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Introduction


This is one man’s story, the story of a Gurkha soldier serving in the British Army. Probably, it could have been written by almost any of my comrades, except that some have had more distinguished careers than me. Although I have been mentioned in despatches, I have won no major gallantry awards, nor am I one of those heroes who fought, kukri in hand, after all their ammunition ran out. I have never been last man standing. My story is just that of an ordinary hill boy from Nepal whose ambition was to be a Gurkha from as far back as I can remember. I therefore feel very privileged to have been chosen as the first serving Gurkha soldier to tell his life story in his own words.


The idea for writing this book as part of the celebration of two hundred years’ unbroken service to the British crown came from Brigadier Ian Rigden OBE, former Colonel Brigade of Gurkhas, and I am very grateful to him for supporting me throughout the project.


This, then, is the story of a Gurkha soldier who was lucky enough to serve alongside the allied forces during the recent war in Afghanistan and to have survived, as many did not. It is also, in part, the story of an action which has not much been written about – the siege of Now Zad.


Now I am quite sure that everyone present in Now Zad during July 2006 could write their own book, and it could easily be that theirs is more accurate and better written than mine. What I have tried to do is to give a sense of what it was like to be a soldier on the ground in the situation we faced. Above all, I have tried to the best of my ability to give a straightforward and truthful account of my experiences. As such, this is a personal record of how a few dozen men of the 2nd Battalion, The Royal Gurkha Rifles held out against the combined forces of the Taliban insurgency at a time when Helmand province was largely under their control. What we went through was something like an old-fashioned siege – a bit like the siege that brought the British Army and Nepal’s Gurkhas together for the first time. On that occasion, the Gurkhas drove off the British and their attempted invasion of Nepal failed.


But the story goes that, during this first encounter, a small band of Gurkhas captured a British officer who had been deserted by the force of Indian soldiers he was leading. They were so afraid of the Gurkhas they dared not stay and fight. But their commander, Lieutenant Frederick Young, stood his ground. When the Gurkhas took him prisoner, they were astonished with the reply he gave when they asked him why he had not also fled:


‘I didn’t come this far just to run away.’


‘We could serve under an officer like you!’ they said in return.


And that, according to legend, is how the Gurkhas and the British came together. It was – as it remains – a relationship based on mutual respect, a relationship that has endured through many wars and countless actions since Gurkhas first fought as members of the British Army in 1815, a relationship that I for one hope will last another two hundred years and more.


There are some others I would also like to thank for their help. First, Lieutenant Colonel Dan Rex MVO for making available his chronology of major Troops in Contact during the siege. In some places, my recollection of events has not quite been the same as this log, but I have chosen to record my memories and I hope he and others will forgive any differences between my account of what happened in Now Zad and what they remember of it. Any mistakes I have made are of course my responsibility.


I must also say a word of thanks to all members of the team who I had the privilege to fight alongside in Now Zad. Without them, without their courage and their determination, it is doubtful I would have survived to tell my story. Some I have mentioned by name, many more I have not. Where I have not mentioned names, this is no reflection on the role those soldiers played but only of the fact that we were not always on the ground together.


For the part of my story where I speak about my childhood and growing up in Nepal, I wish to thank my parents, Duryodhan and Mina Kumari, my sister Gudiya, also my teachers at school and all my family and friends in Khebang village.


Finally, I would like to express my sincere devotion to my wife Sumitra and to my children Alisa and Anish.


Kailash Khebang Limbu


Sir John Moore Barracks, Shorncliffe, Kent


March 2015
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Death at a Hundred and Twenty Metres per Second


We were already under attack when I saw something that really frightened me.


In a split second I registered a smoke trail and a loud pshhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh as it approached.


What was it? It was death hurtling towards me at a hundred and twenty metres per second.


Aare! RPG!


Flinging myself back, I watched as the fireball flashed over the top of the sangar.


‘Bloody hell, that was close … Baren, did you see that?’ I shouted. For Gurkhas, this is really bad language, but I was seriously alarmed. Not for myself, you understand. It doesn’t feel like that. You don’t think about yourself. You are frightened for your men. You are concerned for them, and for their families. If they get hurt, it will be on your watch – even if it isn’t your fault.


Baren was busy firing an extended burst from the Browning.


‘I saw him! I saw who fired it!’ he yelled excitedly, pausing for a second before releasing another salvo.


TAKTAKTAK TAKTAKTAK TAKTAKTAK


With my heart raging in my chest, I followed the tracer with my eye. Baren on the .50-cal machine gun was engaging a doorway about halfway along the alleyway directly in front of our position, no more than 150 metres away. I quickly added to the weight of fire with my rifle. We needed to tell the jatha we were onto him.


‘OK, keep at it!’ I yelled as, scrambling off the platform and back into our sangar position – our 3 metre by 2 metre outpost overlooking the town – I lunged for the field telephone.


‘Zero, this is Sangar Three. CONTACT! RPG. Enemy seen in alleyway directly in front. One hundred and fifty metres. Doorway on left.’


‘Roger. Looking.’


I slammed the receiver down and, grabbing a UGL (underslung grenade launcher), threw myself out onto the platform in front of the position.


‘KEEP ME COVERED!’ I yelled as I took aim at the enemy fire position. Not a difficult target so long as I remembered my basic principles of marksmanship.


Taking several deep breaths, I squeezed the trigger. The downside of deploying a UGL was that I had to fire it kneeling and therefore expose the upper part of my body, but it was a risk worth taking. If they were this close, it wouldn’t be long before they got lucky. They needed stopping.


An instant later, the target building was enveloped in white smoke. Of course, there was no way of telling whether I actually hit anyone, but if they were in there, their ears would definitely be bleeding.


Half crawling, half running, I threw myself back inside the sangar and picked up the field telephone again.


‘Zero, this is Sangar Three. Possible enemy FP engaged with UGL. Continuing to observe.’


‘Zero, roger. Well done, Kailash. Good work.’


It was just after 3.15 in the afternoon of 16 July 2006. The first indication of trouble we’d had was when an Afghan National Police patrol got attacked. This was the first patrol to leave the district centre for several days. They’d taken a vehicle and got as far as the old cemetery on the other side of town.


The sound of gunfire in the distance had put us all on maximum alert.


‘Looks like the patrol has been ambushed!’ exclaimed Rifleman Lal.


‘Or it could be them firing,’ said Baren.


‘Yeah, ANP firing!’ agreed Lal. This was an in-joke. It referred to our Afghan allies’ tendency to let off rounds randomly, often just for fun as it seemed to us.


‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘My guess is they’ve been hit.’


A moment later, we came under attack ourselves. As soon as we realised what was happening, we’d opened up with the .50-cal and the GPMG (General Purpose Machine Gun, or ‘jimpy’) on our preselected targets – places we’d been contacted from before. With heavy small-arms fire still striking the sangar, Baren on the .50-cal and Lal supporting, and me using both my assault rifle and the jimpy, we fought back, desperate not to let the enemy gain the initiative.


‘Anybody see anything?’ I demanded.


‘Nothing, guruji.’


‘No, nothing.’


‘OK keep it up. Short bursts onto all identified firing positions.’


I took out my binos and began looking and looking. It was the same old story. You’re the target of a serious attack and yet you can’t see a thing.


The rounds continued to strike the sangar and little puffs of sand filled the air as sandbags were holed, but it was impossible to work out exactly where it was coming from.


It was scary, for sure. But we’d been there long enough and under attack often enough not to seize up like the first time we came under fire this heavy. It was more about your nerves being stretched taut, almost to breaking point, and your main focus is just to stay on top of things. It’s hotter than hell itself: you are dripping with sweat as fast as you can replace it with snatches from your water bottle between bursts. The sound is intense and the air is filled with the smell of propellant and burning oil from your ammunition.


Occasionally there’d be a flash of the enemy’s tracer, but this wasn’t enough to give a definite target indication. So while I scanned and scanned, the bhais continued firing in short bursts at their targets, all of us getting more and more frustrated by the second.


It was at that moment that I’d spotted the RPG – our biggest fear. Fired from a shoulder-mounted launcher, the rocket-propelled grenade was one of the most effective weapons in the enemy’s arsenal. For a start, at ranges of less than two hundred metres it is almost impossible to miss your target – so we’d just been very, very lucky. The other thing about an RPG is that all it would take would be for them to land a round on one of our roof supports and that would be end-ex: all our ammunition would go off. Twenty grenades at least, not to mention the two anti-tank weapons we had.


After discharging the grenade launcher, there was no let-up in the weight of fire coming in at us, but for the next several minutes we had no further indication of the enemy on the ground. Suddenly, Lal let out a shout.


‘Guruji! I can see smoke! Take a look over there!’


He pointed in the direction of Sniper’s House.


‘Sniper’s House!’ This small building built on top of a nearby compound about 200 metres away, or a bit less, was an AOI – an Area of Interest – we’d identified in the past few days as a definite enemy-fire position.


‘You sure?’


‘Yes, guruji. Definitely.’


Without bothering to confirm for myself, I grabbed the field telephone again, shouting to Baren at the same time.


‘Leave the .50-cal. Get over the other side! … Zero, this is Sangar Three. Enemy firing position identified in Sniper’s House. Engaging with GPMG and rifles.’


‘Zero, roger.’


Unfortunately, Sniper’s House was out of arc to the .50-cal. There were sandbags in the way. In fact, our use of the .50-cal in Sangar 3 was severely restricted. Because of the bracket the heavy machine gun was mounted on, you couldn’t point it down either. But the reality of our situation was that we really needed to be able to bring it to bear on the alleyway directly below.


On the other hand, Sniper’s House was an ideal target for the anti-tank weapon, the ILAW.


Using the radio this time, I called the control tower.


‘Zero, this is Sangar Three. Suggest deploy ILAW.’


‘Roger. Are you sure?’ demanded Mathers sahib, the 2 i/c (second-in-command).


‘Yes sure.’


‘OK, but be careful. Make sure you get maximum covering fire. Also, be advised that Sunray has called for air support.’


‘Roger out.’


That was good news, but in the meantime we had to fight back. We mustn’t let the enemy gain the initiative.


‘Come on, bhai haru! We need to keep going! I’m going to fire the ILAW,’ I shouted, lifting it out of its box. ‘Lal, I need you over here too now. Cover me while I go forward, OK?’


The key thing in all these engagements was not to let the enemy get on top. If we could put Sniper’s House out of action, even just for a short time, that would be a big plus. Of course, in doing so I’d have to expose myself again and take the risk. But that’s just the way it goes. At least this time I had ear-defenders and knew what to expect, unlike the first time I’d fired it. It was a straightforward target too – just about on the same level as we were.


Lal and Baren both opened up as I scrambled out with the ILAW to where I could get a good shot. As I took aim, I could clearly see a barrel-end poking out of a small hole in the wall of the building I was targeting. That was the jatha who was trying to kill me.


BLAM!


There was a huge flash and a cloud of white smoke engulfed the building, giving me a few seconds to scramble back inside the sangar and get out my binos to inspect the damage as it cleared.


YES! Target! The round had left a gaping hole exactly where I’d seen the barrel.


‘Zero, this is Sangar Three. TARGET! Sniper’s House successfully engaged!’


‘Roger. Well done, Kailash.’ It was the Officer Commanding’s voice this time. ‘And by the way, air support in approx fifteen minutes.’


‘Roger, out.’


I turned to the two riflemen.


‘OK, bhai haru, it isn’t over yet. We need to concentrate. Baren, you get back onto the .50-cal. Lal, you stay this side with me. Engage all known fire positions but remember your discipline.’


‘Hasur, guruji.’


Not many minutes later, I was just in the process of fitting a new magazine to my rifle when Baren fell back with a loud cry.
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Limbuwan


My full name is Kailash Khebang and I am a Limbu. Limbu is my caste, Khebang is my village and Kailash is what people call me. Kailash is also the name of a holy mountain in Tibet. When I was just a few days old, my mother’s father measured me with his hand and said I was going to be tall and strong as a mountain.


I was born in 1981 on my family’s small farm in Taplejung district in the far east of Nepal. Taplejung lies among the foothills of Mount Kanchenjunga, on the border with India still further east and Tibet to the north. At more than 28,000 feet, Kanchenjunga is the third-highest peak in the world, and from where we lived on the steep slopes of the valley you could see the snows of the Himalayas in the near distance.


We Nepalese are made up of many different castes, or tribes. Apart from Limbus, there are Chetris, Gurungs, Magars, Rais, Sunwars and Thakurs, plus a few other smaller groups. Broadly you can divide us into highlanders and lowlanders – the Limbus, of course, are highlanders. And it is from the hill-dwelling castes that traditionally the Gurkhas have been recruited – although this rule is no longer hard and fast.


The Limbus live not just in the eastern part of Nepal but also in Sikkim, and the Darjeeling area of West Bengal (both part of India) and Bhutan, which is autonomous. Collectively, this is known as Limbuwan, and there are thought to be around three quarters of a million of us; so, though not as numerous as the Gurungs, we are still quite a large group.


Just like each of the other castes, we have our own language, and within this several distinct dialects, although almost everyone nowadays speaks Gorkhali as well. Gorkhali, also known as Nepali, is the main language of the whole country. English is quite widely spoken too – even in Khebang village, it is taught from year 5 onwards – but during my earliest years I spoke only in dialect, and it wasn’t until I began school that I learned Nepali. Today I don’t get much opportunity to speak yakthungba bahsa, as we call our language, and I am a bit rusty. But when I leave the Army and return to my village, as I fully intend, I look forward to taking it up again properly.


Originally, the Limbu people came to Nepal from Tibet. In our own language we refer to ourselves as yakthumba, which translates as ‘yak herders’. There are no yaks in Nepal, so this shows that our ancestors came from the Tibetan plateau. Yet while Tibetans are almost all Buddhists, and while there are some Limbus who are Buddhist, my family follows the ancient Kirat religion. Unlike Tibetans, we believe in a god whom we call Bhagawan.


Until the age of seven, I lived with my parents in my paternal grandfather’s house, which is situated at the upper end of Khebang village. These days my aunt and uncle and several cousins still live there, as my grandfather and grandmother have both passed away. It is a traditional house built with mud walls and a wooden veranda running round the first floor, and a single attic room in the roof. Like most of the other houses in the village, the outside is painted – in this case brown at the bottom and cream above, with the veranda painted blue. Overall, the effect is very colourful. But while today the roof is of corrugated iron, when I was younger it was thatched with straw. We replaced the roof with tin at my expense when I went home on my first leave as a Gurkha. I felt very proud to be able to repay my grandfather for all his kindness to me in this way. Thatch may look better, but the old style of roof has to be changed every two years – a very big and dirty job. Also, thatch is a fire hazard, so tin is much preferred.


Inside the house were six rooms, one large and two small ones on each floor. I suppose the ground-floor area was about the same size as a double garage, so it was a bit above average compared with other houses in our district. This was just as well because, amazing as it may seem, it was home to more than thirty people in total! My father had several brothers and they all stayed with us, along with their wives and children, so that these kids could go to school locally. As a result, my grandmother spent her whole life cooking vast amounts of food. I remember that she had three enormous pots – one for bhaat (rice), one for makai (maize) and one for dhal (lentils). We didn’t eat meat very often, but sometimes – maybe once a month, or if guests came – we would kill an animal and have a proper feast.


Looking back on my childhood, I see that it was something quite remarkable in this day and age. We had no electricity and hence no TV or telephones or household appliances. And because the nearest motorable road was so far away, I was fifteen before I saw my first car. It’s different today, as there are several generators in the area, and the school and several other buildings have light. Some families even have satellite television. Also, a lot of people now have mobile phones, though there are still no iPods or computers. But during my childhood we had none of these things and my life was all about playing – and fighting – with other children as we accompanied our elders to the fields. It was a really healthy outdoor life out in the clean mountain air. We didn’t lack for entertainment, as there were lots of religious festivals and dances and picnics in the forest, and in the evening stories about ghosts and witches and the glorious deeds of our ancestors.


One of my favourite stories as a very young boy was about how our family came to Khebang. There were two ladies from Lhasa, the capital of Tibet, who travelled together on pilgrimage to a place called Kashi near Benares, the holy city of India. One of the ladies got married there and stayed. The other did not and returned to Tibet. The one who stayed had a son, and it was he who eventually came to our district in Nepal. On arrival, he learned that there were two rajas who ruled the place between them. One was a good raja, generous to his people and just. The other was a bad raja, who thought only of himself and how much money he could extort from the people. My family’s forefather made an alliance with the good raja and, taking a bow and arrow, he went into battle and shot the bad raja. As a result, the good raja rewarded him with a lot of land. To celebrate their victory, this raja called the best ladies to his palace and offered our forefather the choice of any one of them. At that point, my ancestor tried to refuse, and it was only when the raja insisted that he reluctantly made his choice. Unfortunately, it turned out that he had chosen the raja’s own brother’s wife. But the raja gave this lady to him anyway. After that, our forefather and his descendants ruled the family lands as subba, one who is the next rank below raja in authority.


The place where my ancestor settled was given the name Kingba, a word that comes from the Limbu word for ‘ambitious’, in recognition of our forefather’s ambition. You could say it’s a characteristic I have inherited myself.


The village of Khebang lies more than a day’s trek from the nearest road, even if you are very fit. If you are not so fit, the journey can take two or even three days. It is about the same distance to Tibet, which we call Bothe, although this track is very difficult and only open at certain times of year because of the snow and danger from avalanches and rockfalls. There is also a track that leads to the Indian border about one day’s walk away. This one is much easier and a lot of people use it to get to Sikkim, where they take jobs for six months of the year. Part of that time they spend harvesting medicinal plants, such as the alchi grass, which grows in the area and fetches a very good price.


There are several other villages in the same valley as Khebang. The closest of these, called Surukim, is right opposite and it takes only twenty minutes to walk there, except that to do so you have to use a narrow rope bridge which has a drop of at least 400 metres. This bridge is really flimsy and it often has to be repaired after heavy rain. Even when it is in a good state, it sways a lot as you go over and every so often there are accidents. I remember one time when I was young there was a mother crossing with her baby in a basket on her back. The bridge moved so violently that, tragically, the baby fell out. There was no chance of saving it. Even if by some miracle a person could survive the fall, the torrent in the river below is so strong that you would be swept away and drowned instantly.


Most of my earliest memories involve fighting, which I really enjoyed. I particularly remember one night when I was about three or four. At that time, as the youngest children in the house, I and my aunt Radika, who was only a few years older than me, had the privilege of sleeping with our grandparents in their warm bed. The problem was that she always got to sleep in between them – which was, of course, the warmest place of all. So one night, I woke up and started pulling Radika out of bed with the idea of taking her place. I thought that because my grandmother had given her some raksi (a traditional drink made from fermented rice, and quite alcoholic) before she went to bed, she would not wake up. But actually she did and I discovered then what a good fighter she was.


It was in fact my grandmother who did not wake up, as she herself was completely drunk. Luckily, our grandfather took my side and he let me move in and made my aunt sleep on the outside. As a result, Radika and I became sworn enemies.


Like I say, my grandmother was completely drunk – as often happened. I remember one time she drank so much that when she was serving our food, she dropped it on the floor – a huge pot of dhal. There was a shocked silence as we all turned to look at my grandfather. He was very strict and we were all waiting for the explosion. I was afraid he was going to chase my grandmother out of the house. But he just laughed and told us to clear up the mess. The truth was, he really loved his wife, and even when she was like this, he forgave her.


It may seem surprising to say that my grandmother always gave us children alcohol at night time, but it is true.


‘This will help you sleep,’ she used to say, although I never liked the stuff. Radika, on the other hand, developed a taste for it and I remember once when she became very drunk during daytime. She was about nine years old, and for no reason that I could tell she came up and slapped me in the face.


‘What did you do that for?’ I demanded.


‘Because you’re a pig!’ she screamed.


I hit her straight away, and we had another big fight that left her in tears. Luckily for both of us, everyone else was outside working in the fields, so nobody saw.


My father too was a big drinker. Unlike my grandfather, who was very even-tempered, Dad had an extremely aggressive side to him. It never lasted and most of the time he was kind and warmhearted and took really good care of his family. But when he was drunk, he got angry very easily, and when this happened he would chase after me, stumbling and shouting.


‘Come to me you little jatha! I’ll show you who’s boss round here!’


That was one of the reasons I became such a good runner. I knew that if he ever caught up with me, he’d thrash me hard. I suppose it is also one reason why I personally never touch alcohol. I am afraid that if I did, I might become one of the bad guys myself. Luckily for me, when I was in Class Seven my dad went to work in the Gulf States for two years. A lot of Nepalese men do this, as the money is quite good, though in my father’s case he didn’t do very well out of it. He said it was hard work for not much reward.


My grandfather was a very impressive man and highly respected in our community. For a short time he had served as a Gurkha in the British Army in India, around the time of Partition in 1947. Unfortunately his military career was cut short by the death of his father, as he had to return home to look after his family. He was also a very religious man, very pure in his habits, and, unlike my grandmother and father, never touched alcohol. It was a rule that no one ever drank in his presence.


In a lot of ways, I grew up closer to my grandfather than to my father, and I shall never forget his example. Every morning he would get up early and walk the 200 metres to the spring where we used to get our water. There, after washing, he would pray for a while before coming back to the house and praying some more at the little shrine he kept in one corner of the room next to my parents’. This was very simple, with just a small altar, a picture of the god and, hanging on the wall, a special kukri.


During his prayers, my grandfather would light a small fire and burn a mixture of aromatic leaves and sit cross-legged on the floor, where he would recite the names of the saints and all our family members, including our ancestors. I can hear him now, softly chanting while the rest of the house slept.


Bhagawan, Bhagawan, Bhagawan …


Bishnu, Bishnu, Bishnu …


Patibharai Devi, Patibharai Devi, Patibharai Devi …


Mohadeb Bhagawan, Mohadeb Bhagawan, Mohadeb Bhagawan …


It was very soothing to listen to.


My grandfather always kept this part of the house very tidy, and once every two weeks, without fail, on the day of the full moon and on the day of the new moon, he used to sweep it carefully with a cowpat. This may sound strange, but dried dung works very effectively as a brush.


The special kukri – to which we all used to pray on certain occasions – was only ever taken down from the wall once a year for the purpose of sacrificing an animal, usually a goat. Once the blade was drawn, we believed that it could not be returned to its scabbard until it had tasted blood.


I am not sure how common this practice of worshipping the kukri is among the other castes, but among Limbus it is very strong. First my grandfather would light some special herbs and start chanting. After a while, when the spirit of the god was inside him, he would start to shake. At that point, he would take the weapon and withdraw the blade and hand it to the person chosen to actually kill the animal. When I was about ten or eleven years old, I remember, he handed it to me. I felt very proud, though also quite nervous. It is considered very unlucky if the person doing the sacrifice cannot do so with a single stroke.


Happily I succeeded, and in fact it is not difficult for someone used to handling a kukri – as any hill boy is from a very early age. But if you are not skilled and you don’t know what you are doing, they are not very effective. Most of the weight of the blade is at the tip end, so you need to keep your wrist straight.


As everyone knows, the kukri blade is curved and at its thinnest where it tapers and joins the handle. With most, there is also a notch, called a kaudi, just in front of the handle. This is to stop the blood running onto your hand and making it slippery to hold.


Kukris come in many different shapes and sizes. The sirupathi blade used by Limbus is longer and thinner than the blade you see in other parts of the country. Also, we Limbus tend to decorate both the blades and the handles more than people in other parts of Nepal. The one in my grandfather’s house was particularly ornate. However, although the kukri is very important in our culture as a symbol of power and as a weapon of war, it is also a very practical tool. Besides being used for sacrifices, they have more ordinary uses such as in harvesting crops, felling trees, chopping firewood, skinning animals, and even opening bottles.


After the kukri, the most important things my grandfather kept in his shrine were some precious stones that had been found on our land. When I say they were precious, I don’t mean they were valuable like jewels, but that they had special powers. The most important of them was the mothi stone from a snake. There are certain snakes in the Himalayas which are believed to possess magical abilities. These snakes are blind by day but, using mothi, are able to generate light from inside themselves at night and so to see in the dark. We believe that if you can catch one of the snakes and extract the mothi stone from it, you will possess something of great power. One day when I was very young, an Indian Nagaman – that is to say, someone with knowledge of snakes – came to our village. It seems he had some supernatural indication of one of these special snakes living near our house. Eventually he succeeded in capturing it and was able to extract the mothi stone from its mouth. He then sold it to my grandfather for an enormous sum of money – something like forty thousand rupees, which in those days was easily enough to buy a field or to build a house such as ours. Yet although this sounds like a crazy amount, the mothi stone brings such good fortune and prosperity to the one who possesses it, my grandfather explained that it was not too high a price to pay. You could say it is just coincidence based on superstition, but looking back on his life – he died a few years ago at the time of writing – I have to say that I cannot disagree with him. We certainly did prosper, and throughout my childhood the harvests were good and the animals stayed healthy and productive.


As a result of this prosperity, my grandfather was able to use his wealth to benefit others in the community. He built a small hostel for the poor and gave money to help build the school in our village. This was a fine two-storey building about half an hour’s walk downhill from the house, very simple, and painted colourfully in blue and white. He also paid for better roads in our area (though of course I don’t mean motorable roads) and for the construction of a pipeline to bring water to people who lived far from the nearest stream.


My grandfather also used to say that another reason for his success in life was the jackal horns that he had obtained when younger. Like the mothi stone, these also have special powers. They came from a kind of jackal found in the Himalayas which has horns not on the front, but on the back of its head. Now the peculiar thing about these horns is that they only appear when the jackal is howling. If you see one of these animals when it is just roaming in the daytime, they are not visible.


It was late one night when he was walking home from the fields along a road that took him past a graveyard that my grandfather had his opportunity. From a long distance away, he could hear some wild animals howling in the moonlight. Sure enough, when he got close to the graveyard, he saw three jackals sitting there, their heads upturned to the moon. Keeping as quiet as he could, my grandfather crept behind them and when he had got into a good position, hurled his stick with all his strength. With a great yelp, all three ran off but, just as he’d hoped, the horns of one had fallen off and he picked them up and took them home. My grandfather told me that if ever I had the chance, I should try to get hold of some jackal horns for myself. Unfortunately, I have not been lucky enough so far.


Of course, not all the wildlife in our area possessed magical powers, but there were some that were also quite rare. From time to time, people reported bears in the jungle nearby, and every so often a tiger would appear. I’ve never actually seen a bear, but I did see several tigers when I was young. Because I was armed with my kukri, I wasn’t too scared. In fact I remember on one occasion how, when I saw one, I picked up a stone and threw it at the tiger. It turned and ran away.


All in all, mine was a happy childhood. I lived the typical life of a hill boy, little different from that of my ancestors for hundreds of years, if not a thousand and more. It was a simple life and in some respects also quite hard. From a very early age, I had to help out on the family farm. We grew mainly rice and maize, but also some wheat and potatoes, as well as fodder for the cattle. Together with the other children, I had to cut and collect firewood and to help at harvest time and plough the fields afterwards. I had to take the bullocks into the jungle to forage and to carry baskets of hay for them home on my back. I spent hours up to my knees in water in the rice paddies and many more bent over repairing the earth mounds that ran round the sides to keep the water from running away. But the worst time was in winter, when the cold came. When it gets into your bones as it does when the only heat you have is a small open fire in the house, it is almost impossible to get warm again. Yet the difficulties we experienced were eased by the fact that we bore them all together as a family – a fact that has helped me a lot in later life. As a Gurkha, you do the same. When we face hardship, we do not face it just as one person, but as a member of a group – a section, a platoon, a company, a battalion, and finally a whole brigade. You are never alone. In fact you could say that to be a Gurkha is to be a member of one very big family, of which your section is the closest part.
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Into Now Zad


I’ll never forget the flight into Now Zad, and nor will anyone else who was on that helicopter.


‘Ready, guruji haru? Ready, bhai haru?’ It’s too loud inside a Chinook to be heard, but they each got my meaning. One by one, my seven brothers, the seven men under my command, nodded as I looked into their eyes.


‘Ready, guruji,’ they mouthed in reply, each in turn. ‘Yes, Kailash bhai. Ready.’ Seven times.


Even at times of maximum stress, we Gurkhas remember our manners. Bhai means ‘younger brother’. Guruji means, literally, ‘honourable teacher’. It is used by juniors towards their seniors. But it is also used by soldiers senior in rank towards someone lower in rank if the junior person joined up before you. Rank does not confer more honour than age.


Haru, by the way, just signifies more than one.


We had been airborne since 1300 local time – just about fifteen minutes by now, so we were more than two thirds of the 40 miles to the HLS, the Helicopter Landing Site – and I needed to be sure everyone was ready. The thing is, when you are on the journey out to an operation, you are keyed up to the maximum. That doesn’t have to be said. But your mind can wander. You start thinking about home, about your family and loved ones. In my own case, I was thinking about Anish, my son born just two weeks earlier. I wondered whether I was ever going to see him again. I realised I might not.


But there comes a moment when you need to focus. You have to snap out of your thoughts about home and about what might happen. And we had reached that moment. The point when we needed to be fully alert to the task in hand, when we needed to let go of those warm thoughts, and the nervous thoughts too. Because when we got there, we had just one minute. The Chinook was carrying twenty-seven men with full kit and we were packed tight. We had a lot of gear with us, but only one minute. Could we do it?


Because at sixty seconds, the pilot was going to firewall the throttle and head for home.


Sixty seconds. Not sixty-one. Sixty seconds for all us of us to get out with every item we needed for a full-scale operation, and for the men we were relieving to get on board. That isn’t long when you’ve got as much stuff with you as we were carrying then.


It would not matter if you had to go back to get something. It wouldn’t matter if your bergen – your rucksack – got stuck, maybe snagged on one of the fittings on the floor. At sixty-one seconds you would be on your way back to Bastion. At sixty-one seconds, if you’re not off the helicopter you’ll have let everyone down. They were relying on you to play your part, and now you have let them down, your younger brothers and your honourable teachers.


It would not matter if you were standing at the edge of the ramp, just about to jump. At sixty-one seconds, you would have to jump thirty feet. If not fifty, or even a hundred.


So I had to be sure my bhais and gurujis were fully focused and not thinking about the possibility of going back in a box or, worse, with some of their body parts missing. And yes, I could see now that they were ready, as ready as it was possible to be.


Two days back we’d practised on the ground. We’d practised the exit, so everyone knew exactly what to do the moment we touched down, and what to do next. Basically, you had to grab your weapons and a bergen – it didn’t matter whose – and just go for it. Down the ramp, 20-metre dash and hit the deck, take up firing position, observe. Move only when instructed to do so. Then patrol the 800 metres to the safe house, bearing in mind we could be being engaged from the moment the helicopter appeared in the sky.


Satisfied that the bhais were all set, I ran through different scenarios in my head. How precisely I was going to get out, which of the bhais was to go where when we were on the ground, what kit I was going to need to hand. My personal weapon, obviously. But binoculars, map, compass, chinagraph too. And having done this, I began to ask myself the questions all commanders ask themselves on the way into an operation. Did we have enough ammunition? How long would it last if there was a big contact on landing? What about water? Temperatures at this time of year regularly hit 50 degrees celsius. What about food? How many days could we go if we found ourselves cut off and no resupp could get in? Would we be able to buy some food locally? How long before we would need to go looking for it? And what about purification tablets? Yes, I had mine. And yes, I had checked the bhais’ kit: they all had plenty. OK, so what happens if we’re contacted on landing? Or ambushed on our way to the safe house? And what was I going to do if my PRR – my Personal Radio Relay – failed? In answer to my own questions, first I ran over all the IAs in my mind – all the immediate actions – and then all the SOPs – the standard operating procedures – for each of the different possible scenarios. What I would do if separated from the rest of the platoon, for example.


Kit, procedures, drills. There was plenty to think about. No room for being scared, that’s for sure. A bit anxious for the gurujis and bhais under my command, maybe. For myself, no.


I glanced at my watch. Five minutes more, maximum. Five minutes and then sixty seconds.


But I couldn’t stop asking questions. What if one of the vehicles waiting for us was hit? What if the vehicles weren’t waiting at all? What if one of my riflemen got hit? The possibilities were endless. One thing I didn’t have to worry about, though, was the loyalty of my men.


I glanced once more at each of them. There was Gaj, who we all called Gaaz, nineteen years old and the youngest and best of them all. Tough, totally dependable, totally committed, with a big sense of humour. He caught my eye and we both smiled. Then there was Lance Corporal Shree, my section 2 i/c, an experienced soldier and solid as they come. There was Nagen, only a bit older than Gaaz and reliable and solid as a mountain. Then Amrit – a real hard worker and totally straightforward. There was Nani, our WMIK driver. A WMIK (it stands for Weapons Mount Installation Kit) is basically an armoured Land Rover – not the quickest of vehicles at the best of times, and not good at all for surviving an IED (an improvised explosive device, i.e. a remotely triggered mine), but great for getting round the desert in. I never understood how he did it, but luckily Nani seemed to be able to get a WMIK to go 20 per cent faster than anyone else. He was three years senior to me, although junior in rank, so I called him guruji. Next to him was Nabin, wiry and fit as anything, another young rifleman who had joined around the same time as Gaaz. At the end sat Ambika. We called him the Smiley Man – but you wouldn’t want to get in a fight with him.


They were a great bunch, a great team. The younger ones would need some looking after, but, as some officer sahib once said, the Gurkha is a pack animal. We work together and fight together as a team. Everyone helps everyone else: that’s how we operate. We’d be fine just so long as we remembered what we’d been taught.


Suddenly, I felt the helicopter start to descend. Now began the most dangerous part of the flight. It was nerve-racking, I have to admit. We knew the enemy had brought down a Chinook carrying a US Navy SEAL team with an RPG the year before. And what they’d done once they could do again. You’re big and not very fast. Not so difficult if the enemy can get in range. That’s why we flew high to begin with and why, now we were descending, we had to manoeuvre constantly. Banking first left then right, we dropped steeply down. Like this you make it as hard for the enemy as possible.


We were a platoon plus of the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Gurkha Regiment on our way to conduct a Relief in Place of a safe house that 10 Platoon had been holding for the past three weeks. This was an operation in support of the 3 PARA Battlegroup that had been deployed to counter the Taliban insurgency in Helmand province. We were bringing enough supplies with us to last a week. Ten days at a stretch, though we were told we could be relieved within seventy-two hours if all went well, so it was unlikely to be a big deal. Our main job, it had been explained to us, was the battle for hearts and minds – although to judge by 10 Platoon’s experience, there was a good chance we were going to find ourselves in a real battle. We’d heard they had been ambushed while out on patrol and were lucky not to take any casualties.


And to tell you the truth, we were quite looking forward to it. Since late April, we had been providing close defence for Camp Bastion, the British battlefield headquarters in Helmand. During that time, the lads from 48 Engineer Squadron had improved the place a lot, but conditions remained quite tough, as these were still early days. There was no air conditioning at that point, and by day it was hot enough to fry an egg in a mess tin that had been left out in the sun. Then there was the fine powder of the desert dust. Every time you moved, a little cloud of it would form. When you went on patrol you’d come back caked in it. Dust, dust everywhere. Dust in your eyes, dust in your ears, and dust under your foreskin if you weren’t careful. But apart from everyone’s personal battle with the elements, there hadn’t been much to do. Day patrols, night patrols, ambush patrols, vehicle checkpoints, that sort of thing. We’d seen a few cars blown up, but we hadn’t come under fire ourselves, so we were keen to see a bit of action. After all, that’s what we’d joined up for.


As we swooped lower, time seemed to slow down. It goes like that when you’re pumped up. It’s strange, though. I hardly even knew I was feeling a bit queasy from all the manoeuvring of the chopper, but thinking back, I realise I was. It’s different what you notice depending on your state of mind. You might think that when time seems to move more slowly you’d notice everything around you. It’s not like that, I found. I wasn’t focused on myself at all, but entirely alert to what the next few minutes would bring.


There was a sudden change of engine note.


‘GOGGLES!’ I shouted, and looked round to make sure everyone had them pulled down.


This was it! The door was already open. I began to look for the ground. But it was hopeless. All you could see was the swirling dust. Dust and more damned dust, billowing up all around us, stirred into angry life by the rotor blades.


As soon as we felt the Chinook touching down, the bhais nearest the exit got moving. In a hurry, but not in a panic. Out they went. Our bergens weighed 30 kilos each and we had another 15 kilos strapped to our bodies – ammunition, water, rations, mess tin, field dressings. Weapons were on top of that. In my own case, I had my SA80 personal weapon plus UGL grenade launcher, radio, binos, night-vision sight, tactical aide memoire. In all, probably 50 kilos. Some of the bhais and gurujis had still more than that: between us we were carrying a section GPMG (7.62 calibre General Purpose Machine Gun), an LSW (the bipod-mounted version of the SA80 5.65 calibre rifle), a 51 mm mortar and two ILAWs (Interim Light Anti-Tank Weapon) – not to mention our kukris.


No Gurkha is ever without his kukri.


But you don’t register the weight in a situation like this. You just pick it up and run.


As we heaved our gear out of the chopper, I hardly noticed the platoon we were relieving standing ready to board as soon as we were clear. I was focused entirely on the job in hand and launched myself into the swirling dust cloud, mouth tight shut. Thank God for those goggles.


We fanned out, just as we had practised. My section was out first and we were to go left. Fifteen, twenty paces then down. Already the Chinook was getting airborne again, and the dust storm intensified so we were running blind. It was like a blizzard in the mountains, only worse, because when it got into your mouth and nose and ears, it didn’t dissolve like snow does. I threw myself down and waited.


No sooner had the sound of the heli started to fade than I heard machine-gun fire.


Aayo! We were being engaged.


But where from?


First you hear the TAK TAK TAK of the rounds as they fly past, then the TUM TUM TUM of the report.


‘CONTACT WAIT OUT!’ I screamed into the PRR.


If you hear the rounds in the air before you hear the sound of them being fired, you can be fairly certain they’re being fired at you.


TAK TAK TAK TAK TAK. TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM.


Aare jatha! But where was it coming from?


‘Anybody see anything?’ I shouted.


‘Kahi pani chaina! Can’t see anything at all,’ someone yelled.


‘Can I fire?’ someone else shouted.


‘Not until you can see something definite!’ I shouted back.


‘Zero, this is Two One Charlie.’ I steadied my voice as I spoke into the PRR. ‘Contact! Small-arms fire. Position unknown. Looking.’


‘Zero, roger. We’re in contact too. Keep observing.’


Major Rex’s voice was calm, though I could hear shouts coming from his position.


The enemy couldn’t see anything either of course, because the dust hadn’t settled yet. But they knew we were in there somewhere and the rounds kept coming.


Slowly the air started to clear. As it did so, the fire intensified. But it was still completely impossible to work out where the enemy position was. This was terrible. My heart was raging in my chest. Every so often I was popping my head up and looking round 360 degrees. But they were too well concealed. The only clue was the sound of the rounds flying towards us.


And it was at this moment that I learned the hardest thing in any combat situation. The hardest thing is to know where you are being engaged from. It’s the hardest thing, and also the most frustrating. Because if you can’t see the enemy, you can’t engage him. It’s no good just shooting back blindly. You waste ammunition and have a big chance of blue on blue contact. And yet your whole body, your whole mind, is screaming at you to hit back. You want to see the jatha haru. You want to take the fight to them. You want to kill them.


Here I should say that Gurkhas do not like swearing too much, and when we do, it is a matter of embarrassment. Also, the words will seem strange to English readers – jatha, which we use when a British squaddie might say ‘fu**ers’, actually means ‘pubic hair’, which, for us, is not so rude.


But you can’t hit back at the jatha because you don’t know where they are.


So I was lying there in the prone position, using my bergen for cover, trying hard to work out where the fire was coming from – looking for any clue. The sight of tracer. Muzzle flash. Smoke from a barrel. Movement. Any clue at all. I suppose that if I’d been frightened, I’d have felt it then. But I didn’t feel any fear. Just excitement. Real excitement. This was my first-ever contact and I desperately wanted to fight, to take them on. So all I was thinking was: Where are they? Who are they? What are they wearing? What kind of weapons do they have?
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