been prepared by the western media for fanatics capable of lynching a foreigner at the drop of a hat. Instead, I found open, ordinary, civilized folk getting on with their lives as best they could, without any apparent animosity towards me at all. Twice I entered an old teashop in the centre of Baghdad – a place of crude wooden benches, with a bank of gas-jets heating water in battered brass vessels, where men sat chatting quietly or nodding over hookah-pipes. Several men came over to ask me where I was from, and when I told them, they questioned me without the slightest hint of malice.


There was little obvious poverty in the main streets, but UN officials had recently reported an alarming rise in infant mortality, and unemployment in Baghdad was reckoned to be at fifty per cent. The souqs were full of valuable items that were going for a song – gold watches, cameras, Dunhill cigarette-lighters – no doubt ditched by their owners in a desperate last attempt to get some capital. It was as if the contents of everyone’s attics had suddenly hit the market at rock-bottom prices. For six dollars I bought a British-made prismatic compass in perfect condition, which in London would have cost me three hundred dollars.


The features I encountered most frequently were the ubiquitous portraits of Saddam Hussein, which glared or smiled down from every street corner. These portraits represented the President in various guises: the paternal Saddam cuddling a child, the military Saddam in bemedalled uniform, the Arab prince in stately robes, the Iraqi Fellah in knotted headcloth, the sociable Saddam squatting with a glass of tea, the devout Saddam performing his prayers, and the westernized, modern Saddam resplendent in a white suit – there was even a relaxed Saddam talking on the telephone. There was something for almost everyone here – a man for all seasons, I thought. The real Saddam, however, appeared to be keeping a low profile, and sometimes I began to wonder if he actually existed at all.


Uday was the number two or three at the Ministry of Information, a grave-looking man who had been a professional journalist in Paris before the war, and who had the rather disconcerting habit of addressing me as ‘my dear’. In his spacious but spartan office on the top floor of the Ministry building he welcomed us with a prepared speech about the resilient nature of the Iraqi people and how you could not defeat a nation with a civilization going back 6,000 years. It was propaganda, but I took his point. The earliest civilizations known to man – Babylon, Sumer, Akkad, Assyria and others – had flourished in the valleys of the Euphrates and the Tigris thousands of years before Christ. Beside them, even the ancient Egyptians were newcomers, and the British and Americans little more than literate barbarians. When I went over what I had come here to do, and emphasized that I wanted to follow the routes of the Bravo Two Zero patrol on foot, he shook his head and looked worried. ‘That is difficult,’ he said. ‘Very difficult indeed.’ I assumed he had thought it would be enough for me to pursue my research in Baghdad. When I continued, saying that I hoped to find eyewitnesses – the shepherd-boy Ryan and McNab said had spotted them, the driver of the bulldozer who had approached their LUP, local militia involved in the initial firefight, the driver of the taxi they had hijacked, witnesses of the battles the patrol had fought near the Syrian border, the men who found Vince Phillips’s body, personnel who had interrogated the patrol – he actually laughed. ‘I have read your CV, my dear,’ he said. ‘You should know very well that people such as this shepherd-boy are nomads. They move on all the time. It is very unlikely that they will be in the same place now, and how will you find them? As for the military personnel involved, we are talking about ten years ago, when we had a huge conscript army. Since then people have died and moved all round the country, records have been lost or burned or blown up, and the whole system of administration has been changed. How will you find a taxi driver when you don’t know the man’s name or even the number of his car? There are thousands of taxi drivers in Iraq. You are looking for needles in haystacks – it is most unlikely that you will find any eyewitnesses. Why don’t you stay in Baghdad, shoot some film here instead?’


I left his office feeling depressed. Nobody in the Ministry of Information seemed to have heard of the SAS or Bravo Two Zero. In the scale of a war in which at least 100,000 Iraqis died and 63,000 were captured, I realized suddenly, an eight-man patrol was very small fry indeed. And yet McNab wrote that the patrol had accounted for at least two hundred and fifty Iraqi casualties, so someone, somewhere, must have felt the impact of the operation.


For the next few days I hung around the hotel disconsolately waiting for news, and it began to occur to me that the Iraqis had no intention of letting me wander around their deserts. The government had applied for the UN sanctions to be lifted again and in some quarters opinion was shifting in their favour. Probably, I reflected gloomily, they had seen an opportunity to get a British film-crew into Baghdad and score some sympathetic foreign coverage free of charge.


My mood wasn’t heightened when Ahmad, a stringy, reserved and rather morose man from the Ministry of Information, suggested a visit to the Amiriya Bunker to pass the time. It was a civic air-raid shelter situated in a residential area of Baghdad that had been hit by American missiles in February 1991, and 400 civilians – among them many children – had been killed. It was a sobering experience, to say the least. The place had been left almost exactly as it was when it had been hit, with a vast hole punched through a roof of stressed concrete ten feet thick. The walls and floor were still blackened from the blast, and Ahmad told me that the rescue services hadn’t been able to open the vast steel doors, so by the time they had cut through them with oxyacetylene torches, most of the survivors had been burned to ashes. Actually, the bunker had been hit by two laser-guided missiles: an incendiary rocket that had come through the air-vent and the explosive missile which had caused the gaping wound in the roof. Photos of the dead children decorated the walls, as well as pictures of the scorched and mutilated bodies being removed. The Coalition had claimed that the bunker was being used by Saddam Hussein’s military command, and even that the apparent civilian casualties had been ‘invented’ by the Iraqis. However, foreign reporters who were allowed to inspect the place at the time found no evidence that it had been used by the military, and Alan Little of the BBC, who watched the mangled bodies being carried out, concluded that this was something totally beyond the ability of the Iraqi Ministry of Information to stage-manage. ‘This morning we saw the charred and mutilated remains of those nearest the door,’ he told viewers. ‘They were piled into the back of a truck: many were barely recognizable as human. Men from the district pushed and jostled through the crowd to find news of their families, many distressed to the point of panic.’
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