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1
At First



The Guinness Book of Records described me as ‘the youngest posthumous baronet’. This unwanted claim to fame came about because my father, another Ranulph, was killed during the Italian Campaign in the Second World War four months before my birth. In June 1943 he came home on leave and I was conceived. When he left, my mother was never to see him again. He commanded the Royal Scots Greys at Salerno and, reconnoitring a bridge over the Pescara River unarmed and alone, he surprised three Germans in a cave and took them prisoner at the point of his briar pipe. Not far from Naples, checking out a possible route of advance, my father trod on a German S-type mine and died in a Naples hospital. My mother never remarried. From childhood I wanted to be as he was. Especially I wanted to command the Royal Scots Greys.


My grandmother, Florrie, had lost her elder son in the First World War, now she had lost her younger son, and her husband had also died. She had nothing left to keep her in Sunningdale, so as soon as the war was over she decided to return to her own family in South Africa and my mother, three elder sisters and I were wafted along in her wake. We arrived in Table Bay in January 1947. I was two and a half. A cousin came to meet us and welcome us to our new country. Turning to me, he asked Granny: ‘And what is her name?’ Granny exploded, for she was very proud of her only grandson. ‘But,’ protested the cousin, ‘how can you blame anyone for mistaking his sex when you doll his curly hair up with these long blue ribbons?’ My ribbons, the height of Sunningdale kiddies’ fashion, were removed that very evening, never to be worn again.


There were thirty-three cousins in Granny’s family, the Rathfelders, most of whom lived in happy harmony in Constantia, the Valley of the Vines, in the shadow of Table Mountain, which was an idyllic place for a small boy to grow up. There were no white children of my age in the valley except cousin Bella who cried all the time. Soon the coloured boys took me to their homes and showed me how to play their version of Pooh-sticks under the plank-bridge by their stream. Over the next four years our little gang often roamed the valley, avoiding the forest with its baboons and packs of wild dogs. Bamboo spears and short leather straps to whip the dirt were de rigueur and I became co-leader of the gang along with a one-armed lad named Archie. My mother, meanwhile, became fervently involved with a then relatively docile anti-apartheid movement known as Black Sash and drove about collecting signatures on behalf of coloured people’s rights.


In October 1950 Granny Florrie suffered a stroke. She died quietly in the house she loved and was mourned by everyone in the valley. The funeral was held in the Anglican church in Constantia, although our normal place of worship was St Saviour’s in Claremont, where Canon Wade had two skinny little daughters. The younger, Virginia, later became an English tennis star who won the Women’s Singles at Wimbledon.


At prep school the severe-faced headmaster who beat me from time to time for good reason, awarded me the Divinity Prize. I decided briefly to become a priest, until Pathé News showed the first ascent of Everest. Somehow I was left with the muddled impression that Mr Hillary and a Chinese friend had been sent up this great mountain, higher even than Table Mountain, as a wedding present for the English Queen. I, too, would become a climber of mountains and stick the British flag into fierce features of far-flung landscapes; but only after being colonel of the Royal Scots Greys.


My mother had been brought up in another era and in different circumstances. She had married at nineteen and left her protected family environment without even knowing how to boil an egg or iron a shirt. When Granny Florrie died, she was on her own for the first time, with nobody to turn to for advice. Eventually, in 1954 she decided we should return to England. I promised, on saying goodbye, to write to Archie and the gang, but I don’t think I ever did.


While Mother house-hunted, I was packed off to my new English prep school in purple blazer and cap and grey flannels. After sobbing into my pillow for the first week I came to enjoy Sandroyd School in Wiltshire as it transformed itself from a hostile planet into an exciting playground. My sisters and I had all developed the Afrikaaner way with English vowels, but English schooling soon eradicated this and in the dormitory I discovered my South African years were an unsuspected asset when it came to spinning ‘tales of the jungle’. I only told my stories on Saturday nights, mainly because we were given our weekly chocolate bars on Saturday afternoon. I charged a square of chocolate from each listener.


About the time of my twelfth birthday my mother purchased St Peter’s Well, a long, low house that had once been three cottages on the edge of the village of Lodsworth in Sussex. Right across the front garden wall, as far as the eye could see, stretched a paradise of fields, valleys and forest. The River Lod ran along the bottom of our valley and one day my sister Gill – then seventeen – and I canoed down past where it joined the Rother, paddling through the domain of dragonfly, swan and kingfisher, until we passed through a cleft in the South Downs and reached the Arun and, at length, the sea. Mother collected us and the canoe in her bull-nosed Morris Minor. She owned this car for twenty years and to the best of my knowledge never once exceeded thirty miles per hour, probably causing numerous crashes by frustrated speedsters.


A month before our own arrival, a family of five settled in the hamlet of River, a mile from Lodsworth. Mr Pepper ran a chalk pit at Amberley. There were two sons about my age and a daughter of nine, three years my junior. We were invited to tea.


‘You must put shoes on, Ranulph,’ my mother said sharply. ‘People do not expect visitors with bare feet, especially on first acquaintance.’


‘I don’t want to go to tea with two boring boys and a silly girl. Can’t I go down to the river this afternoon?’


Exasperated, my mother was firm. ‘They are our neighbours. We can’t be rude, and how do you know they are boring or silly since you’ve never met them?’


So we went to tea at the Peppers. There were excellent cakes which made up for lost time by the river, and the boys were not boring. In the attic they had an elaborate electric train set, the working of which they were happy to explain to me.


After a while a pin pricked my knee under the table and I knelt to spot the cause. I had quite forgotten the boys’ sister, Virginia. Her brothers ignored her in a pointed fashion so I had done likewise. Now I saw that she had been playing all along underneath the table and had fired a spring-loaded toy cannon at me.


‘Stop it. That hurt,’ I told her.


She screwed up her nose at me.


I went back to the trains, rather hoping that she might fire another pin. But she didn’t. I had noticed that her eyes were very blue, almost violet, and that her eyelashes were long. Soon afterwards, I returned to school. Common entrance exams came and went. I passed with just sufficient marks to make it into Eton. My mother was proud and delighted and so was I, for luckily I could not foresee the immediate future.


My great misfortune was to be a pretty little boy. I can hardly blame Eton for that, yet my memories of the place are tarnished because of it.


My mother drove me to Mr Parr’s House at Eton, the Morris Minor laden with suitcases, a colourful rug and two framed prints of spaniels. Accustomed to Sandroyd with its hundred pupils, I was awed by the thought of over 1,000 boys, many of them eighteen-year-olds and over six feet tall. Some, I was told, used razors.


At Sandroyd my baronetcy and my South African background had proved to be good for my street cred. Here there were numerous ex-colonials, and baronets were trashy nonentities eclipsed by a welter of earls, lords and viscounts. At first the customs, the colloquialisms and local geography left me bemused. Those first weeks were like an attempt to gain a set of daily changing objectives blindfolded in a swamp, with a host of hostile custodians shouting instructions in a weird language.


The fagging system was an ever-present bane of my existence. The six senior boys in each House had only to stand at their doors and scream ‘Boyyyy!’ for every faggable boy within earshot to drop whatever he was doing and head at maximum speed to the source of the scream. He who arrived last was fagged. Trying to come to terms with this amazing new world, I had little time to be homesick and even less for leisure. But I did find myself attracted to the Drawing Schools where the senior master was a kindly soul named Wilfrid Blunt whose younger brother Anthony was in charge of the Queen’s paintings and pursued other activities we knew nothing about at the time.


Quite when and how the horror started is now lost to me since the mind does its best to heal the deepest sores. But I believe I had been at Eton about a month when two older boys entered my room just before lunchtime.


‘They say you’re a tart, Fiennes. Did you know?’


‘What,’ I asked them, ‘is a tart?’ But they giggled together with much uplifting of eyebrows and wouldn’t tell me. Eventually I discovered that in Eton slang a tart is a boy who sells himself for sexual activities in return for favours, be they in cash or kind. There could be no lower form of life. I must prove my innocence at once.


‘I am not a tart,’ I would protest. I did not realise that any pretty boy at Eton is going to be labelled a tart and that gossip is based not on what actually happens but on what the gossipers would like to think has happened.


Perhaps if some male relative had warned me of the impending problems adolescence at Eton would involve, I might somehow have forearmed myself. But I had no brothers, no uncles and no father. My tormentors were unremitting. I seriously contemplated throwing myself off the bridge over the Thames between Eton and Windsor, only restrained by the thought of making my mother suffer. Instead I decided to cultivate a perpetual scowl and join the school boxing team. I also enlisted my mother’s support to allow me to switch early from the the bum-freezer, the short cutaway jackets worn by Etonians under five feet four, to the less provocative tailcoat of the bigger boys. But neither the new tailcoats that hung protectively over my backside, nor my well-practised scowl, nor even a gradually growing reputation as a pugilist could alter my girlish face. Boys had crushes on me and the verbal torment continued.


Fortunately, time was on my side. Each term brought a fresh crop of pretty faces to distract the gossips. Slowly, I began to enjoy one or two aspects of Eton life. History was my favourite subject, especially the study of British naval heroes and explorers. But one attempt to show off rebounded when I shot my hand up to the master’s question: ‘What did Stanley say at his famous jungle meeting?’ My instant reply, ‘Kiss me, Livingstone,’ was greeted with the derision it deserved. At that time an attempt to complete the crossing of Antarctica was in progress, led by Sir Vivian Fuchs and my Everest hero Sir Edmund Hillary. Our history master traced the course of the expedition on an ancient chart of the frozen continent.


German, with a new master, David Cornwell, had taken on a new lease of life. He kept the language interesting and the lessons enjoyable. But he left Eton quite soon, sadly for us but profitably from his point of view, when his income rocketed thanks to the books which he wrote under the name of John le Carré.


I had always found making friends at Eton difficult and I only began to enjoy life at school after meeting Michael Denny who was ‘in the Library’ (i.e. a prefect) at Mr Crusoe’s House, the House nearest to Eton’s tallest and most imposing building, School Hall. Since neither Denny nor I was an experienced climber it is difficult to conjure up quite why we began to climb together, but somehow the partnership was formed and, as a result, my last eighteen months at Eton included a good deal of nocturnal excitement.


There is nothing new about stegophily, the dictionary term for the practice of climbing buildings by night. It has nothing to do with the more normal sport of rock-climbing. Indeed, since I had no head for heights and easily succumbed to vertigo, daytime climbing was anathema to me. The beauty of night-climbing is that the thrill of danger is present without the full visual impact of the drop below. Denny and I hoisted assorted dustbins or lavatory seats onto various prized pinnacles and watched with secret pleasure while steeplejacks with ropes and long ladders brought them down again. In some of our activities we were aided and abetted by Chris Cazenove, already an aspiring actor with the Eton Dramatic Society and adept at putting on an innocent face under questioning.


As my time at Eton drew to a close I had to decide on my future. But there had really only ever been one career choice. One day I would be commanding officer of the Royal Scots Greys, like my father. That was the summit of my ambitions and to that end I had joined the Eton College Corps and enjoyed every moment of the training. There were still officers and men in the Royal Scots Greys who had served with my father eighteen years before and remembered him by his nickname, ‘Colonel Lugs’, on account of his slightly prominent ears. But family connections were no longer a pass into the Army. Now, to enter the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, you needed at least two General Certificates of Education at Advanced Level, including mathematics or physics, and five certificates at Ordinary Level. This precluded any chance of my becoming a professional officer by the normal route. But there was a possible alternative: to obtain a short-service commission through Mons Officer Cadet School and, once in the Army on a two-year commission, to try to extend. Even for Mons, however, I would need a minimum of five Ordinary Level passes and nearly five years of Eton had only gained me four. After consultation with my house master, my mother told me the wonderful news that I could leave Eton at the end of the summer term and enrol in a specialist crammer abroad.


And so I became an Old Etonian. I wonder if I would be a different sort of person now if I had missed out on those early years of hell. In one sense it proved the perfect preparation for the trickier vicissitudes of life, since nothing would ever be so bad again. I arrived at Eton full of self-assurance, buoyant from happy days at Sandroyd. Public school and three long years of remorseless nastiness squeezed every last trace of confidence from me. It would take a long time to get back to a balanced state. I still find myself overly sensitive to the least criticism, a direct hangover from Eton days.


To summarise my old school: location hard to beat; facilities excellent; staff above average. My only complaint was the nature of some of my fellow inmates but all schools have their share of nasty little boys. The acid test must be: if I had a son, would I send him there? I cannot honestly say that I would not.







2
Young Love and the SAS



The Eton College Corps held an annual fourteen-day summer camp and, although I had left the school, I was eligible to attend. The Norwegian Army training base at Kvamskogen, north of Bergen, was deep in mountainous country. The captain of Parr’s House, Neville Howard, led the enemy patrol and lived rough in the mountains throughout our fortnight at Kvamskogen. He was to become commanding officer of the SAS in later years. Sodden clothing and bruised bodies helped all 300 fledgling officers decide whether or not to plump for careers in khaki.


Rather than return to England with the rest, I hitchhiked back with another boy as far as Copenhagen. There we squandered dwindling funds at Tivoli, sat in sunny parks staring with longing at the abundance of leggy blondes, and wound up on the Tuborg lager factory guided tour. There were two types of tour ticket, one for German nationals and one for the rest of the world. Our non-Teuton group went first and polished off the bountiful supplies of free lager. These were not replenished for the Germans: war-time memories were still bitter.


Unable to cope with the lashings of alcohol, I misplaced my equally befuddled companion and did not see him again for several months. I continued alone through Denmark and Germany. That was my first expedition and, as I explained to my mother back in Lodsworth, its success proved I was quite ready to face whatever challenges awaited me in the language cramming university I was to be sent to in Aix-en-Provence.


The challenge of the opposite sex still remained to be cracked. My first cousin, Greville ‘Gubbie’ Napier, lived in nearby Midhurst where he managed an antique shop called Keil’s. Being five years my senior, he was worldly wise about those very beings my male-only public school had hidden from me but which now loomed enormous on my seventeen-year-old horizon – girls.


‘France is the place,’ he told me one day, sipping tea in the cluttered backroom of Keil’s. ‘French girls cannot say no or even non. They are unrivalled in both beauty and naughtiness.’


We determined to launch an invasion of Paris without delay.


‘How do we get there?’ I asked. ‘I have £15 in the world.’


Gubbie waved his tin of Keil’s Beeswax in the air. ‘Absolutely no problem. You are the expert on hitchhiking and I am an expert on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French furniture. We will have a wonderful time.’


The hitching went well as far as Dieppe. Thereafter, despite or because of the Union Jacks on our packs, our thumbs prodded the air in vain. Nobody stopped. We set down our packs in the steady French drizzle and applied ourselves to Plan B. We had been taught about the old Franco-Scottish entente cordiale at school, so we produced kilts from our packs and donned these. But the French truck drivers had not received the same history lessons and continued to roar past. This is where Gubbie’s brilliance came into play. Another rummage in our packs produced scarves which we wound cunningly round our heads and necks so that from behind, if not examined too closely through windscreen wipers, we just might be taken for girls. It worked. A lorry stopped. The driver was from Yorkshire and before he had time to realise his mistake, we had swarmed aboard and were overwhelming him with gratitude.


And so, eventually, we got to Paris where we ogled the street ladies but declined their offers on the grounds that our exchequer was down to the bread-line. Gubbie, born and brought up in Scotland, decided we would recoup funds by singing Scottish ditties in cafés, wearing our kilts of course. We made just enough to travel by bus back to Dieppe, where we called upon the British consul for a £10 loan to get us back to Sussex. He agreed, providing we told him a dirty joke. Amazing though it now seems, neither of us in our hour of need could remember a single joke, clean or dirty, but the consul relented and we were able to buy ferry tickets.


At home in Lodsworth I had long since made friends with Peter Tooth, son of the local chief woodsman. Together we roamed the countryside on our bicycles and also indulged in local roof-climbing between Lodsworth and Midhurst. We never read books or listened to music and we didn’t have television. A favourite wet-weather wargame took place in the ‘gallery’ at home where my mother had hung Granny Florrie’s portraits of Fiennes ancestors. One day my aim was poor and an arrow sped past Peter’s ear, burying itself in the left cheek of Gregory Fiennes, the 14th Lord Saye and Sele. Today he hangs in our sitting room on Exmoor and I much regret his patched-up port jowl. Peter found instructions in some magazine for making explosives. I studied these for several days and experimented with growing quantities of granulated sugar and weedkiller until our activities were brought to a halt after I had blown up my mother’s best brass flower vase and terrified the neighbours.


One Saturday, while still at Eton, I went to the Lodsworth Village Flower Show where my mother had great hopes for her marrow entries. The village hall was full, so I wandered off to see if Peter was about. He wasn’t, but I noticed a slim girl of about thirteen wearing a blue and white skirt and a sports shirt with short sleeves. I was sure God had never designed any girl so perfectly. I sat on an onion display and watched her.


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ It was my mother.


‘Oh, yes,’ I said with enormous feeling. My mother looked at me surprised and pleased, for I did not normally enthuse over her vegetables. She had won a prize and so, both elated, we headed back to the Morris Minor. She stopped in the carpark to chat with the occupant of the next car, an Aston Martin. It was Mrs Pepper from River and beside her sat the vision.


‘This is Virginia, remember her?’ Mrs Pepper said. ‘She’s back from Eastbourne for half-term.’ The girl smiled politely at my mother and looked briefly at me with total unconcern. That evening I told Peter about her.


‘Does she like you?’


‘I think she couldn’t care less. I might have been a concrete gnome from the look she gave me.’


‘Ah,’ said Peter, knowingly. ‘That is an excellent sign. They get taught at school nowadays that the best way to attract the man they want is to ignore him.’


The passport to success in adolescent society at that time was the ability to twist and knowing how to kiss. I achieved the former. The latter was a mystery. A life of kissing sisters and mother out of family love interfered with my zeal to kiss out of desire. Then some senior lady with little patience at a barbecue in Hook prised my teeth apart with her tongue and, after the initial shock, I learned what was required.


A fortnight after returning from France, Gubbie had involved himself with a fuzzy-haired beauty with long legs so I went alone to a Liss party on the Vespa scooter my mother had given me for Christmas. Two of the girls decided to raid their old school, a nearby mansion where Dame Margaret Rutherford had recently filmed The Happiest Days of Your Life. The entire party, armed with fireworks and smoke bombs, drove an assortment of motor-bikes, sports cars and old bangers to Bycylla School for young ladies. The raid was a noisy success but my girlfriend of the evening was a bad scooter passenger and, by the time we tailed the escaping cavalcade to the gates, the lodge-keeper had collected his wits and taken my number.


Two days later the police called at Lodsworth. The evidence, they said, was irrefutable and I was to be prosecuted for ‘malicious damage resulting in costs of £8 3/6d’. None of the other raiders was caught and, at the Midhurst Court Sessions the proceedings were dropped after I had apologised to the headmistress and paid her £8 3/6d to replace an eiderdown burned by a smoke bomb. However the national newspapers were hard up for news and made tasty headlines out of the mixture of Bomber Baronet, Screaming Young Girls in Nightdresses and Margaret Rutherford.


My mother was at her wits’ end, ashamed of her only son, and wondering where it would all lead. I was a liability and not to be trusted in England. What might I not get up to if let loose in France? She decided to find a language school rather nearer home than Aix and enrolled me, aged seventeen, at a crammer in Hove.


It was the time of the mini skirt or pussy pelmet and the place was full of sexy foreign girls. This impeded my concentration. I took a quiet English girl called Maggie to the cinema and afterwards down to the beach at nearby Climping Sands but I did not kiss her because she was too well mannered to look as though she expected to be kissed. So my sexual frustrations grew. To let off steam I introduced some of the crammer students to the delights of climbing buildings by night. I still hated heights but darkness meant that nasty drops were unseen. Over the next twelve months, the Sussex newspapers reported a rash of flagged spires. My finest climb was the lofty spire of Hove Town Hall which housed the police station.


Virginia Pepper kept two ponies at her father’s chalk quarry at Amberley and one of my sisters got Mrs Pepper’s permission for me to help exercise them. Ginny and I rode by way of woodland paths and long fallow fields which we both knew well. One day, before we rode back I gave Ginny a scarf I had bought especially for her in Paris. I watched as she opened the wrapping and, when I saw her smile, the whole world danced. She liked it. We left the ponies in the paddock and went in for tea. I learned that Ginny was going back to school in Eastbourne the following day so nonchalantly offered her a lift on the Vespa. To my surprise and delight her mother agreed. Her father would have been furious.


Ginny had a school suitcase which fitted on my rear seat when she kept well forward. I felt her pressed against my back and her hands lightly around me. I was definitely in heaven. In fact, if heaven is half as good as I felt that day, it will be worth the struggle to attain.


All went well as far as the school where we dropped off her case. She had agreed to have tea with me in town but on our way back I swerved to avoid a bicyclist. I do not remember the accident, nor the next fifteen hours. But when I woke up in hospital the nurse told me my passenger was in her bed at her school, my scooter was in good nick and the bicyclist, whose fault it had been, was unharmed. Apart from concussion and abrasions I, too, was undamaged. Ginny came to see me the following day with a bunch of flowers and I was fined £4 for riding a scooter without L-plates and carrying an unlicensed passenger. Ginny’s father, who had never liked me, was volcanic and forbade her to see me again.


Thus encouraged, we agreed to meet by night in a bathroom at the school. For two hours I sat in the bath and Ginny, in her nightdress, sat on the loo. My cautious suggestion that we could perhaps make ourselves more comfortable were discouraged and I was determined not to risk alarming her. Towards the end of term, and daringly by day, I waited for Ginny with a bunch of other girls on their way back from lacrosse. She recognised me, despite the scooter helmet and goggles and dropped behind the others. We hid in a patch of rhododendrons.


‘You are wicked,’ she laughed. She was breathless. We kissed for the first time and I felt that I would love her for ever.


The following term I perfected a drainpipe approach to Ginny’s new fourth-floor dormitory but was intercepted on the flat roof by a history mistress on night duty. I explained that I had been passing on my scooter and thought I had seen a fire on the roof, so had climbed up to extinguish it, only to find there was no fire . . .


The mistress nodded wisely. ‘In that case, I might as well let you back down and out, don’t you think?’


I never got my language A-levels (due to the mini skirts) but I did net a German O-level which brought my tally up to five and qualified me to attempt the Army’s Regular Commissions Board, where I was put through a series of aptitude tests more taxing on the imagination and physique than the intellect. To my delight I passed. The next step was Mons Officer Cadet School at Aldershot. Day after day we learned drill movements with and without .303 rifle, submachine-gun or sword; how to attack machine-gun nests head-on under cover of smoke; and the enthusiastic application of brasso and blanco.


I discovered a fellow night-climber in the Honourable Richard Wrottesley, known to all as Rotters, who wore a monocle at all times and drove an E-type Jaguar. He proposed we scale the west wing of nearby Heathfield Girls’ School which he said was a challenging climb. Three-quarters of the way up we were disturbed by a clamour from below. Rotters, above me on the same drainpipe, looked downwards and the beam of a powerful torch flashed off his monocle.


‘We’ve been spotted,’ Rotters hissed and, gaining the horizontal guttering, he swung himself across to a fire ladder that disappeared around the back of the building. But there was no escape. When we reached the ground a uniformed officer and the school bursar, a hefty man in his sixties, frogmarched us towards the main entrance. Without warning Rotters lashed backwards with the rope coil and shouted, ‘Break.’ I ran straight for the nearest rhododendrons, scaled the fence with wings of fear and sped to Rotters’ car. I found it locked and decided to hitchhike back to Mons. First parade at 7.00 a.m. could not be missed.


The first car that stopped for me was a police van and I decided to play innocent. They took me to Ascot Police Station and there I found Rotters demanding his rights and complaining about police harassment of an innocent ornithologist. He showed no signs of recognising me so I responded likewise.


The police officer from the patrol van looked me up and down. ‘Sir,’ he said with heavy irony, ‘you are wearing black Army gym shoes, red Army PT shirt and you have the haircut which can nowadays only be found on young Sandhurst cadets. Our bird-watching friend over there whom you have never seen before is wearing identical clothing with the sole exception of a monocle. He has a similar hairstyle . . . Do us a favour and tell us what you were both up to at the girls’ school.’


An hour later the van dropped us off at Mons. Heathfield had agreed with our commandant that charges would not be pressed, providing we were suitably dealt with. Rotters, who had physically assaulted the bursar, was given the boot. I was awarded fifty-six days of Restrictions of Privileges, which was two days longer than I was meant to remain at Mons. I still don’t know how I scraped through the exams. My platoon commander informed me unofficially that he suspected the authorities were not prepared to risk my presence for another five months while I redid the course.


Now there were four free months before I had to report to tank-training camp. A chance to see the world. An old school friend, Simon Gault, agreed to accompany me to Norway for a canoeing expedition. The only problem was the lack of a canoe. The cheapest suitable model cost £80, so I set to work to earn the money by doing three jobs in rotation, exercising polo ponies in the afternoon, washing dishes at a hotel in the evening and, after snatching a nap on cousin Gubbie’s floor for a few hours, I would get up to hose down Southdown double-decker buses at 4.00 a.m. In three weeks I had the money and ordered the canoe. Maggie, whom I’d omitted to kiss on Climping Sands, came too. We arrived at Jotunheim with my double canoe and Simon’s single kayak. For three miles we negotiated minor rapids with ease. Then the river dropped into a canyon, so I asked the other two to wait while I went ahead to film them in the rough stuff. The film, which I still possess, shows my hard-earned canoe hitting a rock and splitting in two. Maggie was caught underneath a spar but Simon rescued her further down the gorge. The canoe was not insured. We returned to England the same week. I had learned two lessons: the value of reconnaissance in unknown places and the futility of paying for expeditions from one’s own pocket.


The tank gunnery school at Lulworth is carefully situated so that even the stupidest officers cannot knock off Dorset villages with wrongly aimed high-explosive shells. I remember one gunnery sergeant explaining that a reasonably proficient Centurion tank crew should be able to destroy three Soviet tanks 1,000 metres away within ten seconds of sighting. My own range results indicated that any number of Soviet tanks could safely picnic 600 yards away. Despite this I passed the course eight weeks later: I suspect no one is ever failed.


In February 1963 I made my way to Germany to join the Royal Scots Greys. I was eighteen and had just bought my first car, an elderly Peugeot 403, for £150. As in my father’s day, the lion’s share of the officers were Scotsmen, as were over 90 per cent of the troopers and NCOs. Only two Greys remained who remembered Colonel Lugs, but the fact that he had been the CO and that Fiennes, pronounced Feens by all the Jocks, was thought to be a Scottish name, saved me from most of the mickey-taking suffered by a number of the more obviously English. I grew to love the Greys as much as I had loathed public school.


Immediately after the war tank-training in Germany was conducted in a cavalier fashion, with little respect for the vanquished farmers whose crops were often crushed and barns destroyed. By the 1950s ‘Huns’ were being referred to more often as ‘German citizens’ and, after the Berlin airlift, as ‘our German allies’. Year by year damage-causing training rights were curtailed until for brigade or divisional exercises a complex scale of compensation was laid down and upgraded each year. Slight damage to a twenty-year-old pine tree could earn its owner £100 and a crushed gate-post £50. Often smiling farmers would stand by open gates waving invitingly to oncoming tank commanders. A poor crop could be turned into a small fortune if a British tank could be persuaded to drive over it once or twice.


When no tank exercises were anticipated there was an Army budget available for adventure training and on the strength of this I received permission to train the regimental langlauf (cross-country) ski team and form a canoe club, taking groups of Jocks down different European rivers. It all went wrong when I organised a large-scale training exercise canoeing on the Kiel Canal, where officially we shouldn’t have been in the first place, but it was night-time so I thought our trespass would go unnoticed. Being crafty, some of the canoeists waited for a merchant ship or tanker to pass, then, braving the powerful backwash between hull and canal bank, they would tuck in behind their chosen vessel which sucked them along, making for less work and good camouflage from my watchers on the bank. Unfortunately, a corporal on my staff accidentally landed a red phosphorus flare on a ship’s rear deck. He could not have chosen a worse target, for it was a Soviet tanker with a liquid chemical cargo so volatile that the crewmen wore rubber soles so as not to risk causing a single spark. A klaxon and red light system installed along the canal began to honk and flash as though World War Three was about to erupt. All canal traffic across Europe stopped for five hours and I was later heavily fined by my brigade commander.


During my annual leaves Ginny and I contrived to meet, openly when her father lifted his embargo, discreetly in the back of the Peugeot when he did not. In 1965, my third year in Germany, we spent four precious days together at a hotel in Dartmouth where I signed in under a false name. But by then her father was growing paranoid, made her a ward of court and hired a Securicor agent whose enquiries among the chambermaids, a snoopy bunch, soon established what had been going on. Mr Pepper telephoned my commanding officer in Germany to reveal the extent of my iniquity. Since Ginny was by this time well over the age of consent, my colonel clucked soothing noises at him and delivered me a mild scolding, during which he was unable to keep the twinkle from his eye.


In the autumn I was sent to Berlin for a month with my troop to man three tanks which, in the event of hostilities, were intended to repel the Warsaw Pact from Hitler’s Olympic Stadium. While my tanks swivelled their guns about defiantly outside the giant arena, I sneaked into the empty Olympic swimming hall and, attempting, as I was periodically wont, to confront my horrible fear of heights, jumped off the high competition board, scaring myself silly in the process.


I was about to apply for a one-year extension to my short-service commission, when I spotted a three-line advertisement in regimental orders. ‘Officers wishing to apply for secondment to the 22nd Special Air Service should obtain the relevant form from the Orderly Office.’ Only a week before I had listened spellbound to a Mess story of SAS patrols in Borneo, the only war zone where the British Army was still in action. Here was an open invitation to a three-year secondment with this then little known but élite regiment. I consulted the only Scots Grey I knew who had served in the SAS, a sadistic corporal called Jones who had been to Bavaria on one of my ski courses. From him I discovered that map-reading and extreme fitness with a heavy backpack were important. He added, ‘In Bavaria, you told me you hated heights. You’re not going to be much use parachuting then, are you?’


By chance a two-week course in parachuting happened to be available in the south of France and the colonel let me go at short notice. The parachute school was at Pau, near Lourdes. A fellow student explained that this was no accident. ‘You see, those men who are crippled here at Pau can seek speedy recovery in the holy waters just up the road.’


I was the only non-Frenchman in a class of eighty. The first jump, from a Nord Atlas transport plane, was by day. I tried to cure my terror of heights by the simple method of keeping my eyes firmly closed as I threw myself into space. A few seconds after exit, my parachute opened and tugged my body harness up sharply between my legs, jamming my family jewels in a painful position. But at least the canopy had opened. I looked up, expecting to see a neat array of rigging lines running away from my shoulders to the periphery of my chute. Instead there was a single knotted tangle which met in a bunch behind my neck. I experienced instant panic. The ground was already uncomfortably close.


In fact I was merely experiencing a common problem called ‘twists’, usually caused by a poor exit from the aircraft. The instructors had probably explained ‘les twistes’, but I had failed to comprehend what they were saying. The normal process of elasticity slowly unwound the tangle, but I was spinning like a top on landing and hit the ground with a wallop.


I left the Royal Scots Greys in December, assuring my friends that I would be back in three years’ time. After spending Christmas at home, I went to Dartmoor and the Brecon Beacons and trained alone with a forty-pound pack and Ordnance Survey map. Then, in February, I drove to Bradbury Lines in Hereford and through a security gate to the SAS barracks, a battered huddle of low huts or ‘spiders’.


Altogether 124 would-be troopers and twelve other officers congregated in the barracks for the selection month. For the first week, officers were tested separately. The first night’s activities included a naked swim across the River Wye in temperatures below freezing. There was a great deal of map-reading and fast cross-country movement and very little sleep. Our packs weighed only thirty pounds, but this was soon to be increased.


SAS staff with binoculars seemed to be everywhere. Any form of cheating led to dismissal from the course. Two officers twisted their ankles on the third day and one decided he was not cut out for the SAS. Then there were ten of us. On the fourth day another fell by the wayside. I was selfishly delighted with each new dropout for we all knew that more than 90 per cent of applicants would be failed by the end of the month.


After a night in wet clothes tramping through woods without torches, we were ushered into a classroom and doled out question sheets involving complex military problems. I never discovered how I fared at this test – which is perhaps just as well. That evening we missed tea and went, feeling famished, on a fifteen-mile night march to reconnoitre an isolated reservoir. Back in the classroom, both hungry and tired, we were questioned one at a time by an intimidating group of veterans. Fortunately my short-term memory was good and I remembered every detail of the reservoir, down to water-height, construction materials and the nature of surrounding countryside.


At 10.00 a.m. on the sixth day, I returned from a twenty-mile trudge over the Black Mountains to find a brown envelope on my bed – instructions to carry out a theoretical but detailed raid on a specific bank in Hereford and to brief the SAS staff on its execution by 6.00 p.m. that evening. I gauged that there were two hours in hand to grab some precious sleep, set my alarm and crashed out.


The alarm failed to rouse me and the other candidates, each detailed to a different Hereford bank raid, naturally avoided waking me since their own chances of success would improve with my failure. I woke at 2.00 p.m. and rushed down to the relevant bank. Too late, for it had closed an hour before. I knocked on a side window and shouted at the young woman who appeared that I had an appointment with the manager. She must have decided my short haircut and tweed coat looked harmless, for she opened up and took me to the manager.


Thirty minutes later, after checking my passport, military ID, German bank account and SAS course papers, as well as phoning my London bank manager, he accepted that I genuinely wished to open an account. The only untrue frill that I added was the large amount of family silver I wished to store with him. He was quick to assure me how secure his bank was and thoughtfully explained the excellent alarm system. Thanking the manager for his help, I left to make detailed plans for the robbery, including a scale drawing of the offices and security devices I had been shown. The paper was ready on time and handed in to the staff.


That evening was the only free period of the week so three of us drove to a nearby town for a mammoth meal. I had kept a carbon copy of the bank raid plans and this somehow slipped from my coat pocket in the restaurant. Later the Italian restaurateur found it and called the police.


The first I knew of this turn of events was upon reading the headlines of the national newspapers the following day. These included ‘Big Bank Raid Mystery’ and ‘Ministry Enquiry into Bank Raid Scare’. Two days later the headlines had changed to the Daily Mail’s ‘Army Initiative Upsets Police’ and comments in The Times that ‘the Services are letting their zeal outrun their discretion’. A weekend-long security operation had stopped all police leave because every bank in Herefordshire had been surrounded, owing to the lack of a specific address on my plans.


I was summoned before the SAS adjutant. It was instantly clear to me that he thought I had planted the plans in the restaurant out of misplaced mischief. This appealed to the SAS sense of humour so I only received a warning. Had they known the plans had been genuinely mislaid, I would have been sent packing.


SAS selection courses no longer involve theoretical bank raids.


By the end of the first week, at which point candidates of all ranks came together, seventy men and six officers remained. Week two saw the departure of forty more men and two officers. I was still around, a lot thinner and craftier. The final test of the third week was known as Long Drag. This was a forty-five-mile cross-country bash carrying a fifty-pound pack, twelve-pound belt kit and eighteen-pound rifle without a sling. During most of the selection course I moved alone for greater speed but on Long Drag I set out with Captain Fleming, one of the three other officer survivors. We decided that the only way we could beat the clock on this last dreadful test was to hire the services of a local farmer with a black Ford Anglia.


At Pen-y-Fan we were lying sixth, about a mile behind a Scots Guards officer, the son of Britain’s Chief Scout. We needed to maintain that position to avoid suspicion so, with adroit use of the Ford, binoculars and mist cover, we managed to arrive at isolated checkpoints, some of them several miles from the nearest feasible access point, almost a mile behind Lieutenant MacLean.


I felt guilty afterwards but not badly so, since subterfuge was very much an SAS tactic. I passed the selection but, sadly, Fleming, who finished Long Drag alongside me, was failed. In late February 1966 the SAS CO, Lieutenant-Colonel Mike Wingate Gray awarded three officers and twelve men their buff-coloured SAS berets and sea-blue stable-belts. Since all SAS officers are ranked captain or above, I missed out the rank of first lieutenant and became the youngest captain in the Army at that time. But not for long. ‘Pride came,’ in the words of my CO, ‘before a bloody great fall.’


‘You are not in yet,’ Staff Sergeant Brummy Burnett warned us, ‘so don’t get cocky.’ He was understating the facts. The selection course proved merely a warm-up to the next four months of intensive training, during which we picked up eight personal skills basic to any beginner sent out to join his first SAS unit: fast response shooting-to-kill, static line parachuting in six-man sticks, demolition, signals using Morse, resistance to interrogation, CQB (close-quarter battle), field medicine and survival techniques.


The CQB included self-defence against an assailant with knife, pistol or blunt instrument and in each case we learned a two-step response again and again until our movements were karate quick. Field medicine was not my favourite subject as I become squeamish easily. Some of the lecturers were fresh back from Borneo and taught us practical tips: ‘When your mate’s shot, treat him for shock. Give him liquid if you have it, except when the bullet enters between nipple and knee. Don’t forget that, ’cos a bullet going in above the knee might end up in the stomach and the poor feller won’t want liquid inside then, will he now?’ Signals training began in sound booths until we were Morse proficient to five words per minute. Morse was no longer in use in most of the Army but with the tiny but primitive SAS gear we could transmit quick bursts of coded message thousands of miles with little likelihood of hostile direction-finding equipment locating our position.


Brummy himself supervised shoot-to-kill and other sergeants taught us demolition, from the mathematics of fuse-burning rates to the tensile strengths of suspension bridge targets. We demolished old buildings, steel girders, railway tracks and pear trees, and by the end of three weeks I possessed a boot-full of detonators, fuse wire and plastic explosive, the result of demolishing my set targets with less than the issued amounts. I should have returned this volatile booty to the stores but I did not. My motives were acquisitive rather than criminal. I did not intend to blow up anything in particular but fancied the notion that I had the capacity to do so, given a suitable target.


Survival skills were taught by a tiny Welsh corporal who slit the throat of a sheep on our classroom table and watched over us as we skinned the animal, dug out its entrails and boiled the mutton. None of the meat was wasted and he stressed that no sign or scent of the butchery must remain. Theft from farms in winter, leaving no trace of our visit, or making it appear that our hen coop depredations were the work of foxes, were dealt with in minute detail. At the end of the Welshman’s week, I felt confident of surviving anywhere short of the Gobi Desert.


At Abingdon airfield I discovered for the first time just how many things could go fatally wrong with a parachute jump, facts I had been protected from in Pau by the limitations of my O-level French. But I also found out I had glandular fever. I was despatched home to recover.


Ginny’s father, an artist at blowing hot and cold, now decided Ginny could officially see me again and she appeared at my bedside in a light summer frock with a fashionably high hemline which can’t have been good for my swollen glands.


‘I picked these for you in the wood.’ She gave me a bunch of late spring daffodils. Ginny was no longer just the little girl I had loved for so long. At nineteen she was tall, shapely and much sought after by a number of eligible West Sussex suitors. While in Hereford I had kept wary tabs on my competitors through Gubbie.


Later that summer I ran into an old Eton friend, William Knight, who wanted to register a protest at the way 20th Century Fox was desecrating a trout stream that ran through the picturesque village of Castle Combe in order to film Rex Harrison and Samantha Eggar in The Adventures of Dr Dolittle. William, then a wine salesman in the area, had learned about local anger whilst in the village pub. With my opportune supply of explosives, I was to mount the diversion which would draw away the security patrol and I was also to alert a friendly journalist to cover the story. The diversionary flares did their stuff but my tame journalist shopped us to the Daily Mirror who in turn informed the police who were lying in wait. The result was a pandemonium of excited cries and canine joy. Having but recently learned all there is to know about evading capture by various types of hound, I made good my escape by jumping into the stream which was the centre of all the fuss and submerging all but mouth and nostrils. But I was the only one of the conspirators to return to where we had parked our cars. It so happened that my fifth-hand Jaguar would not at that time start without a tow, so I changed into smart clothes, dried my hair and waited in the bushes for William to return for his Mini. He did not turn up but a police car did, sliding quietly and without lights into a corner of the park. After twenty minutes with no William and no movement from the police I decided I must make a move as I was due to fly out to Malaya for SAS jungle training the next morning and it would not do to miss the plane.


Retiring up the lane some distance, I reapproached the carpark whistling and, after surveying the dimly lit cars, spotted the police and went over to them. There were two officers and, when I hailed them, one put a finger to his lips. In a low voice I explained my car would not start and could they kindly give me a tow-start.


‘Which car is yours, sir?’ the driver asked. I pointed at my Jaguar.


‘You must be Captain Fiennes, then.’ It was a statement not a query. They must have been told my car’s registration. ‘I think you had better come with us.’


Considering I could have gone to gaol for seven years, the fine of £500, plus costs and legal fees at the subsequent court case, was an intense relief. But I was immediately expelled from the SAS and I realised that I would no longer achieve my dearest wish, for the Royal Scots Greys might not want a convicted arsonist for their commanding officer.


Ginny was another casualty of the Castle Combe affair, for her father, believing she had obtained my explosives from his Sussex chalk quarry, immediately packed her off to stay with cousins in Spain, which had no police extradition agreement with Britain. He warned her under no circumstances to contaminate herself further by even telephoning me. I was, he snorted, mad, bad and dangerous to know.


As for me, I was recalled to Germany and the tank troop. Here I was encouraged to channel my energies back into the canoe club, the langlauf ski team and boxing and in the summer I set up another Norwegian journey following an ancient cattle trail over Europe’s largest glacier, the Jostedalsbre in Central Jotunheim, and then a canoe run down the glacial waste waters. These proved too rough for our canoes but on that journey I learned to lead by physical example rather than rhetoric and also to choose for challenging endeavours a selection of chiefs and Indians, not merely a gaggle of the former.


The langlauf Greys that year were better than ever. I was not to know it but the months of dedicated ski-training for the Greys were to serve me well for the future, just as the years of preparation in battle tanks subsequently proved about as useful as learning Latin, due to Gorbachev, Reagan and Thatcher interfering with and eventually closing down the whole Cold War set-up. During our final week of ski-training in Bavaria Ginny came over from England. We skied together and drank hot chocolate by log fires. We laughed and talked, threw snowballs, and Ginny learned to langlauf.


By now I realised that my Whitehall file was marked in indelible red for caution. I might wriggle my way up to major over the years but I would go no further. I had no wish to mark time in khaki mediocrity and so made up my mind to call it a day as soon as my three years’ contracted service were up. Such was my state of mind when my Greys friend Major Richard John suggested I volunteer to serve in Oman in the Sultan’s Armed Forces. Postings lasted two years for seconded officers and the pay was marginally better than in Germany. More important, there was sun, sand and excitement aplenty. My CO approved my application without delay, in fact with indecent haste.


My old world was breaking up. I felt no urgency to marry and settle down. Far from it. I had a powerful urge to do and see things and to be free as I had never truly been before. I thought not at all of married life, but a great deal about Ginny. I knew I could have easily lost her after Castle Combe and, soldiering in remote Oman, might risk her again. Sitting in Ginny’s battered Mini van in a Midhurst side street, the tarmac shining from a summer shower, I asked her to marry me. By then I had loved her for twelve years.


At the end of June I left England for Arabia.
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Fighting for the Arabs



In the late 1960s few people had heard of Oman or knew of its links with Britain. So long as Britain had held neighbouring Aden, the Omani Sultans were able to keep their country together, but the British withdrew from Aden in 1967. Marxism then had a firm base in Arabia, and Dhofar, the impoverished southern sector of Oman, was a natural Soviet target. Oman was also all that blocked the way between Aden, now the People’s Republic of Southern Yemen, and the Straits of Hormuz, gateway to the Persian Gulf, through which two-thirds of the free world’s oil needs were daily tankered. The aged Sultan of Oman did nothing to prepare for the impending storm. At the time I joined the Sultan’s Army there were but 200 fighting men in Dhofar under a dozen British officers and their standard weapons were bolt-action rifles dating back to the Second World War.


With seven other officers I flew out to Muscat via Bahrain where we were marooned for eight days by a BOAC strike back home. It was here I learned that a British officer had just been flown out from Muscat with one shoulder and a portion of his chest shot away by the Communists, and I was told, ‘They say he was on a stretcher in the mountains for ten hours before they evacuated him. Your Sultan uses mules instead of helicopters. What a place to volunteer for!’


I asked the officer’s name. It was Richard John, my only friend in Oman.


The vintage Fokker to Muscat staged via Sharjah where we took on our first real-life mercenary. The Sultan hired freelance officers as well as seconded Brits as insurance against the British government getting cold feet. The new arrival, Captain David Bayley, was from Hove, so we had common ground.


More to the point he had recently spent three interesting years fighting for royalist guerrillas in the mountains of North Yemen. Nerve gas attacks by Egyptian aircraft on his cave headquarters, he explained, were the most dreaded events.


I was destined to command a reconnaissance platoon in Dhofar. The men were a mix of Omanis and Baluchis who cordially hated each other, so I had to be doubly careful to appear even-handed at all times. The enemy were the adoo, and a large part of our task was to ambush them before they could target us. The adoo, well trained and armed in the Soviet Union, knew all the tricks of night warfare without benefit of Hereford.


My immediate priority before we went south was to nurse our meagre equipment up to combat condition. Weapons were cleaned and oiled. Some were in a filthy state and the two-inch mortar had gone missing altogether, a fact which in the British Army would have involved a major enquiry and heads would have rolled. I set out to find a replacement mortar. Richard John was still away recovering from his wounds and there was no other British officer in his company at the time, so I ‘borrowed’ a mortar and, for good measure, a machine-gun from his armoury. Over the next two years neither was missed by its previous owner and both weapons saved our lives more than once.


On our patrols we were sometimes offered coffee, even in remote cave dwellings. This was always poured to guests in order of importance. Sometimes I came after all the others for, being a Nasrani or Christian, I rated lower than the poorest Muslim.


Sick people would come to our vehicles. We had first-aid satchels but no medical orderly. The population was riddled with eye trouble and our aspirin and Optrex dispensing seemed starkly inadequate.


‘Hundreds of our people go blind each year,’ said my staff sergeant, Abdullah. ‘There is nothing to be done about it. To God be the praise.’


There were three hospitals in all Oman and eight out of every ten babies born died within a year. The Sultan would not allow foreign units such as Save the Children Fund into his country. He seemed determined, as far as I could make out, to perpetuate his country’s backwardness and poverty. When I cross-questioned Abdullah about the lack of medical care he was not impressed. ‘The government has little money. We are not a wealthy country. There are more pressing matters. Anyway this southern region is a poor area with miserable people. Illness comes to those who sin.’


My conscience was increasingly ill at ease: I was clearly a part of the military machine that upheld the Sultan in denying 800,000 Omanis their rightful inheritance. Away from the large towns of the north the people did not know what they were missing but ownership of cheap transistor radios was spreading and discontent increased alongside awareness.


All around us the Arab world was in ferment – from Egypt to Jordan, from the Sudan to the Yemen. Oil revenue was changing lifestyles radically for our nearest neighbours along the Persian Gulf, known to the Omanis as the Arabian Gulf. I listened in to Aden Radio because it was good for my Arabic and heard the People’s Republic of Yemen urging the Omanis: ‘Throw off the harness of British imperialism. Take back the wealth that is yours but is stolen by the Sultan.’


Before heading the 500 miles south to the Dhofar war zone with my own men, I was sent there without them for a familiarisation month’s secondment to the Northern Frontier Regiment. At B Company headquarters in Umm al Ghawarif David Bayley and I were issued camouflaged clothing and headcloth, three blankets, 100 bullets and a bolt-action Mark 5 .303 rifle. Also a set of maps of the mountains on a weird scale I had never seen before, 0.36 inches to the mile. There were few place-names and many of the existing ones had the words ‘position approximate’ in brackets beside them. We were each given command of a platoon.


Our work at first was simple and unpleasant. We were to scour the wadis and cave-riddled cliffs and arrest every able-bodied male who might conceivably be an adoo. The policy was to subdue the people of the plain and the foothills into refusing food supplies to the guerrillas. Arrests, harassment and interrogations would in theory cow the locals. In practice our patrols served only to increase their hatred of Army, government and Sultan. It was only fear of being branded a coward that prevented me from resigning from the Sultan’s forces as the adoo regrouped in force and threatened the major towns of Salalah and Marbat.


Back in the north again after my first taste of Dhofar, I confided my doubts about the efficacy of what we were doing to Staff-sergeant Abdullah. But he was adamant that the British were better than the Communist alternative.


‘You must not feel the British do wrong here, sahib. They do not meddle with our way of life or our religion. Listen to me.’ He lowered his voice. ‘It is said in the sooq that Qaboos, the son of the Sultan, will rule before long. With oil money, he will give us those very things the Communists are promising, but without taking away our religion, as they will do. If you British leave before that can happen, then the Communists will take over without a doubt. They will force us to denounce Islam or they will kill us.’


I was impressed by Abdullah’s sincerity but unconvinced. It was several days later that I finally came to justify my own role without misgivings.


Captain Tim Landon, from whom I had taken over the Recce Platoon, had returned briefly from an intelligence course to see old friends before going to a different part of Oman. He had, I knew, a special relationship with Qaboos bin Said, the Sultan’s son. They had been at Sandhurst together but then had gone to separate regiments in the British Army, Tim with a cavalry regiment and Qaboos to a Scottish infantry unit. In due course Qaboos was ordered back to Salalah by his father. Because their family history included an unhealthy number of inter-familial coups and even murders, Qaboos was kept by his father under a sort of loving paternal house-arrest for seven years in the Salalah palace. To keep him happy, the Sultan allowed him a weekly visit from his old Sandhurst friend Tim Landon. This seemed harmless enough to the old Sultan who was unaware that they were plotting a coup to oust him. I knew nothing of this, of course, but recognised Tim’s extensive knowledge of Oman and the current crisis. After talking to him I felt reassured with our role in fighting Marxism.


Change was inevitable in Oman. Either the Sultan must use his new oil revenue for progress or a more enlightened ruler must take over. The critical period was now. Unless the British ensured the status quo during this dangerous time, the Communists would, via Dhofar, take over all of south-eastern Arabia. Once Dhofar fell, the rest of Oman would follow. If Dhofaris were not soon given at least basic proof of support by their existing government, they would continue to swell the ranks of the adoo, or to use their official title, the People’s Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG).


From Tim Landon’s summary it was clear to me that I must stay and do all in my power to help keep PFLOAG at bay, at least for as long as it took Tim and others to remove the Sultan and replace him with Qaboos.


Weekly reports signalled from Dhofar indicated that newly trained adoo bands with modern weapons had arrived in many regions of the Jebel. Their tactics were imaginative, their firepower impressive and their shooting accurate. I was given eight weeks to prepare Recce Platoon for operations there.


My five years with Centurion tanks had done little to prepare me for an infantry Recce Platoon, but I did find my SAS training useful. One of the few hard and fast Hereford rules was movement by night whenever feasible and my previous brief visit to Dhofar led me to apply this maxim. In the SAS four men form a basic operational group, not two dozen, so I had to work on my own system of control by night. The resulting drills were not to be found in any textbook but they emphasised speed, simplicity, silence and common sense. All our training involved live ammunition and advances over broken ground by night, with frequent switches from single file to line abreast and back to file, practised time after time, along with twenty simple hand signals.


I took my six weeks annual leave while my platoon transferred to Dhofar’s safer northern zone, and when I caught up with them again they were operating from the desert base of Thamarit. As the plane taxied in the men rushed out from the shade of the huts to grab my bags and gun and pump my right hand in greeting. I felt moved by this unexpected welcome. I knew all thirty men by name now and they called me Bachait bin Shemtot bin Samra, for reasons which I never discovered. The nearest English equivalent is John, Son of Rags, Son of the Thorntree.


For weeks I trained with the men in the gravel wastes outside our Thamarit base. Searing hot winds from the Empty Quarter blew sand through the air day after day. The camp, a long-deserted oil prospectors’ base, was beside a well where bedu of the Bait Kathiri called with their thirsty camels. I went to greet each new arrival and we gave out flour or aspirins in exchange for information about the adoo. It was a one-way trade: all aspirins and no information.


From Thamarit the CO ordered me to the Yemen frontier to verify a suspected adoo infiltration route by locating camel tracks. This was at the time approaching Ramadan, the month of fasting, when the men were excited about a proper sighting of the new moon which would signal Ramadan’s beginning. In Muscat it was already in force.


‘In Pakistan,’ muttered one of the Baluchis, ‘three chief qadis fly up in an aeroplane to see the moon arrive. Once they report by radio, it is Ramadan for all.’


When our ‘local’ moon arrived a sigh came from the men and all of them knelt to pray. I remained standing but I also prayed since it felt appropriate. I prayed for my mother and sisters and Ginny.


For two days we pushed south, shedding broken-down vehicles and their men to fix their own repairs since we had too little water to wait for them. Huge boulders blocked our way and the wadi narrowed to a winding corridor as dark as a Manhattan alleyway. The men began to complain. The Army had never been in these parts before. It was Ramadan, no time to be pushing heavy vehicles through soft sand until the forehead veins bulged. The Baluchi mullah was especially vociferous but I told him we must obey orders. I too had scrupulously drunk and eaten only during the sunless hours so my argument did not seem unfair.


We came to the high, bald escarpment of Deefa, not far from the Yemen border, the farthest west that we could travel without risking certain cut-off in enemy-held territory. The adoo grip on Dhofar was tightening and we returned to Salalah to be briefed on further ambushes.


Once we were scaling a hillside when we encountered a herd of cows. In the dark we listened to the sharp tac-tac of the herds-man’s stick. Then someone halted above us and there came the falsetto cry much used by Dhofari herders. One of my men whispered, ‘They heard the Land Rovers and sent the cowman to find us. Those men move their cows only by day. We must be more careful. He smelled us, sahib. We must cover ourselves.’ We smeared the liquid green spattering of the cows on our shirts and trousers and smelled satisfactorily unpleasant, but it took another day holed up in a cave before we could make good our retreat undetected. We became skilled at the game of cat and mouse in the mountains. Ambush or be ambushed.


To stop the flow of heavy weapons from the Yemen into central Dhofar, our colonel devised the Leopard Line – a loose blockade running north from the coast to the sands of the Empty Quarter. Our company manned the line on the plain and in the foothills. To cover such a vast region with only five Land Rovers meant non-stop patrolling and recognising adoo signs when we chanced upon them. For this our bedu guide was invaluable. Water points dictated the route of camel travel and he knew the location of most of the springs in the Nejd, a narrow band of steppe country between the monsoon belt and the true desert. By kneeling beside the prints of a lone camel he could glean a mine of information. Sometimes he knew the name of the camel’s owner by the shape of the hoof, where and when it had last drunk by the amount and frequency of its droppings and, by their texture, in which wadi it had last eaten.


Early in 1969 I was referred to patrol the ancient Dehedoba camel trails in the rugged country immediately north of the Qara mountains and up to the Yemeni border. For months we lived on the move in the scorching, gravel deserts, dodging enemy traps, suffering ulcerating desert sores, straying many miles over the Yemeni border and never developing a routine. The key was always to respect the enemy, but never to allow that respect to overawe and blunt the scope of our own strategy.


In the Sands we were more at ease. The men talked into the small hours, squatting with fingers sieving the pure sand or simply watching the stars. They never spoke derisively of one another or tried to score over a neighbour as British soldiers are wont to do. Each man had his say and the Baluchis sat at peace among the Arabs. The months of shared dangers had dissolved previous hostility. They were happy to talk for the pleasure of communicating, and needed no alcoholic stimulus nor swearwords to help express themselves. I thought of other nights by other fires: of the Jocks in Germany, the clatter of beer cans, the filthy language with every sentence and the crude laughter as someone rose to urinate into the fire. I felt happy and at one with these Muslim soldiers in a way I had never felt in Germany or with the SAS.


We did one night mission for Tim Landon deep into enemy-held territory to intercept some important adoo we had been told about by an informer. We had to scale steep cliffs and the men were jittery as we jogged from cover to cover, racing the dawn. Then we waited through the heat of the day, burrowed into a thorn bush and observing, a few hundred metres below our tiny hide, the movements of our enemy building stone sangars in defensive positions. A narrow goat trail ran between our thicket and the top of a steep grassy slope. Two tall men were approaching along it. I saw their dark clothes and the glint of weapons in their hands. The second adoo wore a shiny red badge in his cap, not the Mao button badge worn by many of the militia, but the hexagonal red star of a political commissar. These were our men. I was sure of it. There was no time to think. They were fifteen yards away. The first man stopped abruptly, appearing to sniff the air. His face was scarred, his hair closely shaven. I watched his fully automatic Kalashnikov, its round magazine cradled in his elbow, swing round as he turned to face us. Inch by inch I lifted my rifle. The sun outlined the man. He peered directly at me now. I remember thinking, he has seen us. He is weighing his chances.
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