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Introduction







‘Only a dead fish goes with the flow.’


Ethan Evans





When I first considered writing this book I wasn’t sure whether to write as a soldier who enjoyed fishing, or as a fisherman who happened to be a soldier. Now that the book is finished, I am still unsure which of my alter-egos wrote the book. Fishing and soldiering, at first glance, appear to be well-suited companions. Both require an understanding of one’s surroundings, the perfection of certain skills, and a hunter’s instinct. But a more detailed look exposes them as rather polarised bedfellows. Soldiering is ultimately about teamwork, interaction with others (whether friend or foe), and the understanding and mastery of human nature. Fishing, on the other hand, is a solitary pursuit, undertaken away from people, and requiring no consideration of man’s character.


I think, for me, that the attraction in both activities is that, in order to achieve maximum fulfilment; there is a requirement for total immersion. The Brigadier who recruited me into the Army told me during my first interview: ‘Being an Army Officer is not a job; it is a way of life.’ There are few professions which demand so much, and fewer still which reward so fully. It is a way of life that involves travel and adventure, friends and camaraderie, and an existence few outside the Forces can imagine.


Fishing elicits equally strong opinions. My grandfather, the late author and river-keeper Frank Sawyer, was as insistent as the Brigadier when he said: ‘Everyone must work and everyone must have leisure, and to my way of thinking, if this leisure time is to be of real benefit, the pastime needs to be completely absorbing.’ Anyone who has cast a fly delicately towards a feeding trout, waited patiently for a float to dip under the surface, or simply held rod and line poised for action will know exactly what Frank is talking about.


In this book I have tried to express the complete absorption of fishing, and to articulate the Army Officer’s unique way of life. Whether it is hand-lining in a muddy jungle river of the Far East, or peacekeeping amongst the burning villages and mass graves of the Balkans, there are no half-measures when it comes to the dedication of a fisherman or a soldier. If he or she is not completely engrossed by the angling, or totally occupied by the mission, fishing and soldiering become irrelevant mechanical activities.


So far I have been to 22 different countries with the Army and I have absolutely no doubt there will be many more to come. Most trips have been training exercises and a few have been operational tours. I have been fortunate enough to fish in many of these places. The waters have ranged from limestone rivers, not dissimilar to our English chalk streams, through to murky pools in the African bush. The fish vary hugely, but there is something uncannily similar about fishermen all over the world. Kikuyu, Serb, Malay, Bosnian or Berber, it makes little difference. They may have radically different cultures and religions, or hate certain other peoples with fanatical fervour, but they all understand the common language of fishing. Trout, huchen, kelah, mosquitofish and tilapia are but a few of the species; and nets, rods, grenades and traps are a few of the methods, but the end result is the same.


British soldiers also demonstrate a common language in the sense of humour they display in difficult and uncomfortable situations. Whether it is training in the unique but miserable weather systems that seem to pervade most UK training areas, or dealing with the fear and uncertainty of conflict in some foreign land, the character of the private soldiers and NCOs is ever present. It doesn’t matter whether they are raiding a terrorist’s house at dawn, or dodging bullets in a grotty third-world street, there is always a humorous quip to make light of the situation. It would take more than a few hundred pages to describe even a fraction of the funny and ironic moments I have shared with my fellow soldiers, but I hope I have given a small flavour of the British soldier’s character.


As you turn these pages you will find no underlying philosophical message, no debate on the rights or wrongs of war and no instruction on how to cast long distances or hook a wary fish – there are far more qualified people than me to talk on these matters. Nor is this book a list of exotic places I have fished or baddies that I have fought and killed. The big game fishermen and the increasing number of ex-SAS writers are the experts in these areas. Fishing on the Front Line is simply an account of an ordinary Army Officer who has been lucky enough to fish and soldier with some extraordinary people in a few rather unusual places and in very interesting times.
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Bosnia







“No language can describe adequately the condition of that portion of the Balkan Peninsula – Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and other provinces. Political intrigue, constant rivalries, a total absence of political spirit, hatred of all races, animosities of rival religions and absence of any controlling power… nothing short of an army of fifty thousand of the best troops would produce anything like order in these parts.”


Benjamin Disraeli, 1878





It was late spring when I flew into the Balkans. A few of the harsh, grey peaks thousands of feet below still had a light covering of snow, while the bright green lower valleys with their villages and towns relaxed in warm May sunshine. More importantly, the deeper gorges, clearly visible from thirty thousand feet, all had a reflective ribbon of icy cold water flowing from the snow-covered mountains. Bosnia was a prime fishing area and I wasn’t going to let Europe’s bloodiest war since 1945 stop me fishing such legendary rivers as the Sana or Una. There was the odd problem of minefields, criminal gangs, rogue military factions, mass graves and war-damaged infrastructure, but then it wouldn’t be real fishing if some hardship was not involved. There was also the significantly larger challenge of persuading my distinctly non-angling Commanding Officer (CO) that fishing really was going to help bring peace to the Balkans. My previous travels around the world had shown conclusively that fishing can be a useful catalyst for interacting with the locals. Wherever there are fish, there are men and women who dedicate much of their lives to catching them. It was perhaps a forlorn hope to think that a love of fishing could transcend the ethnic hatred found in the Balkans, but it would certainly give a neutral party, such as a NATO peacekeeper, a good starting point for conversation.


My pre-tour training had focused primarily on the political and military situation in the operational area of the British-controlled Multinational Division South West, or MND(SW). However, there was a small amount of time for a bit of personal research and I had managed to turn up a few gems about the fishing. After all, if I was going to converse with any authority on fishing in the Balkans, and, more importantly, successfully land a large local specimen, then I ought to acquire a few salient facts on the subject.


The most sought-after fish in the region is Hucho hucho. The Eurasian Huchen is indigenous to the Danube Basin and can grow to over one hundred pounds in weight. It is sometimes called the Danube Salmon or bull trout, but is non-migratory, moving only a small distance upstream to spawn. The Game Fishing Association lists the largest huchen caught at 130 pounds, making it the biggest salmonid in the world. The huchen is not common in the Balkans and few stocking programmes have been successful. It was listed in 1967 as ‘scarce’ in Yugoslavia by Muus and Dahlstrøm in their extensive work Guide des poissons d’eau douce et pêche.


The first positive piece of information on Bosnian fishing was found accidentally when I was sorting through some of my grandfather’s old notes. On the back of an article published in an unidentified French magazine from the 1950s was a piece about fishing in Yugoslavia entitled ‘Dans Les Eaux Yougoslaves’. With the help of a French dictionary at the bottom of the same box, I was able to carry out a pas mal translation of the document. The article contained photos of Yugoslavian rivers and contained captions such as: ‘In the river the average trout is four or five pounds and specimens of 12 pounds are not rare.’ Or, ‘There are rumoured to be very big trout of about 45 pounds in the larger gorges.’ While I found the idea of a 45-pound wild trout a little difficult to believe1, the photographs and other articles were enough to convince anyone of the excellent rivers to be found in Bosnia.


The second item was a little closer to my profession and was an account by a refugee in 1993 describing how a group of 30 villagers had hidden in the mountains and survived on fish caught from a nearby stream. The refugees survived for nearly two months on a fish and wild herb diet and the headman described the streams as ‘…an endless source of sustenance.’ Clearly a description of rivers containing a large number of fish. What’s more, the area was close to where my unit was due to deploy. The final temptation was a single line from a previous unit’s war diary2. The line from June 1996 read simply: “I met a commander from VII Corps on the Eastern bank of the destroyed bridge…..saw several massive fish in the river.”


The biggest decision to make in the pre-tour preparation was not whether to take a pistol or a rifle (I took both in the end), or to top up my life insurance policy (the gamble obviously paid off), but what fishing tackle to take. I prided myself on having never bought a rod or reel. I had survived for nearly thirty years on hand-me-downs and didn’t own a rod less than twenty years old. But what I really needed was a ‘Gucci’3 little travel rod that would fit in my webbing or Bergen4 and could easily be taken on foot patrols. Unfortunately my pocket money didn’t go far enough for a new rod so I decided to take an old fibre-glass two-piece rod of six feet that had been in the garage for years.


The more discerning fisherman would probably scoff at such a puny measure of manliness and question whether it was possible to cast far enough with so small a rod. Fortunately distance casting has never been a problem for me. I am terrible at casting any distance over fifteen feet, so out of necessity I have become proficient at creeping closer to fish in order to reach them with my pathetic little casts. Although I frighten the fish a lot of the time, it is distinctly less often than when pulling line out of trees or flapping large amounts of uncontrolled tangles onto the river surface. Yes, my little rod would be fine although it didn’t exactly fit neatly into my Bergen.


As a weighted nymph purist on my native Avon5, it took a great deal of soul searching before deciding to take anything other than Killer Bugs and Pheasant Tail Nymphs6. The few bits of literature on Yugoslavian rivers had not made a single mention of suitable dry flies, so a motley collection of red spinners, black gnats and some white flies without a name, seemed like a fairly good selection. I don’t normally fish with dry flies so, in my ignorance, the big difference in colours seemed to be the most sensible approach to cover all contingencies. If it came down to it I could always colour in the white flies with a felt-tip pen.


In the weeks before deployment I had done a mission analysis and combat estimate7 on the military mission. The attitude of the former warring factions in my area of Bosnia was relatively benign, largely due to the huge amount of firepower NATO had at its disposal. In my assessment of the situation, the biggest threat to the safe and secure environment came from landmines. Indeed, how could the environment be safe in the first place if millions of mines still littered the countryside? I decided that my contribution to the military mission would be to try and get some of the mines cleared. My analysis of the fishing challenge was much easier. I decided to find a local fisherman and ask him where to catch a huchen, and what fly to use.


I was going to have a number of other officers and soldiers to help me with the military mission and some of them were sitting around me on the aircraft as we made our descent over the Adriatic Coast. One of the subalterns who worked for me was Bertie Richardson. Bertie’s real name was Brian, but his fellow subalterns decided that Brian was not an officer-like name. They wrote to the manning and records division in Glasgow to inform them of the name change from Brian to Bertie and even got the Regimental Administration Officer (RAO) to make a permanent change on his computer record. To make matters even more ‘officer-like’ Bertie was also given the middle name St. John. Bertie was a solid and dependable officer, well liked by his soldiers and NCOs, although they wound him up relentlessly about his ‘fat arse’.


Another key individual was my right-hand-man and operations assistant Bombardier8 Harris. Bombardier Harris was known as Fireman Sam as he had been in the Fire Brigade for six years before he joined the Army. He was also a gifted drummer and played drums on Elkie Brook’s hit ‘No More the Fool.’ Sam was a typical Bombardier: innovative, hard-working, and utterly relentless when it came to getting a job done. Neither Bertie nor Sam were fishermen, and I made a mental note to try and convert them before the end of the tour.


Most of the passengers on the plane were peering out of the windows as we made our final approach into the area over Croatia’s Dalmatian Coast. The scenery which spread out below the charter aircraft, particularly the many small islands, were more reminiscent of a tropical archipelago than Southern Europe. The coastal area had not suffered rampant hotel building despite being a popular holiday destination during the pre-war days of Tito’s Yugoslavia. In fact, the whole area was largely untouched, consisting of occasional fishing villages and the odd larger town.


The bigger islands had one or two houses and a small beach. Fishing boats were sporadically placed among the islands and I could only begin to imagine the type of fish found in between the white beaches and rocky cliffs. Strangely, I found this aerial view disturbing. Many weeks of intensive pre-tour training, and hours of burning the midnight oil studying the Balkan conflicts, had prepared me for a dark, rugged and war-torn region stuck in the Dark Ages. Yet below me sparkling in the clear hot sun was a virtual paradise that seemed to ooze peace and tranquillity. My dream holiday destination had always been my own private island, a small boat and some fishing tackle – and there it was below me.


‘Bloody Hell,’ said a nearby soldier, ‘I didn’t realise we were going to be next to the sea.’


‘We’re not, lunatic,’ Fireman Sam informed the lad, ‘It’s an eight-hour drive from the airport to our gaff.’


It has to be said that the whole arrival experience was slightly surreal. The British Army charters civilian airlines for transporting troops to and from operational theatres, a role to which my Airtours Airbus 320 was quite clearly unfamiliar. The seat-back literature glorified Spanish and Greek resorts, while the duty-free catalogue sold such soldierly items as handbags and pearl-necklaces. The majority of the passengers were about to spend six months away from their families and the wonderful family resorts on the Costa Brava and Peloponnesian Beaches were perhaps not quite what they wanted to read about.


Our destination airport was the schizophrenic (and rather aptly named) Adriatic port of Split. Split wasn’t quite sure whether it was a historic European city, a luxury holiday spot or the remnants of some disastrous communist housing experiment. The immediate port area was made up of empty warehouses and large cranes lying idle, while the city suburbs were a patchwork of modern houses, traditional villas, abandoned factories and ghastly grey tower blocks. Some of the dock areas were still in use but it was clear that the docking industry had declined substantially since its heyday before the war. There were signs of a recovery: indeed much of NATO’s equipment and supplies came in through the port, but there was still a long way to go before Split could once again claim to be an affluent port city. The drawbacks of Split aside, the Croatians were obviously putting a lot of effort into their tourist industry – and rightly so. The potential of the area was enormous and the deserted white beaches, azure seas, classic Adriatic villas and hot sunny weather all contributed to the holiday atmosphere of Split and the Dalmatian Coast.9


The eight-hour road journey from Split to the location of our base camp in the Bosnian town of Sanski Most was like driving back in time. The relatively modern and prosperous coast of Croatia gave way to smaller regional towns while industry changed from manufacturing and shipping to a clearly agricultural-based economy. There was no mistaking the border with Bosnia-Herzegovina. The terrain became more mountainous and the flotsam and detritus of war lay alongside the roads and towns. Burned-out cars and military vehicles lying in ditches were a common feature and hastily-prepared graveyards by the roadside indicated the most bitter battlefields and areas of ethnic cleansing. Trench systems and artillery pits could be found at strategic locations and there was hardly a building without bullet holes or some other form of battle damage.


Conversely, the countryside was stunning and appeared to be untouched by the conflict. Deep wooded valleys with fertile plateaux of pasture marked the high altitude areas, while almost feudal plots and terraces made up the prime agricultural land. Bosnia was not a backward country by any means but the war had dealt a severe blow to certain aspects of the country’s economy. Rusting chair lifts and even an old steam train on a twisted track were remnants of the ski industry, while gutted factories were a common site in larger towns. Deserted and overgrown agricultural land were the other hallmarks of areas emptied by ethnic cleansing.


It was late spring when we made our journey so the rivers were brimming with snow melt and the many seasonal streams were running well. It was not uncommon to drive alongside rivers in valley bottoms for many miles or cross deep gorges on crudely-repaired bridges. Rivers and streams were such a key feature of the terrain that it was difficult to avoid them. I was surprised at the lack of fisherman on these rivers as they appeared to be wonderful fishing waters. Indeed, even from the Land Rover window at 40 mph I could see fish rising.
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These beautiful Balkan waters typify the rivers where I was deployed in Bosnia. Clean, clear and full of fish, the water in late spring was snowmelt and achingly cold. A local war veteran called Selman was to introduce me to the joys of fishing these enchanting waters.








The only fisherman I saw during the whole journey was fishing next to a small lay-by where we had conveniently stopped for a leg stretch. Although the road was the main route across this particular region of Bosnia, the area was deserted. The lay-by was in a small valley bottom with a wide open pine forest interspersed with overgrown pastures. It was late afternoon and the hottest part of the day had passed but it was still uncomfortably warm. The shaded lay-by and pleasant trickles of running water were a welcome change from the sweltering Land Rover. Bertie had spent the last four hours in the windowless back section of the Land Rover and was ‘in bits’10. If he had been a dog the RSPCA would have prosecuted me. Fireman Sam on the other hand had ignored the protests of the young Gunner11 who had been sent to pick us up and was now driving the Land Rover himself12 while the Gunner sweated it out in the back along with the Lance-Bombardier who had accompanied him for the journey.13


“I’ve got a headache that would kill a civvy,” was all Bertie could manage as he staggered off into the shade for a lie down. Bertie seemed to have an unnaturally large requirement for water and, as far as I remember, spent most of the tour dehydrated. The lads reckoned Bertie’s arse was like a camel’s hump and needed gallons of water to keep it inflated. His daily requirement for a small reservoir wasn’t helped by his making most vehicle journeys in the back of a Land Rover where he would emerge at every stop not only dehydrated, but covered from head to foot in the sticky thick dust that seemed to permeate even the most tightly-closed windows and doors. He did however draw the line at taking a dip in Bosnian rivers to cool off and clean up. He was convinced that they were full of cholera, typhoid, AIDS and every other nasty disease going.


This particular river next to the lay-by was quite deep and slow moving but the water was as clear as any English chalk-stream. There was very little weed on the rocky bed but small growths could be found in the slow-moving areas. A single stunted reed patch occupied a small foothold in slow-moving backwater on a sharp bend and this appeared to be the only substantial aquatic growth. The fisherman was clearly a skilled angler. From the lay-by twenty metres away the slow relaxed casting style and well-controlled loops of fly-line were a joy to watch. As I made my way down the rocky track towards him I could see he was using a small light rod no more than eight feet in length. I had no wish to disturb him so settled to watch him from a safe distance.


Although too far away to say what type of artificial he was using, I could tell it was a small delicate fly and he was presenting it on a stretch of slower-moving water. I was upstream of the fisherman and well above him on the side of the valley. From this position I could clearly see his reactions and it was obvious there were fish to catch.


It was ten or fifteen casts before he finally struck into a fish but the bend in his rod showed it was worth the effort. The commotion and splashing in the water were the frantic exertions of a wild fish, and it was obvious that the quarry was not going to give up easily. The lightweight tackle was under real strain and the fisherman was not the most delicate of anglers. His pressure on the fish was relentless and his rod was bent to breaking point. I felt sure that the fish would be lost any moment but the fisherman persevered with his robust approach and the fish was soon in his hand and whipped out onto the bank. The fish was quickly dispatched with a stone and placed inside a white carrier bag that had been weighted with stones and left in a shallow backwater.


The fisherman must have been at the end of his day’s fishing because as soon as he was level with the track he packed up his gear, collected his carrier bag from the river and walked up the track towards the lay-by. He was a lot younger than I had anticipated and was dressed in Nike trainers, jeans and a black Calvin Klein tee shirt. His left arm and the side of his face were a mangled scarred mess. The scarring was probably caused by either mortar or artillery shrapnel14. I smiled a friendly ‘Dobra Dan’, or ‘Good Day’, at the fisherman and pointed to the fish in his bag. He opened up the carrier and showed me three fish of between 11 and 12 inches. They were all brown trout with lovely bold black spots on deep gold flanks. His rod appeared to be new although there was no brand name anywhere to be seen. His reel on the other hand was much older and had Cyrillic writing on the drum. After much pointing and gesturing I managed to get the fisherman to show me his flies. There were only about ten flies in his box and they were all varying sizes of the same pattern. The largest was a size ten and the smallest a size sixteen. They had a tightly wound brown fur body with large green feathered hackles.


‘Huchen?’ I asked pointing at the river. There was no response. ‘Hucho?’ I tried again indicating a fish of about a metre in length. Another blank look. I made one last attempt, ‘Danube Salmon?’


‘Aah, niet, niet,’ replied the beaming fisherman, ‘Austria, Austria!’ and with that he pointed northwards in the direction of Austria. I tried to ascertain whether he meant the Danube was in Austria, or whether I had to go to Austria to catch a huchen, but the poor lad didn’t speak any English and was becoming more and more confused by my questions. Although he wasn’t able to tell me where to find a huchen, he had given me a clue on what sort of flies would be successful on Bosnian waters.


We soon had to leave our battle-scarred friend and continue with the drive across Bosnia. Our ultimate destination was the town of Sanski Most. The town was to be found nestled in the Sana valley of North West Bosnia. Post war Bosnia was split into two areas: the Serb-controlled Republic Srbska and the Muslim/Croat Bosnian Federation. Bosnia itself was bounded by Croatia to the North and West and Serbia & Montenegro to the East. Sanski Most is in Federation territory but the Inter Entity Boundary Line (IEBL)15 runs only a few miles north of the town16. The town is located on the banks of the River Sana with the town named after the main bridge.


The Sana is a wide limestone river which runs through the main valley and is bounded on all sides by hills and mountains. The Sana runs into the River Una which eventually flows into the Danube. I didn’t ever manage to fish in the main river but it was clearly excellent fishing water. The two fishing tackle shops in the town had a gallery of photos depicting various monsters caught from the main river. There were eight other rivers in the area – all tributaries to the Sana. In turn, these tributaries often had significant streams feeding them. The whole area was a fisherman’s paradise and I was lucky enough to fish many of these tributaries.


Any written history of Sanski Most is invariably clouded by the ethnic persuasions of the commentator and regrettably I found it difficult to find unbiased accounts. However, I did find a Bosnian website which, rather unusually, quoted from several well-known historical sources. The website was prepared by a local called Sergio Omanovic.


Archaeologists believe that there was a settlement at Sanski Most since at least Iron Age times. Iron ore deposits and the navigable river would have attracted the indigenous tribes and evidence from digs around the area certainly supports this claim. The town has a varied and often violent history. The area was first settled by the Illyrians but events significant to the situation today started around 700 AD. Around this time the area was slowly settled by Catholic Croats and the area remained under feudal Croat control until 1463. In this year the area to the south of Sanski Most was conquered by the Ottomans after the Bosnian king Tomasevic was defeated. At this stage the Croat Sana Valley came under increasing attack from the Ottoman strongholds in the south. The Ottoman historian Hazim Sabanovic describes these attacks:




“In the first stage the Ottomans would invade a contiguous territory and loot. This was conducted with the intention to economically weaken lands they sought to conquer and reduce their population by enslaving them and forcing them to seek refuge in other areas, and at the same time to shake morale and frighten those who remained. After realising the first phase of their plan, the Ottomans would then proceed with the second stage: the actual occupation of the land, the imposition of their authority, and the establishment of their administrative, social and economic order.”





By the end of the sixteenth century many Croats had abandoned the Sana Valley. Those that remained either converted to Islam or were killed. Very few Catholics were able to stay in the valley and keep their faith. Islamic Mosques were built and many had their foundations on Catholic sites. Orthodox Serbs were also increasing in number throughout the area and they too built places of worship in the region. During the Vienna War 100,000 Catholics were moved out of Bosnia to Christian regions. Similarly, Muslims were moving from areas that were throwing off Ottoman rule and many made their way to the Sana Valley and Sanski Most.


It was not until the Austro-Hungarian Empire was given administrative powers over the region after the Berlin Congress in 1878 that any semblance of law and order returned to the area. This relative calm remained until the First World War when the Serbian rise to dominance in the area started to gain momentum. With the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the region’s stabilising influence ended and the area of Sanski Most was embroiled in the bitter land disputes resulting from the change in regional power. Yugoslavia was formed with power exerted from Belgrade, much to the detriment of Croats and Muslims living in Sanski Most and the Sana Valley.


The start of the Second World War initiated another bloody period in Sanski Most’s history. Yugoslavia disintegrated and Sanski Most joined the Independent State of Croatia. However, Serbian partisans, or Chetniks, fought against the Nazi-backed Croats and other non-Serb groups and the area around Sanski Most witnessed awful ethnic violence with atrocities committed by all sides.


Yugoslavia rose again from the ashes of World War Two and was once more Serb-dominated and controlled from Belgrade. Sanski Most reverted to Yugoslavia and a period of industrialisation swept the whole of Bosnia. The ethnic hatred simmered under the surface in certain areas but Tito’s Yugoslavia was relatively stable under a communist government. Sanski Most prospered and became the most important town in the region.


Yugoslavia started its most recent disintegration in the early 1990s. As with its previous collapse, the disorder was accompanied by ethnic hatred and violence. Inevitably Bosnia and Sanski Most were drawn into the conflict and the Bosnian War from 1992-1995 became Europe’s bloodiest conflict since 1945. It is hard to comprehend the Bosnian War and the ethnic hatred that caused neighbours to turn against each other. It is perhaps best illustrated by accounts given by witnesses to the ethnic cleansing. Here is an account of the ethnic cleansing of the village of Hrustovo just a few miles outside of Sanski Most:




“On May 26, 1992, Serb irregulars attacked and entered my home village of Hrustovo. Their commander was Djuro Simic, the headmaster of my elementary school in the village of Tomina. He was the commander of one unit, and there were three more similar organisations. These were commanded by Rade Djukic, a farmer, Mile Tutus and Bozo Dobrijevic. The Serb irregulars pillaged and burned the houses, killed four men, slaughtered two women and imprisoned about sixty neighbours.


I was in the attic of my neighbour’s house and saw through a hole between the roofing-tiles when Mile (I do not know his surname) from the village of Kozice entered another house. He was a shop assistant and used to work in our village shop. Mile stayed twenty-five minutes in that house, and during his stay I heard a woman scream several times. As he walked out of the house, I saw that he wore black gloves up to the elbows and in his right hand he carried a knife covered with blood. This took place five to ten metres away from the house I was watching from, just across the road.


Mile then went to the house next door and a woman’s scream was heard three or four times. Asema Merdanovic was in that house. Mile stayed in this house for about twenty minutes and then joined a group of Chetniks waiting for him on the road. The Chetniks left the village half an hour later. I came down from the attic and went to the two houses visited by Mile. I found Seida and Asema slaughtered there. I also saw the murder of two brothers, Smajlo and Safet Mehmedovic, from the same attic. A group of about fifteen Chetniks demanded money and gold from them, and they handed over everything they had. The Chetniks were dissatisfied with the sum of money received and demanded more.


When the two brothers said that they did not have any more money, Dusko Savic and Zika Stojakovic shot and killed the two of them. Dusko fired from a semi-automatic gun, while Zika used a carbine, although I am not certain because I did not see it too well. The two brothers were killed on the stairs of a house about thirty metres away from me.


My two cousins were killed the same day. However, I did not witness their murders. That day in the shelter of Husko Merdanovic’s house, the Chetniks killed thirty members of Husko Merdanovic’s immediate family, including Husko himself.


The Serb irregulars imprisoned some sixty men from the village. They were taken to the Vrpolje Bridge, killed and thrown into the Sana River. They killed about fifty people. Hidden in a bush about 250 metres from the bridge, I watched these murders. The executors were Djuro Simic and Vojin Sava, a veterinarian from the village of Zegar (in Sanski Most county).


The executions were carried out in the following manner: a group of Chetniks would pick up a man and throw him over the bridge, and then Djuro and Vojin would fire at him. Some ten young men from this group survived and they were taken to the Omarska detention camp. I knew J. M. from this group as he was from my village.


These murders were committed in the course of several hours, i.e. from 2:00 pm. until dark. Apart from the aforementioned men, the following also participated in the killings: Gojko Savija, the brothers Petar and Sava Vojin, Jovan Djukic and his sons Rade and Dusan, Pepo Pantos, and Rajko whose surname I do not know. They also participated in the ethnic cleansing of the village and the looting of the houses.”





The town of Sanski Most in the late 1990s was a peculiar mix of Soviet-style blocks and traditional Balkan architecture. The war damage to the town was extensive. Sanski Most was fought over twice during the Bosnian War. In the opening stages of the war, Serb irregular forces captured the town in 1992 and forcibly removed a large proportion of the non-Serb community. Sanski Most remained under Serb control until the very end of the war when a combined Muslim and Croat force recaptured the town hours before the ceasefire that ended the Bosnian War came into effect. In fact, this battle for Sanski Most in October 1995 was the last major engagement of the whole war. These final battles were extremely fierce as the warring factions tried to make a last grab for territory before the Dayton Accords15 divided up territory. As a consequence Sanski Most and the surrounding region was one of the most badly damaged areas of Bosnia.


Despite the destruction, rebuilding started soon after hostilities ceased, although it will be many years yet before the area is anywhere near back to normal. The mosque was one of the first buildings to be rebuilt. The original had been destroyed in 1992 when the Serbs ethnically cleansed the town. The new mosque was rebuilt by a Middle Eastern charity very quickly after the war. I found it strange that the charity believed the mosque was more important than badly-needed housing and amenities, but they had insisted on rebuilding the mosque as a priority. The Orthodox Church by some miracle remained virtually unscathed. The victorious Muslim/Croat force that re-took the town in 1995 claimed to have left the church intact as a sign of religious tolerance.


The coffee shops of Sanski Most were a regular stop-off point for all of our patrols. They were an excellent place to meet and chat with the locals and gather intelligence. With unemployment at over 60% they were always pretty full. The coffee was certainly an acquired taste and was drunk in the Muslim style – strong enough to stand a spoon upright, and sweet enough to instantly melt teeth. My preference was for the mint tea as it was slightly kinder on the teeth. Behind a popular coffee shop off the main street was a workshop belonging to a local fisherman and civil defence worker called Selman. This was the best approximation to the pronunciation of his name, although I was never sure whether it was his first name, surname or nickname. Whatever it was, he seemed to answer to it. The walls of his workshop were covered with tools, junk and assorted odds-and-ends along with furs, skins, and feathers. The place stank as many of the furs still had their animals attached. On a hot day the stink would waft out onto the open patio of the café but no-one else seemed to notice. This was probably due to the many open sewers that ran into the back alley.


Selman’s flies were excellent and sold in fishing tackle shops all over this part of Bosnia. I was lucky enough to watch him at work on a number of occasions and can honestly say he was a true artist. His skill was even more apparent when one took into account that he was drunk on homebrew most of the time. My dilemma over which dry flies and nymphs to use on the local rivers was neatly solved by Selman. Although he spoke a little English, it was nowhere near enough for him to explain his flies. Unfortunately my interpreter was not a fisherman or a nature lover so in the end Selman described his flies by making the noise of the animal that provided most of the tying material. For early evening the best fly is a Sheeermph, while during the day a Yuuurk is more effective. I asked Selman about huchen but he didn’t know what I was on about. I pointed to a large salmon in an old magazine in his workshop and said ‘Danube Salmon.’ He laughed and nodded his head.


‘Yes, many big salmon in Bosnia,’ offered Selman and doubled over in a fit of laughter. Thank goodness the two main tackle shops had English-speaking assistants.


There were actually three fishing tackle shops in Sanski Most. One was a grotty room off a dark alley that seemed to be devoid of any tackle. The only reason we knew it was a tackle shop was the faded and yellowed posters for some ancient brand of hooks and fishing line. The shop did not open once during our tour and the locals did not seem to know who owned it. Judging by the dead dog and piles of turd by the doorway, it was unlikely to be opening for a while. The other two shops by contrast were new and sold all sorts of western-produced tackle along with Russian hunting rifles. Some of the rifles were powerful enough to bring down an elephant at a mile but were completely legal in Bosnia. They made my issue SA80 seem like a pop gun in comparison17. Selman’s flies were on sale in both shops and I managed to speak to some extremely knowledgeable assistants on what type of fly to use. In justification of my amazing forethought, the best all-round artificial was considered to be a large pheasant tail. However, in the evenings a good dry fly was essential. Green flies tended to be the order of the day but an English name for the fly they were designed to imitate was out of the question18. I bought several of these green flies and a selection of others for closer examination back at camp. I was pretty sure the shop assistants also knew where to catch a huchen, but I had yet to persuade the CO that fishing was a good idea.


Our base camp was not actually in Sanski Most but located a few miles to the west of the town in the Kamengrad Valley19. The camp was to be found at the location of an old mine and the whole site was dominated by the old shaft tower and lift gear. Our accommodation was made up of the standard Corrimech20, found throughout all military camps in the Balkans. The camp area was very quiet as the few houses in the surrounding village had been destroyed. The quietness was shattered a couple of times a month when weddings took place. Bosnian culture demands that an AK47 is fired on automatic into the air at the wedding. In fact the more traditional areas don’t consider the wedding to be legal until the rifle has been fired! From our point of view it was a complete pain. The firing of these weapons was banned and we had to respond the moment the tracer arced over our camp or the surrounding hills. Of course by the time a patrol arrived the weapon had been spirited away and the guests would deny all knowledge of the incident. We usually got the weapon a few weeks later when Bertie mounted dawn search raids on the guests’ houses.


From the main entrance of our camp several tracks and roads led away in different directions. These became well known to everyone as Physical Training (PT) and running were an important part of our daily schedule. The shortest running route of four miles skirted behind the camp and followed a small river before looping over a hill and returning to camp. This route was known as SNAKE. The next route followed the river for much further and even had a number of pools and natural spring fountains for cooling off. At eight miles, this route was known as BEAST. The longest route followed a different river branch into a deep gorge before scaling a large hill and following yet another river back into camp. At fifteen miles this route was known as KILLER. Bertie, Dave Clarke (a fellow captain) and I would run SNAKE in the morning before it got hot, mountain bike around BEAST in the late afternoon, and run KILLER on a Sunday. Our fitness improved dramatically with the two hours of training a day, and a couple of months we were lean, fast and accustomed to the heat. Bertie even lost his fat arse and was looking almost anorexic.
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This Bosnian village was destroyed in a heavy bout of ethnic cleansing. Many of the ruined houses like this were mined or booby-trapped, so we had to be careful at all times. We patrolled with no webbing and minimum equipment so that we could climb into buildings and chase the numerous gun-men who operated in these areas.








 One of the great opportunities presented by the location of our camp was the ability to go mountain-biking, as well as running, through the local villages and alongside the many rivers in the surrounding areas. In fact some of the most useful intelligence-gathering patrols were carried out on mountain bikes. Bikes had the advantage of being able to get to places inaccessible by motor vehicle. They were also silent in their approach and a patrol could arrive in a village without the locals being aware of their presence. The locals were also more inclined to come and speak to a soldier cycling slowly through a village. The patrol members would carry light equipment and sling their rifles over their backs. One of the best mountain bike areas was the river valley in which our camp was situated. The long summer evenings were ideal for mountain-biking around the local area.


Along with our running and mountain-biking routes, the surrounding countryside also contained whole villages which had been razed to the ground. At the height of the war over one hundred houses a day had been deliberately destroyed during the various bouts of ethnic cleansing. Dynamite and quarrying charges thrown into a downstairs room was the preferred method, closely followed by burning. Up in the remote mountain passes there were ancient villages with their mosques or churches that remain untouched since the day they were destroyed.


Until the war, remote Balkan villages had remained essentially unchanged for decades and even centuries. Most consisted of 10-20 houses with either a church or mosque. The Sanski Most area prior to the war was a patchwork of ethnic groupings. Many villages were ethnically pure but a few miles up the valley or mountain would be a similar village of a different ethnic group. In Sanski Most opstina21 prior to the war the ethnic make-up was approximately 45% Muslim, 42 % Serb. Mixed marriages were reasonably common with children attending multi-ethnic schools.


Balkan villages are unique, beautiful and mysterious in equal measure. They usually nestle in a secluded valley surrounded by pasture and mature oak, beech or pine trees. The ground is steep with rough tracks and there is something distinctly European about the landscape with echoes of Greece, the Alps and the Mediterranean. The buildings are however very different. The red roofs and whitewashed walls are dominated by a minaret or church tower which overlooks the village. There is something fascinating about a minaret with its Arabic overtones, within distinctly European terrain. When I was at Junior Staff College, a lecturer introduced the theory of ‘civilisation tectonics.’ He hypothesised that wars occur where civilisations meet. In the Balkans, Islam, Orthodox Christianity and Catholicism clash headlong creating a three-way ‘fault’. That fault line is readily apparent when a minaret and church tower face each other from opposite ends of a village or small town.


Many of the ruined houses and villages are mined or booby-trapped. Trip wires or ugly green pineapples are often clearly visible amongst the scattered belongings and remaining ruins. The inhabitants are mostly dead, too frightened to return or have found new homes in the houses of other war victims. Bodies are still being found in these remote areas. During my tour, eighty-four bodies were found dumped down an underground limestone cavern. The one-metre entrance on the surface had been sealed over with concrete and was only discovered by accident. The ethnic cleansers had been meticulous in covering their tracks. Not much could be seen from the surface but a video camera lowered on a rope showed a pyramid of rotting bodies. Even today Bosnia is still throwing up its secrets. In 2001 a fully working T-55 tank was found in a remote barn, while a man who had hidden in fear as a hermit for six years was found living in the hills with a tame bear.


A typical village was the small hamlet of Sasina. It could only be reached on foot, mountain bike or a four-wheel drive vehicle in dry conditions. Sasina was located on a small plateau after a five-mile climb up the wooded slopes overlooking the Kamengrad valley. The trees were mature beech and oak. The dirt and stone track zigzagged through this ancient forest up the slopes where occasional wild boar could be seen running away through the trees. As the slope levelled out into the plateau the trees gave way to mountain pasture. Most of it was neglected and tangled, with small bushes and weeds, but it was clear to see that this was once prime farming land. The village was built on the junction of three dirt tracks and only consisted of six houses clustered round a simple church. A few hundred metres outside the village was a sad and desolate graveyard. The undergrowth was thick but the walls and gravestones were still discernible. The oldest graves were dignified with headstones all bearing the same family name: Sasina. Inhabitants were named after the village, or perhaps it was the other way round. The most recent graves were the most telling: hastily-dug shallow graves with a simple stick pushed into the ground to mark the spot. One or two sticks had names roughly carved into the wood. A single grave, a child’s judging by the size, was the most recent. It had no marker.


The houses had either been blown up or burnt. Pots and pans lay on one kitchen floor. A single trip wire to a PROM-1 mine could be seen clearly early in the tour but by early summer the undergrowth had grown up hiding both the trip wire and the mine. All the houses had been mined or booby-trapped to prevent reoccupation. Nature had started to reclaim the village, and bushes and saplings were already growing out of the downstairs windows and the mud floors. The church was a traditional Catholic church. Some of the intricate metal work remained intact but the once gleaming white walls were blackened with soot and desecrated with ethnic graffiti. The area was so remote that no-one was really sure what had taken place in the tiny village of Sasina.


The problem with remote areas, where word of mouth is the primary means of passing on history, is that when those inhabitants have gone, the history is lost or becomes very distorted. Several locals from Sanski Most rumoured that there was a commercial fishery up in the remote mountains that had been abandoned during the war. They said that large man-made ponds fed by the mountain streams had been built to rear fish. Despite a large number of reconnaissance patrols into the area, the fishery was never found. In fact not a single person was ever seen up in this area. The population prior to the war must have been over a thousand strong as there were a couple of hundred houses in the area. All were destroyed and the masses of bushes and shrubs were steadily devouring the agricultural land and tracks. The discovery of a mass grave and numerous individual graves is an indicator of what happened to the missing people.


Not all industry in the Sanski Most district was based on agriculture. Prior to the war a main business of the area had been the ore mines at Llubija. Spectacular pits filled with sapphire-blue water could still be found around the mining area. There was no denying their beauty but the effect was rather spoiled by tests carried out by the International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY). Water from the lakes showed “an unusually high concentration of human DNA.” This may have explained why the locals refused to swim or fish in the lakes despite very clear evidence of large fish. Old mining equipment littered the area including huge yellow dumper trucks capable of holding several cars. The trucks remained untouched by looters and appeared to be in excellent condition. In Bosnia this means one thing – booby traps. The old mine heads were rusting but the scale of the operation was impressive. Huge processing areas and ore storage facilities could be found all around the depressing main town.


I served in Bosnia as the operations officer of a region the size of Wiltshire centred around Sanski Most. The operations officer was responsible for planning and running all patrols and operations within the Area of Responsibility (AOR). As Gunners, our role was slightly unusual. We had six of the powerful AS90 155mm artillery systems in theatre but spent most of the time in the infantry role. The guns were there primarily as a show of force and a deterrent to any of the former warring factions who had ideas of opposing NATO or ignoring the Dayton Accords. Because we had two roles we had two chains of command. In the Gun role we were part of the Division’s Offensive Support Group (OSG) and reported directly to Divisional HQ. In the infantry role we acted as a Company of the Czech Republic Battlegroup and reported to the Czech CO, a huge man by the name of Colonel Druganov.


The Czechs were a lot of fun to work with. They were extremely friendly and keen to make us feel part of their organisation. They had a robust outlook on operations in Bosnia but readily took our advice to be more subtle in certain circumstances. In fact the British and Czech attitudes to operations complemented each other beautifully. The British collective experience from numerous small wars and thirty years in Northern Ireland allowed us to mount complex ‘hearts and minds’ operations and subtle intelligence-gathering patrols. The Czech ‘Warsaw Pact’ experience and the advantage of being an Eastern European nation allowed them to act robustly with their fellow Slavs and anyone else stepping out of line. It was basically a typical ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine but with the advantage of both forces being able to play good cop and bad cop when necessary.


If the Guns were ever required to deploy, then my job was to act as a Forward Observation Officer (FOO). A FOO is responsible for directing artillery fire onto enemy positions and gathering information on enemy formations and movement. There would have to be a severe degradation in the situation for this to happen but we did regularly go out and record the co-ordinates of potential targets. Twice during the tour we deployed the Guns down to the NATO training area at Glamoc in order to carry out live firing. During these exercises we would invite the local military commanders from the former warring factions to observe the awesome firepower. It always helped to remind these people what the consequences would be for defying NATO.


The vast majority of our work in Bosnia consisted of low level patrols to gather intelligence and reassure the local population. The aim was to provide a safe and secure environment for displaced people and refugees to return to their former homes. Virtually all of our intelligence was gathered by interacting and speaking with locals. The British soldier is very good at talking to locals but there is always that cultural barrier. Very few soldiers speak Serbo-Croat well enough to hold in-depth conversations22 and the use of interpreters does not always solve the problem as the Balkan people are naturally protective and paranoid. If they do not know the interpreter then they are unlikely to give away important information on crime for fear of reprisals.


One of the best and longest serving interpreters was an attractive girl called Nes who was from Zagreb in Croatia. She was an invaluable source of intelligence, knew most of the locals and had the continuity of knowledge from having worked with the British for a number of years. She could swear better than most of the lads and spoke with a slight Geordie accent. However, interpreters were in short supply and it was not always possible to take Nes or one of the other interpreters out on patrol.


On these patrols the fishing rod was invaluable. I found that fishing was a universal language spoken by all ethnic groups and the rod was a useful ice-breaker and conversation piece. It never failed to produce a response from the locals and, when cast into a stream or river, had the ability to draw teenagers and young men from miles around. One of our routine weekly patrols was to travel for several hours up into a high valley to see if any displaced persons (DPs) were returning to their villages. The vast majority of the houses were still uninhabited and in ruins but recently, as the summer had taken hold, a few brave souls had started returning for a few days at a time to start repairs. It was exactly the activity we were trying to encourage so it was imperative to make contact and reassure these people that NATO and the UN were here to protect and support them. As usual I had my rod and tackle in the Land Rover.


As it happened there was a particularly nice stream in this valley with a deep pool at one end. I asked Selman about the river and he informed me that it had ‘many big salmon’ which was now his standard giggled response for any query about fish in a Bosnian river. The nearby village had been deserted on all our previous patrols but on this particular day there was an old man with a horse and cart working on a ruined house close to the pool. My team didn’t have an interpreter so I went across with my fishing rod to try and make contact. The old man’s eyes lit up when he saw me. He was ancient but he had already cleared most of the rubble from the house. He gestured for us to join him in the ruined front room. He had a small fire going in the corner and we were soon sat round drinking mint tea. Our language card was useful up to a point but it was designed for more military-style conversations. After we had ascertained that there were no minefields and his armoured personnel carrier (APC) didn’t need petrol, there really wasn’t much else to talk about on the card. I put the card away and pointed to the rod.


‘Are there fish in the river?’ I asked gesturing to the rod.


‘Yes, Yes!’ the old boy replied with a vigorous nod of the head.


‘Dobra, Dobra!’ I replied equally vigorously praying silently he wouldn’t say ‘many big salmon’ and collapse laughing.


“What sort?” I asked.


“Yes!” was the even more enthusiastic response.


I handed the rod to the old man and he inspected the rod and tackle through slitted eyes. He tut-tutted at the Killer Bug and shook his head. He gave the internationally-recognised ‘wait here’ sign and trundled off to his cart. He came back with an old wooden box. I expected him to produce some deadly home-tied fly suited to the deep pool, or some wonder lure that would ensure a decent catch. He fumbled with a key for what seemed like hours before he finally got the box open. Inside were two Chinese hand grenades and several boxes of ammunition.


I felt really bad confiscating the prohibited items from him. I tried softening the blow by giving the old man some fishing line, flies and a couple of boxes of army rations but I could tell the grenades were a prized possession. I’m sure he eventually got over the incident as he gave us a cup of mint tea when we saw him again a few weeks later. The old man obviously knew something we didn’t, because despite seeing thousands of fry, and rises from much larger fish, I never did catch a fish in that particular stream. The benefits of a grenade (fished upstream of course!) became more and more attractive.
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While patrolling through a destroyed village we spotted some mines. My patrol (from the security of safe ground!) took these photos of me prodding my way to safety. You can see a mine about eighteen inches directly in front of me.








The beauty of peacekeeping operations with the British Army is that they are extremely varied and no two days are the same. Bosnia was no different and I found that the months flew by. The time away was made all the more pleasant by the extremely professional soldiers and officers who worked with me. The Royal Regiment of Artillery is a very close organisation with a family atmosphere. While the officers are posted every two to three years, the soldiers tend to stay with their Battery and Regiment for much of their career. I made many lifelong friends in Bosnia and bump into them often, as our various postings and courses coincide for a few weeks or months.


The strength of the British presence throughout Bosnia lay in the ability of its soldiers and officers to interact with, and adapt to, the local way of life. Every patrol departing camp had explicit orders to speak to locals and gather information. In the Balkans the culture is very different from the UK and the soldiers were very good at exploiting the nuances of the local culture. For example the patrol commander would wear a pistol. The local gun culture in the Balkans recognises the pistol wearer as the leader.


There are a number of other subtle traditions that the soldiers were very good at exploiting. In certain areas of the Balkans it is customary after a family member dies to put an everyday item used by that person on a chair outside the door. When we first arrived in the Balkans many soldiers were confused by toothbrushes or towels placed on chairs in doorways. Nowadays a patrol commander will subtly call on the family, offer his condolences and ask if the patrol can help in any way. This simple act has provided much valuable information and also endeared the locals to the British Army. Compare this to the Americans who continue to wear body armour and helmets, drive around in large armoured vehicles and habitually wear sunglasses. The British only wear body armour and helmets in dangerous situations and never wear sunglasses when talking to the locals as they prevent eye contact and form a psychological barrier. Even at night every effort was made to engage the locals in sensible conversation and reassure them with our presence. Very few other nations patrolled on foot at night.


Fireman Sam was at a premium for night patrols. It was common for the many bars and cafes to have a live band playing in the evening. Most were pretty bad but occasionally there were some who could play a decent tune. It was always a nervous moment when a patrol entered a bar. The locals weren’t openly hostile but they were naturally reserved. In order to break the ice, Fireman Sam would move towards the band and at an appropriate moment ask the drummer if he could have a go. As Sam was infinitely better than most local drummers he would soon have the clientele cheering away and begging him to play another piece. Meanwhile the remainder of the patrol with an interpreter were subtly chatting away to locals and gathering information and intelligence. Although drinking alcohol on duty was banned, we had introduced a local rule that the patrol leader could have a single drink with the bar owner in order not to offend such an important man.


Working with an interpreter was an essential part of our daily life and also an area that required great care. It was no good taking an interpreter of Muslim origin to speak to a Serb. The mistrust and animosity could prevent effective communication. The Czech Battlegroup were lucky enough to have an interpreter who had a Serb mother and Czech father so spoke both languages fluently. She was also incredibly attractive and a former international gymnast. She would often work from our camp and would always visit our homemade gym during the evenings. Her workout would include hanging from the pull up bar and then raising her feet to touch her hands while wearing very tight lycra. She must have thought our Battery contained the fittest soldiers in the Army as the gym was always crowded when she was exercising. Strangely, I often trained alone when she wasn’t there.


Another of our jobs was to help the ICTY with what we called the ‘freak show’. This was a series of bodies from mass graves that we moved from village hall to village hall and asked the inhabitants to come and attempt identification. Some of the rotten heaps were barely recognisable as human yet a small scrap of clothing, a piece of jewellery or a worn shoe were often all it took for a relative or friend to make the connection.


Assisting the local aid agencies and charities was also an important part of our work. They often depended upon us to help target their resources. This was particularly so for de-mining where they relied upon us to gather information on minefield locations. This was of course the area I had identified at the beginning of the tour as being essential to improving the safe and secure environment. One of the locals who helped me identify the most important areas for de-mining was the keen fisherman and fly tier, Selman, who owned the workshop behind a café in Sanski Most. Selman was a tall wiry man with a typically ‘Slav’ face. The dark skin and angular nose only heightened his Slavic features while his stubble added to the rustic effect of a man without a bath. Selman also had the signature ‘sugar puff’ teeth of the Bosnian over-forties (too much local coffee).


Before the war, Selman told me, he had been a river guide and worker but became a soldier after he was forced to flee the area during a bout of ethnic cleansing. He had actually been a conscript in the Yugoslav Army (VJ) in the 1980s so it was remarkable that he had avoided being called up earlier. At the height of the fighting around Sanski Most, Selman’s unit had laid many minefields along the rivers to disrupt and harass the enemy forces. I was never sure whether this was entirely true, but he certainly knew where many of the minefields were located and could point out individual mines and trip wires.


On one hair-raising minefield recce patrol he started pulling on a loose and decayed wire to try and find a suspected hidden mine in a stream bed next to a well-used track. He was pissed and I wasn’t, so he thought it was very funny when I dived for cover. He also thought I was mad when I added a good hundred metres to the minefield dimensions when we put up the mine warning signs. When I pointed out the dead sheep next to the track, he laughed and coughed over me with his disgusting alcoholic breath and imitated the ‘Yellow Pages’ finger walk to indicate that the sheep had walked there after being blown-up.


‘Bloody Hell, Selman,’ I shouted pushing him away to free myself from his laser-breath, ‘It’s got no legs, how the hell did it walk a hundred metres?’


‘What?’ Selman shrugged his shoulders in his annoying way of showing he didn’t understand.


‘Nes!’ I shouted at the Land Rover parked down the track about 50 metres away, ‘Can you come and translate?’


‘You can sod off, sir,’ she yelled back at me from the front passenger seat ‘you’re pissed if you think I’m coming into a minefield with you.’


‘Nes,’ I replied, ‘We’ve driven down this track hundreds of times before, it’s as safe as houses.’


‘I don’t give a damn,’ was Nes’s response, ‘that mad bastard’s going to kill us both one of these days.’


This typified many of our minefield marking patrols. Nes, very wisely, would refuse to leave the vehicle, while I would follow Selman to the edge of the mined area. Most of the time we stayed on tracks and paths used by locals so were reasonably safe, but occasionally Selman would thrash off cross-country leaving me to shout at him from the path to come back, and expecting to be splattered with bits of Selman at any moment.


Selman – for all his faults and moments of terror he inflicted upon me and Nes – was an invaluable asset as he knew where many of the uncharted and unmarked minefields were located. The IEBL was heavily mined. In the hours and days after the ceasefire came into effect, all sides mined extensively in case the ceasefire broke down and the fighting started again. But the IEBL was not the only area mined. Ethnically cleansed villages were booby-trapped and mined to prevent the inhabitants returning, and protective minefields on old combat positions were sometimes left as the defenders withdrew from a losing battle. Mines are extremely cheap to make and Yugoslavia, prior to its disintegration, had a thriving mines and weapons industry.


Mile, one of the other interpreters, told me that in the old days of Yugoslavia, school children were taught how to arm and disarm mines, as well as handle weapons. The country was literally awash with mine experts and this made the ‘mine war’ dirty and dangerous. Mile was a specialist during the war. His job was not to lay minefields but to sneak into enemy positions and booby-trap the enemy’s mines. It was common practice for units to lay short-term minefields while they slept in woods or buildings and then recover the mines the next morning before moving off to fight or patrol in another area. Mile would crawl into the minefield under cover of darkness and either move the mines so the enemy soldiers tripped their own devices, or place his own mines in between those of the enemy. His speciality, however, was to tamper with the mine so that the device would not disarm. When the enemy soldier picked up the mine after believing he had disarmed the explosive, it would detonate.


As pockets of resistance became encircled, the supply of mines available to the defenders would dwindle. The defenders would then be forced to improvise their own devices using unexploded shells and mortar bombs, or perhaps commercial explosives if they were available. These improvised mines were not only more dangerous to the minelayers, but were often made out of everyday items such as televisions or sometimes children’s toys. Even today people are killed regularly by mines in Bosnia. They are often children. The numbers killed or maimed have been reduced by a massive mines awareness campaign. This campaign involves NATO soldiers and the mine clearance charities visiting schools to teach children about the dangers. Perhaps the biggest difference is being made by the mine clearance charities who risk their lives every day to try and make Bosnia a safer place.
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A cooling break from a training run taken at the waterfalls. The pool in the background contains the distinctive red-bellied trout.








Another character who I dealt with on a regular basis was the local chief of police, Mr Jacapovic. As the Operations Officer I had to liaise weekly with the town Mayor and the chief of police in order to ensure compliance with the Dayton Accords and to make sure they had an easy conduit into NATO for reporting any problems. Jacapovic was an unsavoury character and was being investigated by the United Nations for war crimes. He had allegedly burned several villages during the war - complete with their inhabitants. He was a nasty, weaselly little man whom I disliked intensely. Jacapovic, although over forty, had quite healthy ‘Rice Krispie’ teeth (obviously a mint tea drinker).


Despite my many weekly meetings, I was fortunate enough to spend some time on the local rivers. The whole Sanski Most area was mountainous and the waters were teeming with life, including significant numbers of tiny snakes which lived on the banks of the rivers and fed on the vast shoals of fry from the shallows. The fish were astonishing. Grayling, trout and a type of char were often visible in the cold, clear, limestone water. Occasional and tantalising glimpses of large fish over 20 pounds fuelled my imagination and raised my hopes of landing a huchen.


The river Briha rises high in the mountains to the west of Sanski Most and careers down the Kamengrad valley to Sanski Most. At the head of this valley are the spectacular seventy metre Briha waterfalls. The base of the falls is in a deep limestone gorge sliced out by the cold, sharp water. The large pool formed at the bottom of the waterfalls is a quiet fishing spot mainly used by a handful of locals. The wet gorge was a haven for all sorts of wildlife and we often saw small deer-like creatures, wild boar, snakes and impressive birds of prey. We even found a dead bear cub which had obviously fallen from the top of a limestone cliff.


The fishing here was quite superb. The hot summer days were tempered by the cooling breeze and spray from the waterfall. The smell was incredible. The lack of human presence or roads in the gorge gave it a very natural and clean aroma. The deep gorge also cooled and darkened much earlier in the afternoon causing fly hatches to take place well before evening. The fish in this pool were rarely over a pound in weight but they were wild and extremely fierce fighters. The locals called the fish ‘trout’ but I am still not convinced they were trout as they were unlike any other trout I have come across. They were isolated to this particular pool and half-mile stretch of river, so could have been a genetically distinct strain. They had a deep red belly with silvery brown flanks and a light gold upper body. They also had large black spots along the centre. In terms of shape and fins they were identical to any rainbow or brown trout. I wondered whether they might be a type of char but the locals called another fish with different colouration a char and yet another slightly different patterned fish a marble-trout.23


A pheasant tail nymph proved to be the most effective game fishing method. Many of the locals used floats with baited hooks and this seemed to guarantee success. The fish were impossible to see in the pool owing to difficult light conditions and surface distortion caused by waterfall spray. However, there was no denying their presence. Swirls and eddies indicated sub-surface activity while fly on the surface were quickly sucked under. It was rare to see a fish stick more than a nose out of the water and I wondered whether there was some predator such as a bear or bird which regularly fed here.


The fish were not easy to deceive and would stop feeding at the slightest disturbance. After a couple of blank sessions I found the best method was to edge along a narrow ledge and drop down into a flat shallow area where a cast could be made with the waterfall as the backdrop. Although a large volume of water entered and left the pool, the centre area was more like still water than a river. The only indication of a take was the slightest of quivers in the line as it entered the water. This was made even more difficult by the ripples from fine spray landing on the surface.


My first trout I caught by accident. I lifted the rod because I thought the nymph had snagged on an underwater obstruction. In fact the slight tightening of the line was a fish of about three quarters of a pound. The fish caught me by surprise and raced straight into the water beneath the waterfall. I only had a one-and-a-half pound tippet and the stubborn fish resisted all attempts to haul it out of the waterfall. It zipped from one side to the other and quickly recovered any line I managed to reel in.


My poor little six and a half foot rod was almost bent into a circle and vibrated dangerously in the horizontal plane as tonnes of water fell onto the fly line. At last the pressure became too much for the fish and it bolted out of the waterfall straight towards me. I couldn’t recover line quickly enough and the only reason I didn’t lose it was a well placed hook. Once my line was back in control it was a case of guiding the fish into the shallows where I was standing. The fish had a deep red belly typical of the fish I had seen the locals catching. It blended extremely well with the algal growth on the limestone rocks and was clearly well adapted to life in this particular stretch of water. The gasping fish had little fight left and even after release hovered by my boot for a few minutes before flashing away towards the waterfall.


Once I had identified the characteristic take it became apparent that I had missed several fish. Nearly every other cast resulted in a take but the fish were like lightening and reminded me of small grayling on my native River Avon. I caught a total of twelve trout in this little pool during my tour and I have extremely fond memories of the picturesque little gorge.


The river for half a mile downstream of the waterfall and pool was pure dry fly territory. It was possible to catch fish with a nymph or Killer Bug but by far the most successful pattern was one of Selman’s flies tied on a size 14 hook with the fur of some local badger-like animal and green duck feathers. I caught a fish with virtually every cast although few were larger than four inches. Most were smaller versions of the waterfall fish but there were a couple of other salmonids with different colours. The joy of fishing this stretch was not the huge number of small fish (which quickly became tiresome), but the occasional monsters of over a pound which would shoot up from cover like a Polaris missile to take a fly. I couldn’t understand why they seemed to ignore the seemingly plentiful and more fulfilling smaller fish in order to take a little fly on the surface – not that I was complaining! These fish were most definitely brown trout and could easily have been at home in an English chalk stream.


This stretch of river was one of the most unusual I have ever fished. In a half-mile stretch there were deep pools in limestone pockets that must have been over ten feet deep, yet the river flowing between these pools was rarely more than a few inches deep. Occasionally the river was restricted by the sides of the gorge and in these places the river would thunder through a gap a few inches wide. There was algal growth on the rocks but very little weed. The river would often split into two or three streams to go around obstacles such as large rocks. The big trout were restricted to the deep pools which made playing these fish tricky. I only managed to land one of these monsters although I did hook another three or four which managed to work the hook loose.


I had seen two of these monsters in a single large deep pool. I had spotted the fish while perched on top of a large boulder. The largest of the pair had shot out from a concave hollow under my boulder to take a medium-sized green fly. A few minutes later a smaller fish had appeared in a similar manner from another hollow at the bottom end of the pool. The only way to get a sensible cast was to strip down my rod and tackle and climb around the backside of the large boulder to the reasonably flat and clear area about ten metres downstream from the pool. The water here was about six inches deep and a mere trickle. Annoyingly the only takers for the first twenty minutes were a succession of three-inch red bellies. In order not to frighten the two large fish I dragged the three-inchers downstream out of the pool where they were quickly sent on their way with a helpful chuck towards the nearest downstream pool.


For once I was ready for the big fish as I had seen it lose the race to my previous delivery. The take was quick and decisive but strangely the hooked fish just lay in the water, whipping itself from side to side. I moved up to stand at the edge of the pool and watch the clearly confused fish shaking itself in a fit of rage. It resisted any rod and line pressure to move and refused to head in any direction. Apart from the violent shaking, it was akin to having hooked a submerged log. Slowly the fish relented and responded to my efforts to bring it to the surface. Finally when on the surface it started to make a run for it but was not keen on swimming out of the pool. It made a few short dashes back and forth then started to swim round and round the pool punctuating its circular motion with spectacular leaps into the air. In fact it probably spent more time in the air than it did in the water. Eventually after several deep dives to the bottom of the pool the fish came easily to the surface before rolling over with its head up. The fish hand-landed without much difficulty and was a beautiful specimen of brown trout.


As well as the larger valleys and gorges there were a number of small deep ravines only a few metres wide. They were largely ignored by fishermen and most did not have any paths through them. In fact, most were inaccessible and surrounded by vegetation making them virtually invisible. I found a couple by complete accident. I was intrigued by the large volume of water seemingly flowing out of the side of a mountain. Suspecting a subterranean river I waded up the stream to try and find the source. The stream was about a metre deep and two metres wide. After about twenty metres of wading the stream became overgrown with trees and bushes. The going became difficult and I was forced to crouch and push my way through. At times I had to swim to make progress up the stream.


After a few minutes of wading and swimming, the stream cut sharply into the hillside. The vegetation disappeared and I found myself in a narrow fissure a few metres wide and about ten metres deep. The top of the fissure was completely overgrown preventing any real daylight from penetrating it. The water was freezing but flowing clear and fast over the bare rock. About fifty metres along the fissure I could see bright sunshine so decided to make for this area. The speed of progress in the fissure was quite fast as I was soon standing on the edge of a limestone sinkhole about twenty metres across. The light seemed bright after the gloom and I could see into the crystal clear pool. Another identical fissure led away from the opposite side of the pool. As my eyes became accustomed to the brightness I could see literally thousands of small fish zipping around in the sinkhole which was about two metres deep.


This was a theme repeated over and over again on every river I visited in Bosnia. Even the smallest stream was teeming with fry and it was the most impressive display of aquatic life I have ever seen. With hindsight I am convinced that this was because of the limestone and lack of human pollution24.


Some notes my grandfather, Frank Sawyer, made for a riverkeeper’s seminar on fishery management in 1965 perhaps shed some light on the vast number of fish in Bosnia’s limestone rivers.




‘Rain and snow water can produce certain aquatic life but it is the additional elements which count in trout production. So from this it means that the value of water for the production of worthwhile aquatic life in rivers and streams, in ponds lakes and lochs, depends entirely on the nature of the land it has passed over, or through, in getting to the general watershed, and along it. This in itself is a subject which could keep one occupied in thought for a considerable time, for water is the start of all creation. My knowledge of chemistry is poor, I regret to say, and this has been indicated in no uncertain terms by some of the critics of my work. I accept such criticism but I think it possible that I look at things from a rather different angle; for it seems to me that for all the knowledge of chemistry that has been acquired by one or another throughout the years, nothing has materialised from these scientists to bring about a greater and more valuable production of fish and a well balanced food supply for them. I came to the conclusion long ago that a study of the various animal life in different waters and environments can give one a much better idea as to value.


I come from the South Country, from the chalk streams. Perhaps in this respect I am lucky, for it has been common knowledge for a considerable time that there is a greater abundance and better quality of all aquatic life in the waters which are highly alkaline…. It is quite true the best trout, and most abundant aquatic life for them, is produced in localities where chalk or limestone is the principal formation of the countryside. This means that the great value of the chalk streams is brought about solely by the passage of rain or snow water coming in contact with calcium as it runs by gravity from the high lands to the valley and thence by river or stream to the sea.’
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