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PROLOGUE


‘Black Hawk Down!’





Somalia, October 1993. Operation Gothic Serpent, the name of the US nation-building mission designed to restore peace to a country collapsing under years of civil war, assembles a task force to capture the leaders of a group of warlords known as the Habr Gidr clan, commanded by Mohammed Farah Adid. The task force comprises Special Forces soldiers from the Army Delta Force, the US Rangers and the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment. The idea is to secure the clan’s compound with chopper assault teams and then send in an extraction convoy to remove the clan’s foreign minister Omar Salad Elmi and his political adviser Mohammed Hassan Awale. The job looks simple – so simple that the US Rangers don’t even bother to pack their night-vision goggles.


The first indication that something is wrong comes as PFC Todd Blackburn falls from a helicopter while fast-roping down. As the rest of his comrades arrive to help, they find the extraction convoy has been held up by militia loyal to the clan who block the streets of Mogadishu with rocks and burning tyres, destroying one five-ton truck with an RPG-7 rocket.


Minutes later, an MH-60 Black Hawk helicopter – Super Six One – is hit and brought down by a rocket-propelled grenade. In the chaos, the extraction team hold back, giving the militia time to bring down a second Black Hawk. Rangers swarm to the first crash site, mounting a defence of the wreckage. They spend most of the night under siege, repelling constant Somali attacks with the help of helicopter gunships. At the second site, two Delta Force snipers join the helicopter crew – at their own request – and hold off the militia for a good few hours until their position is overrun. All are killed.


By 6.30 a.m. a relief convoy of US, Malaysian and Pakistani troops arrives and evacuates the Americans to a nearby UN base. US casualties are eighteen dead, with a further seventy-nine injured. Estimates of Somali dead range from 500 to 2,000. After the rescue operation ends, gangs of outraged Somalis drag the bodies of American soldiers through the streets of Mogadishu, mutilating and dismembering them. Although four journalists have been killed during the skirmish, this crowd, no matter how enraged, welcomes publicity: Paul Watson, a white Canadian TV cameraman, moves unharmed through the angry mob.


TV pictures of the battle – and of the mutilation of American dead – are beamed around the world. Across the US the general reaction is: ‘Why are US troops dying like this in a country we’ve never heard of?’ Two days later, President Clinton stops US actions against Adid and, by March 2004, all US troops have withdrawn from the country. In May, Clinton drafts Presidential Decision Directive 25, created to prevent the US from placing peacekeeping at the heart of its foreign policy. It restricts US involvement abroad only to operations where there is ‘a way to advance US interests globally’.


This ‘vital national interests test’ limits US involvement in United Nations peacekeeping operations to missions that are in the strategic interest of the US and have popular domestic support. It means the US refuses to support the peacekeeping operation proposed to end the genocide in Rwanda. Instead, the policy becomes the basis for vetoing any effort made by the UN to pass a resolution to end the violence. Close to 1 million Tutsis and moderate Hutus are murdered by Hutu militia groups in Rwanda in 1994. During the Balkans conflict in the second half of the decade, Clinton only commits air power, fearful of losing ground troops on prime-time television.


In autumn 1993, two Englishmen help a South African register a company in London called Executive Outcomes. They are Tony Buckingham and Simon Mann. Buckingham runs an oil-drilling company called Heritage Oil, which prospects for ‘black gold’ in Angola, the Congo, Uganda, Rwanda, Russia and the Sudan. Mann is a former Scots Guards and SAS officer with some experience in computer security. The South African is Eeben Barlow, formerly in charge of the European branch of South Africa’s Civil Co-operation Bureau, a Special Forces unit that carried out covert assassinations of opponents of the apartheid government and set up overseas front companies to bypass UN sanctions against South Africa. He has since moved into the private sector, operating the South African company Executive Outcomes.


In terms of private security, EO is like an iceberg breaking the surface. Since the 1960s, mercenaries have fought across Africa, sometimes purely as freebooting soldiers of fortune, at other times with the direct support and approval of western governments. Typically they have been recruited through versions of the old boy network – ex-comrades from the Special Forces giving each other the nod and a personal recommendation. EO is different. To all intents and purposes, it is a modern corporation. Its mission is: ‘To provide a highly professional and confidential military advisory service to legitimate governments.’


Over the next ten years, EO, its successor Sandline and a range of private military companies* expand exponentially. By 2004, they are embedded at the heart of the western forces’ occupation of Iraq.




  





Iraq, March 2004. Four Americans sporting cropped hair and wraparound sunglasses roll into Fallujah in two Pajero jeeps. They are escorting two flatbed lorries en route to pick up kitchen equipment. The main road through the city takes them past a line of shops and cafes to the right, with a wide open space to the left.


A car in front forces them to slow, at which point a grenade is hurled at the rear jeep and machine-gun fire rakes the vehicle. Masked gunmen move forward, firing until they have emptied their weapons, then smashing the jeep’s windows and dragging its two occupants out onto the road.


The lead jeep tries to accelerate away, but the streets are now filled with hundreds of chanting men. Both vehicles are engulfed in flames, and then the charred bodies of the Americans are dragged away by the crowd. The TV cameras have arrived, and a young man holds up a sign that reads: ‘Fallujah is the graveyard of the Americans!’ The mob drags the bodies through the streets to a steel bridge over the Euphrates and drapes them across the supports, letting them hang for hours.


This time, the US government does react. It launches two separate full-scale assaults on Fallujah. The first, Operation Vigilant Resolve, sees the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force – supported by air strikes and Lockheed AC-130 gunships – move into the city and battle heavily armed insurgent groups for five days. When a ceasefire is called on 9 April, the US only has control of 25 per cent of the city – mainly the industrial district to the south – and around 600 Iraqis have been killed.


In November, Operation Phantom Fury begins. Air strikes and artillery bombardment prepare the ground for four marine battalions and two mechanised army battalions to enter Fallujah on the 9th. Fighting lasts until 23 December. Much of the city is reduced to rubble, with a fifth of all buildings destroyed and between half and two thirds of the rest suffering significant damage. Some 200,000 Iraqis flee the fighting.


It is an overwhelming military response, and yet the drivers of the Pajero jeeps were not US soldiers; they were employees of America’s largest private military company, Blackwater Worldwide. Founded in 1997, by the time of the Fallujah killings it has earned over $1 billion from the US government, mainly through ‘no-bid’ contracts.


In September 2007, Blackwater employees shoot and kill sixteen Iraqi civilians in Nisour Square, Baghdad, bringing the number of shooting incidents involving the company since 2004 to 195. Under laws drawn up by the US administration immediately after the invasion, Blackwater employees are immune from prosecution for murder, but its licence to operate in Iraq is temporarily suspended.


In October, the House of Representatives summons Blackwater’s founder, Erik Prince, to face its main investigative committee and demands he explain the Nisour Square shootings. During his testimony, Prince objects to the word ‘mercenaries’ being used to describe his employees. He prefers, he says, the phrase ‘loyal Americans’.


All these events are linked by a web of cash and connections that takes in secret deals between western intelligence agencies and former Special Forces mercenaries, cabals of ideologues working to restructure their nations, and the new structure of a planet where tribal groups sitting on vast mineral wealth can sell directly to a globalised market and, as a result, field stronger military forces than their own government.


But most of all it is about a new kind of soldier, a corporate entity like Mark Britten (not his real name). He worked for an oil company in Iraq for over a year, just after the end of the invasion. When asked about his most exciting experience in the country, however, it has nothing to do with oil at all.


‘We were ambushed,’ he explains calmly. ‘There was a tanker convoy that needed to travel from Basra, but as soon as we got near Fallujah we were massively attacked, first by an RPG that missed, then mortars – one went off five metres away but into deep sand, so you didn’t catch the shrapnel – and then it was small-arms fire. I had to make sure the rest of the team got through the killing zone, while I suppressed the enemy by pushing out as much lead as I possibly could. So three of us got out of the vehicle and we just engaged the targets and neutralised them. I don’t know whether it was thirty seconds or five minutes. I know how many rounds I got through, but I have no idea about time. They weren’t disciplined and they didn’t communicate and they were not expecting the aggression from us. So relatively shortly we got everyone out of the killing area, and we were last men out, with the windows open, weapons fully automatic in every direction.’


Welcome to the new war. War plc.







*There is no generally agreed term to describe these new security corporations. As a rule, Europeans run ‘private security companies’ (PSCs), while Americans refer to ‘private military companies’ (PMCs).






















1


‘One Actually Thought One Was Changing the Course of History’





In the 1960s, North Yemen was a desolate place, boasting only fifteen doctors, all of them foreign. The country had been a largely ignored piece of desert in the Ottoman Empire until 1918, when it gained independence and became the Mutawakkilite Kingdom of Yemen. This new state bordered Saudi Arabia to the north, Oman to the east and, to the south, the British protectorate around the port of Aden. The country had seen little change since the Turks first arrived, and its new rulers – conservative imams from the al-Qasimi dynasty – did their best to keep things as they were, maintaining tribal rivalries, discouraging trade with the outside world and barely touching the primitive Ottoman infrastructure.


According to legend, Sana’a, the capital city, is the oldest inhabited city on earth, established by one of the sons of Noah. If you land there today, walking down the airplane steps takes you back fifty years and into an airport straight out of the movie Casablanca. Drive ten miles further to the cracked, 15-ft-thick mud walls of the Old City and the clock leaps further back – by several centuries. Buildings cascade in two shades of brown clay around spice shops. In the souk, every man carries a vicious curved knife – a jambiya – tucked into his belt as he strolls the narrow lanes between stalls piled high with cheap Chinese imports.


Each day in Sana’a starts slowly and mutters along until lunchtime. Then life steps down a gear: it is khat time and, for most, that is the end of the working day. Khat is a green plant that looks like a short eucalyptus leaf, the crop made juicy by sucking up 40 per cent of the country’s scarce water supply. Four out of five Yemenis, from the taxi driver to the college professor, pack a wad into their cheeks and enjoy its hallucinogenic effect. Many spend one Yemeni rial on khat for every six they earn.


In the 1930s and ’40s, Imam Yahya rallied his people, creating a ragged army that tried to push north into Saudi Arabia and south towards Aden in a series of largely unsuccessful territorial raids. In 1948, he died during a failed coup and his son, Imam Ahmed, took control. Ahmed spent much of his thirty-year reign repressing all signs of internal rebellion, while agitating to remove the British from Aden so that he could move south and create a Greater Yemen. As part of this strategy, Ahmed signed a mutual defence pact with Egypt’s Arab nationalist president Gamal Nasser and, in 1958, joined the United Arab Republic with Egypt and Syria.


Ahmed died on 18 September 1962 and was succeeded by his son, Crown Prince Muhammad al-Badr, who would rule for just seven days. On the evening of 25 September, an Egyptian-trained colonel, Abdullah Sallal, launched a military coup. Tanks rolled into Sana’a and took almost every key objective overnight. Al-Badr’s personal guard, however, refused to surrender and opened fire on the rebels, giving the imam time to escape. In a badly planned piece of propaganda, Sallal sought to quell any potential resistance by announcing that the imam was dead. Al-Badr’s subsequent arrival in the mountains to the north of the country, where his family’s loyal tribal groups lived, gave him a whiff of glamour and magic – the imam who had survived death.


It was a useful quality in a leader, especially as those tribes loyal to him – known as the Royalists – were incredibly badly prepared for a civil war. They had few twentieth-century weapons and no means of communicating between often extremely distant tribes or military units. The mountains they occupied offered strong natural defences, however, so the imam adopted a strategy of lying low and waiting to see what happened.


What happened was an Egyptian invasion. Nasser sent his Special Forces, supported by Russian aircraft, to prop up Sallal’s nascent coup. His gesture caused panic in Saudi Arabia and Jordan, with the al-Saud family viewing the Egyptian presence in Yemen as a threat to their dominance over the Gulf States and even to the very existence of Saudi Arabia. Although money had been flooding into the kingdom since the end of World War II, wealth had failed to trickle down beyond the ruling family. Nasser’s potent rhetoric excited the impoverished Saudi citizens and his troops outnumbered and outclassed the ramshackle Saudi army.


To the south, an exhausted post-colonial Britain was scrabbling for purchase on the sharply raked global stage, dangling by her fingertips from her most important imperial outpost, the port city of Aden, almost the only valuable possession the British Empire had left. It offered control of the Arabian peninsula, a strategic presence near the Suez Canal and, since 1954, one of the largest oil refineries of the day. The oil trade also made Aden one of the busiest ports in the world. However, the British were alarmed to find the local Aden Trades Union Confederation spawning a political wing that swore allegiance to Sallal’s Yemen Republic. Before the war, upstart nationalists threatening Aden’s security would have been scattered by battleships, bombers and battalions, but the British government’s ability to intervene in the old style had been drastically curtailed by the humiliation of the Suez Crisis six years earlier.


When Nasser’s troops nationalised the Suez Canal in 1956, Britain, France and Israel had invaded Egypt without consulting their US allies. They hoped Nasser’s flirtation with communist states would bring America in on their side or, at the very least, persuade her to turn a blind eye. This proved an immense miscalculation. The US feared a nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union after the Russians offered to support Nasser with attacks by ‘all types of weapons of destruction’. President Eisenhower insisted the invasion should end, took resolutions to the UN Security Council demanding a ceasefire and threatened to use America’s economic muscle to start selling the British pound on the money markets, a move that would threaten a complete collapse of confidence in sterling. At the same time, Saudi Arabia announced an oil embargo against Britain and France, leaving both economies looking very fragile. The British prime minister Anthony Eden was forced to resign after announcing a ceasefire, pulling back British troops and effectively admitting that the country’s days as an independent imperial power were over. From now on, it was clear, Britain could only act with the permission of the US.


This humiliation had proved too much for the Suez Group, a hotchpotch of pro-invasion ex-ministers and backbenchers in the Conservative government, including Julian Amery and Lt Col. Neil McLean. Many of the group resigned the Conservative whip in 1957 over the ceasefire. McLean and Amery, however, stayed in the government. Perhaps it was their partisan experience that persuaded them to avoid open conflict: they had met in Albania in 1944 when McLean was leading efforts by the Special Operations Executive (SOE) to organise an effective resistance to German occupation.


After the war they formed an unlikely alliance. ‘Billy’ McLean had come to the Conservative Party via the Royal Scots Greys and the SOE. Amery, on the other hand, had been practically born into the party. He was married to one of Harold Macmillan’s daughters, and his father had long been a close ally of Winston Churchill – although his elder brother John became an ardent Nazi and was executed for treason at the end of World War II.


Five years on from Suez they were still in Parliament and still seething at the collapse of Britain’s global reputation. The sudden threat to Aden from a newborn Yemen Republic and the rise of local terrorist groups immediately offered them a perfect rallying point. In his capacity as Minister for Aviation, Amery met King Hussein of Jordan in London. Hussein told Amery that Saudi Arabian money was already paying for Royalist weapons and that both Jordan and King Saud himself were anxious that others take up the cause.


Briefed by Amery, McLean set off on a tour of the region, using a press card provided by the Daily Telegraph as cover. He met Saudi Arabia’s Prince Faisal, scouted the lines of battle, saw the parlous state of the Royalist army and realised how reliant on Saudi cash the imam was. He sent cheerfully optimistic reports of the imam’s position back to his friends, to the cabinet and to the pages of the Daily Telegraph, arguing that, as the Royalists controlled significant parts of the country, Sallal’s government could not claim legitimate authority. The British cabinet was divided. The Foreign Office was wary of war, while the Colonial Office came down in favour of ousting Sallal. Macmillan vacillated, and Amery sensed an opportunity.


With McLean, he set about reuniting the old Suez Group – now dubbed the Aden Group – and began recruiting a new team of men from the ranks of those who still hoped Britain could sustain some tattered fragments of empire. The first name on their list was McLean’s ex-SOE buddy David Smiley. Smiley had stayed in the army at the end of the war, spending some time in Albania training guerrillas to foment unrest against Enver Hoxha and commanding the Sultan of Oman’s army against a tribal uprising almost certainly funded by Saudi Arabia. In both cases, he had been acting as a serving soldier and was paid by the British government. On his return to the UK in 1961, however, he was annoyed to find that the proffered command of the SAS didn’t give him the rank of brigadier, so he left the army and was looking for something else to do when Amery and McLean came calling. Smiley’s first suggestion was that they should contact David Stirling, the man who had founded the SAS.


Stirling was, to be charitable, an oddity. He was born into an ancient aristocratic Scottish family – his father was Brigadier General Archibald Stirling of Kier and his mother, Margaret Fraser, was descended from Charles II – but a speech defect, a near-death experience after a nasty snake bite and a bout of typhoid made him a sickly and slightly isolated child.


During World War II, he sailed to the Middle East as part of a commando force. After a handful of unsuccessful raids, the army disbanded the unit, and Stirling found himself in Cairo with little to do but drink and get into trouble. When he damaged his eye, there were suspicions it was self-inflicted and there were moves towards a court martial, until he broke his leg practising parachute jumps with the last stragglers of the commandos left in Egypt.


During his time in hospital, he came up with the idea for what would eventually become the Special Air Service (SAS). He scribbled a draft proposal and broke into the army’s Middle East headquarters in Cairo – still with a broken leg – where he stumbled into the office of the deputy commander General Ritchie. Astonishingly, Ritchie gave the plan his approval and attached Stirling to an entirely imaginary brigade called the SAS, which essentially consisted of mock gliders and dummy parachutes created to fool the Germans into thinking the British army was larger and better prepared than it really was.


Stirling created ‘L Detachment’, the only part of the Special Air Service to have any actual soldiers. Although the unit’s early attacks were spectacular failures, killing many of Stirling’s men and requiring rescue by the Long Range Desert Group, he eventually refined his tactics and over the next fifteen months destroyed aircraft on the ground, blew up supply dumps and damaged hundreds of German vehicles before being captured in 1943. He spent the rest of the war in Colditz, returning to find that the SAS had been disbanded in 1945.


After the war, Stirling travelled to what was then Rhodesia, where he was horrified to discover a rising Black Nationalist movement determined to kick the British out. To try and buy off resentment and rebellion, he founded a bizarre movement known as the Capricorn Africa Society. This attempted to create a single territory across eastern and central Africa – the land within the Tropic of Capricorn – which would be based on the theory that, while black and white were technically equal, European civilisation and leadership were essential to develop the region. He attracted some support among the white middle-class settlers, but London’s opposition meant his curious ambitions were short-lived.


By the end of the 1950s, Stirling was back in London, building a television-programme sales company called Television International Enterprises – although his heart wasn’t really in it – and spending most of his time at gambling parties arranged by a young aristocrat called John Aspinall. McLean and Amery hooked up with Stirling at Aspinall’s Claremont Club and then arranged a secret meeting at the Tory-dominated private members club White’s in St James’s Street with Sir Alex Douglas-Home, secretary of state for foreign affairs. The two government ministers, the backbench MP and the ex-soldier agreed that something unofficial should be done to secure British interests. They persuaded the prime minister, Harold Macmillan, to revive an ancient military tradition by recruiting a team of mercenaries – without even letting his cabinet know.


Macmillan appointed Amery as Minister for Yemen, placing him in overall command of the operation but also creating a safe distance between himself and the operation so that Amery would take the rap if anything went wrong. Effectively, the British Mercenary Organisation (BMO), as it came to be called, was an official but secret arm of the government’s foreign policy.


Of course, mercenaries are as old as warfare itself. The first written record of combat – the Egyptian account of the Battle of Megiddo, fought in 1479 BC between the Egyptian king Thutmose III and a coalition of tribes from modern Palestine and Syria – describes Thutmose’s victory at the head of an army that included hired soldiers. Few Egyptians fought in the pharaoh’s army, although nobles held most of the positions of command, and the ranks were largely filled with Nubians from Africa and Sherdens from the Aegean coast.


Persians, Greeks and Romans all relied on hired muscle, to the extent that the Persian victory over Egypt at the Battle of Pelusium in 525 BC saw both sides field armies largely consisting of Greek mercenaries. Rome fell to the Vandal, Goth and Visigoth soldiers it had paid and trained; a band of mercenary pikemen ended the age of chivalry when they defeated an army of German knights on behalf of the city states of northern Italy; and two thirds of Wellington’s army at the Battle of Waterloo were there for the money alone. It was only as mass standing armies became the norm and wars were fought by millions of men moved to the front along railway lines to charge the enemy’s cannon and machine guns in the name of the fatherland that soldiers of fortune became irrelevant in deciding the outcome of a battle.


Wars are usually fought for land, power, strategic resources or wealth. In the twentieth century, these goals were draped in ideology – freedom for the nation – and citizens were expected to fight and die for the dream. Statesmen who preached such ideals saw the use of those who fought for money as immoral but also as impractical. During medieval conflicts, mercenary bands tended – with dishonourable exceptions – to fight as efficiently as possible, given their overriding desire to survive the battle and pick up the pay cheque. Any knight falling into their hands was unlikely to be killed, since his worth in ransom made returning him to his side an attractive business proposition. Courageous but insane charges across muddy fields under a hail of machine-gun fire were not the mercenary’s kind of fighting at all.


As a result, the mercenary relinquished the battlefield to the conscript’s trembling hands and departed with his name as tattered as his bloodstained standard. Until, that is, the British government invited him out to the Middle East to help out with their little local difficulty. Indeed, its support for the BMO set up the course of Middle Eastern history for the next fifty years, establishing the template for future private security companies, kick-starting the careers of various arms dealers, mercenaries and far-right conspirators and creating a series of problems still to be resolved.


In order to maintain plausible deniability, David Stirling operated out of the headquarters of his TV company TIE, with the help of SAS major Johnny Cooper, as well as former colonels Brian Franks and Jim Johnson. They began recruiting the rank-and-file mercenaries from France – soldiers with experience of fighting in Algeria and a little expertise in Arabic.


This sort of recruitment inevitably attracted the attention of the intelligence services and, in June 1963, the BMO met British and French intelligence officers at the Parisian home of Michelle de Bourbon on the Rue de Fronquenelle. The French intelligence service, the Deuxième Bureau, decided to send its own men on the trip to the Middle East. They also offered the services of a former French Foreign Legionnaire called Roger Falques to aid recruitment. His first suggestion was a veteran of Algeria and the Congo called Bob Denard.


By October, the BMO had recruited twenty-five French mercenaries and was ferrying arms and ammunition from the French colony of Djibouti to Aden via a little known air-freight company called Rhodesian Air Services, owned by Jack Malloch, an associate of Stirling. Denard was in charge of training at a camp near Khanja, while the British were building a wireless communications network and planting landmines in Yemen’s fragile road system.


The mercenaries fought alongside the Royalist troops in barren, mountainous desert territory. They lived in caves alongside the imam’s troops, growing thick beards and wearing local dress to avoid alerting Egyptian intelligence. As the conflict rattled on, Israel provided air drops, Saudi Arabia’s defence minister Prince Sultan provided finance, and Stirling organised, restructuring the Royalist forces and their communications. He helped secure World War II mountain-warfare rifles paid for by Saudi Arabia and supplied – in his first-ever weapons transaction – by Adnan Khashoggi, the soon-to-be-infamous Saudi arms dealer. He even persuaded the superstitious Royalist forces that western medicine had value on the battlefield.


Stirling also began siphoning off talent from the SAS, calling up his old comrades as the forces needed to cope with the scale of the war swelled. Lieutenant Colonel John Woodhouse, then commanding 22 SAS Regiment, steered as many as forty-eight of his soldiers into Stirling’s charge. They included Major Bernard Mills, who commanded part of the operation, and Captain Peter de la Billière, who returned to the Arabian peninsula thirty years later as commander of the British forces during Operation Desert Storm.


The impact of the mercenaries was dramatic. Most historians agree that the Royalist forces would probably have collapsed within a year had it not been for the British mercenaries. The original Egyptian force sent by Nasser in 1962 numbered some 12,000 men. As the BMO’s training, communications and weapons allowed the Royalists to counter-attack, the Egyptian forces swelled to 50,000 in 1964 and almost 60,000 in 1965. At one time, the Royalist forces controlled almost the entire country, with the exception of the capital Sana’a.


‘It was very exciting because at one stage one actually thought one was changing the course of history,’ Mills told documentary-maker Adam Curtis in The Mayfair Set, four films about Stirling, Jim Slater, James Goldsmith and Tiny Rowland. ‘I think one felt we could create countries in a better image if they were tied to Britain.’


In the UK, Harold Wilson’s Labour government took power in 1964. Almost immediately there was a run on the pound. Although Wilson initially supported the BMO, the sterling crisis, Rhodesia’s unilateral declaration of independence in 1965 and an increasingly successful bombing campaign by pro-independence forces in Aden made him conclude that retaining the colony was too expensive. In 1967, he announced Britain would withdraw its military forces from major bases east of Suez.


By this time, Stirling had persuaded Woodhouse to leave the SAS and join the BMO full time. As the British government was preparing to abandon Aden, it had little interest in supporting the mercenaries. Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, was still committed to the Royalist cause and was willing to spend heavily to support it. Stirling sensed an opportunity. He approached King Faisal – who had deposed King Saud in 1964 – and offered to help him create a Saudi air force. He brokered a deal for Saudi Arabia to buy British jets and missiles, as well as training for pilots and ground-control, aircraft-maintenance and radar crew. This deal went so well that, in 1967, Stirling registered the world’s first private security company – Watchguard International – in the Channel Islands. Minutes of meetings between Stirling and senior members of the Saudi Arabian government show he was already describing the BMO as Watchguard in 1966, but its official incorporation a year later meant outlining a corporate mission statement.


Stirling’s idea was that Watchguard would be a profitable private company that could safeguard British interests in places where the government was not able to act. It was not, however, simply a tool of British foreign policy. Watchguard would not refuse a client just to please the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Stirling’s guidelines were that Watchguard would help prevent the violent overthrow of a government but would not thereafter seek political influence; it would not accept as a client any government that consisted of a racial minority; and it would not work for a client that was hostile to the British government. With a contract already under way in Yemen, Stirling saw the Middle East and Africa as the most promising markets.


In principle, Watchguard would only offer training, advice and personal security for heads of state, helping pro-British leaders build up their security forces. In this, Stirling was convinced he had the support of the British government. In 1979, he gave an interview in which he insisted the company had full ministerial approval. ‘The British government wanted a reliable organisation without any direct identification,’ he explained. ‘They wanted bodyguards trained for rulers they wanted to see survive.’


Although he maintained Watchguard’s brief was training only, Stirling was actively pitching to the Saudi government for more aggressive work. In July 1967, he submitted a written proposal for a sabotage strike force to harass the Egyptian forces in the Yemeni capital Sana’a, as well as an extensive coastal operation that was ‘so secret as necessarily to be restricted at this stage to verbal discussion’. He also suggested the formation of a Corps D’Elite within Saudi Arabia, and named himself as its commanding officer.


The proposals came to nothing. Tension between Israel and its Arab neighbours Egypt, Jordan and Syria lead to sabre rattling between the four states in May 1967. On 5 June, Israel launched a massive pre-emptive strike, destroying the entire Egyptian air force and launching the Six Day War. Israel’s spectacular victory against three of its neighbours effectively united the Arab nations. Egypt and Saudi Arabia promptly began negotiations that would – over the next three years – end the civil war in Yemen, allowing them to focus troops and funds on the Israeli threat.


This was financially disastrous for Stirling and for Watchguard. He moved rapidly to replace the Saudi money, setting up a domestic security company called Kulinda Security Ltd, pitching to the CIA to mount operations against South American drug barons and travelling the Middle East trying to drum up work from Iran, Jordan and Israel. Foolishly, he lost a proposal for King Hussein of Jordan while moving around the region and it soon turned up in the hands of the Israeli secret service. Unsurprisingly, Watchguard’s chances of working with the Jewish state vanished overnight.


Briefly, Africa looked like it might fill the funding gap. Both Sierra Leone and Zambia employed Watchguard to create and train paramilitary Special Forces units. The Zambian president Kenneth Kaunda also discussed the possibility of raising a mercenary force to hit road and rail supplies to neighbouring Rhodesia, but the deal came to nothing. The year 1970 was a bad one for Stirling. He was nearly killed when the BMW he was driving came off the road in the Scottish highlands. He spent a month in Stirling Royal Infirmary and almost a year convalescing at home in Kier, looked after by his sister. While he fretted, far from the action, Watchguard’s final operation – the so-called Hilton Assignment – was falling apart.


The plot was effectively a counter-coup operation planned by MI6. In 1969, Muammar al-Gaddafi – then a lieutenant in the Libyan army – deposed King Idris and declared himself head of state. The following year, members of the royal family tried to regain control from neighbouring Chad but were captured and imprisoned. MI6 met with Stirling and asked him to mount a seaborne operation to liberate the 140 or so prisoners, supply them with arms and then return to the UK. The plot was controversial even within Britain’s secret service. Senior officials considered the plan so transparent and the involvement of Stirling so perilously clear that it would not be deniable in London or by government ministers.


Watchguard staff carried on recruiting a team of French mercenaries and helped procure weapons, but after the Yugoslavian government discovered and confiscated the arms and ammunition, the operation began to flounder. The British secret service intervened and, in December 1971, the Italian police took the boat the mercenaries were planning to use into their custody.


Roger Falques, who was leading the French mercenaries, told Stirling’s colleague Jim Johnson that the raid would be a fiasco since every secret service in the world seemed to know about it. Stirling was convinced MI6 had conspired against him and, with his health too poor to enter the field, he wound up Watchguard in 1972.*


Just as the SAS was the blueprint for most of the world’s Special Forces, so Watchguard created the private security company in its image. In London, SAS officers took note of the quasi-official recognition and lucrative contracts that had supported Watchguard in its early years. Throughout the 1960s and ’70s, one of Stirling’s wartime comrades, Major Dare Newell, worked (and lived) in the SAS’s Chelsea headquarters, organising the private placement of SAS soldiers. He was also the secretary of the Special Forces Club, an exclusive and shadowy establishment in a Victorian house a few steps from the rear door of Harrods which acted as a secondary recruiting depot.


One of the first to follow in Stirling’s path and take up Newell’s connections was Major David Walker, who in 1975 founded Control Risks Group (CRG) with two other SAS officers, Arish Turle and Simon Adamsdale, both of whom had fought in Yemen. Backed by money from Timothy Royle, CEO of London insurance brokers Hogg Robinson, Control Risks pioneered the sale of new insurance policies called ‘kidnap and ransom’. These policies blended security consulting with more conventional insurance against terrorist or criminal threats.


Walker, who had served in official postings as a bodyguard and security officer in British embassies in Chile, Colombia and elsewhere in South America, capitalised on his experience to sell ex-SAS soldiers back to the government as bodyguards in South America and the Middle East, as Control Risks began the mercenary’s movement towards respectability. It worked alongside private detective firms like Pinkertons and Kroll Associates to provide security-risk analysis, corporate investigations, security consultancy and crisis response. It currently claims to work with 90 per cent of the FTSE 100 companies and has won contracts with both the US and UK governments to provide armed guards in Iraq.


But the Yemen adventure also seeded the growth of the more disreputable private soldier – the likes of Bob Denard, for instance. After the BMO disbanded, Denard popped up in the Congo, supporting Moishe Tshombe, a creature of Belgian mining interests in the country, against a UN force. He returned to the Yemen to try to launch a coup, and then fought for secession in Biafra. His men – usually only a few dozen of them – were generally French, Belgian or South African, all well equipped with guns and armoured jeeps.


At certain times his intervention could be beneficial to some. In 1964, he and his men saved the whites of the town of Stanleyville, in Congo, from being slaughtered by a drug-crazed mob. His coup in the Comoros in 1978 – one of four he engineered in the archipelago between 1975 and 1995 – brought in a decade of relative stability while he took charge of the army and the economy; his Garde Presidentielle, their food and black uniforms paid for by South African money, guarded the puppet ruler. There he converted to Islam and wore the robes and cap of a faithful Muslim as he limped to Friday prayers. He once claimed to be acting in the higher interests of civilisation.


Yet amateurism often dogged his adventures. Invasions were launched from rusty trawlers and inflatable dinghies and, once, in the Congo, on bicycles. If the South Africans did not pull him out to the safety of suburban Pretoria, a French expeditionary force sometimes arrived to remove him before he went too far. After his last coup attempt in the Comoros, in 1995 at the age of sixty-six, French officers led him gently away to face yet another criminal investigation.


A conviction followed in 2006, but no punishment. By this time Denard was ill with Alzheimer’s, although there was another reason: De Gaulle’s spymaster, Jacques Foccart, had first recruited him for Africa, while subsequent officials at the Elysée Palace had provided money and passports. Asked during one trial whether he had had a green light from the French government for his plots, he said no, not exactly; just an amber light, meaning that there was no opposition. He was, he liked to say, a ‘corsair of the Republic’, implicitly given permission to proceed with dash and without compunction.


Slotting between Denard’s dogs of war and Control Risk’s corporate discretion came David Walker’s second security project. In 1977, he left CRG to found, alongside Yemen veteran Jim Johnson, Brigadier Mike Wingate Gray (former director of Special Forces and commander of 22 SAS) and insurance broker John Southern, two new private security companies: KMS and Saladin Security. Saladin, which is still trading today and has a contract with, amongst others, the Canadian government for embassy protection in Kabul, was supposed to be for domestic service. KMS, however, was internationally minded, its name standing for Keeni Meeni Services, a piece of SAS slang from the Mau Mau Uprising in 1950s Kenya. ‘Keeni meeni’ is a Swahili term describing the movement of a snake through grass, and a ‘keeni meeni’ operation saw an SAS unit enter a village, arrest or kill all suspected Mau Mau activists and then set up a medical facility to ‘win the hearts and minds’ of the surviving villagers.


Offering SAS-style ‘snake in the grass’ tactics, KMS teetered on the brink of legality for ten to fifteen years. In 1987, it came up during investigations into America’s Iran-Contra arms-dealing scandal. In an astonishingly over-complex piece of global skulduggery, Lt Col. Oliver North was instructed by the National Security Council to sell arms to Iran, which it had opposed during the Iran–Iraq war and which had held American hostages. These deals were done in the face of a UN embargo. Money from the Iranian arms sales went to supporting the Contras, a right-wing Nicaraguan rebel army opposing the leftist Sandinista government.


During the hearings, paperwork came to light showing that North first approached Walker in 1984 to discuss KMS attacking Sandinista air-force units. His plan proved too difficult to execute, but Walker took on another job: providing foreign pilots to carry out drops inside Honduras. Walker was paid $110,000 on 20 April 1986 for the deal, which would cover the US government if any plane were brought down.


North admitted that KMS was hired to send mercenaries into Nicaragua, and the company was accused of organising and carrying out active sabotage operations, destroying army camps, buildings and pipelines. At the same time as fighting in Nicaragua, KMS teams were also operating side by side with the official SAS in providing bodyguards for British embassies and Saudi princes – and, rather more significantly, being paid by the CIA and the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) to train Afghan mujahideen and other fundamentalist Islamic guerrillas in Saudi Arabia and Oman.


‘It was indeed KMS … to which the main British role in training holy warrior cadre for the Afghan jihad seems to have fallen,’ claims John Cooley in his 2002 book Unholy Wars, which traces the co-operation between US administrations and radical Islamic groups.


In the 1980s, Sri Lanka hired KMS to support its war against the Tamil Tigers, the separatist terrorists who invented suicide bombing. KMS provided training to Sri Lankan army special-operations units and brought in ex-RAF pilots to fly helicopter missions for the SLAF. All of this publicity started to scare respectable clients and, in the early 1990s, KMS folded into Saladin, which became Saladin International.


‘Towards the end of the 1980s the company reorganized, developed and extended its range of conventional security services and started working consistently with commercial companies,’ says Saladin’s website. But it still provides ‘security, personal protections, kidnap, extortion and crisis negotiation services for both governments and commercial companies’.


The success of KMS/Saladin encouraged new ex-SAS enterprises in the 1980s. Two former SAS officers, Alastair Morrison and Richard Bethell, founded Defence Systems Ltd (DSL) in 1981 – now a part of ArmorGroup Services. During the 1990s, DSL was employed to protect BP’s Colombian oil pipeline, where it was accused of training soldiers from right-wing death squads. Arish Turle, meanwhile, left CRG for the US investigative company Kroll Associates and went on to found the Risk Advisory Group, before taking on the role of managing director at DSL.




  





Throughout the Cold War years, this handful of private security companies operated on the fringes of legality, blending kidnap protection and asset recovery for large companies with training and covert operations for governments. That they should all have their roots in the SAS is not entirely surprising. Regiments in most standing armies recruit from areas of high unemployment or via schools where children can expect poor qualifications. Many people thus join the military because they have little other chance of gaining a trade. Once in the army, getting into the SAS – or any of the world’s Special Forces set up in their image – requires something else: a love of soldiering, warfare and killing people, combined with a certain self-reliance and initiative. With these tastes nurtured and encouraged by a grateful government, is it any wonder some gravitated to private companies once they’d served their use to the state? ‘What I always wonder’, Lieutenant General Sir Brian Horrocks said of the SAS soldiers who took part in the regiment’s first-ever raid on a German airfield, ‘is how will men like this make out in peace time?’ At the end of the Cold War, he would see exactly how.


When the Soviet Union collapsed at the end of the 1980s, the need for mass standing armies diminished. As a result of this ‘peace dividend’, between 1987 and 1994 the total number of active military personnel worldwide fell by some 20 per cent, releasing almost 10 million former soldiers onto the market. At the same time, the two superpower blocs shook themselves free of the client states they had supported in that vast nuclear chess game.


The most vulnerable of these dependent nations were in Africa, states created by a random line on a post-colonial map which possessed vast natural resources but were almost incapable of functioning due to inherent instabilities temporarily countered by the presence of NATO or Soviet support. As the empires rolled back, a new type of organised violence appeared.


These ‘new wars’ are very different from the territorial conflicts that dominated Europe for the previous two hundred years, claims Mary Kaldor, professor of global governance at the London School of Economics. She argues that these are the wars of identity politics: one group’s claim to power over another simply on the basis of its identity. These wars aren’t fought on battlefields but are played out in the streets, neighbourhoods, cities, towns and countryside. There are no rules in the new wars, no Geneva Convention or uniformed combatants. Mass killings, atrocities, rape, the maiming and even recruiting of children are commonplace in these struggles. Often, one group might control mineral resources, able to raise an army to defend these reserves while selling them directly to the global market. The official government, meanwhile, might sit in the presidential palace, watching members of its own armed forces fall on top of each other in the street.


At the beginning of the 1990s, it seemed as if the international community had the energy and enthusiasm to intervene in these murderous factional disputes. Northern Iraq and the Balkans in 1991 and Somalia in 1992 seemed to show how well-supported peacekeeping efforts could restore some semblance of order and allow a state’s various factions to debate their future rather than fight for it. The disaster of Somalia in 1993, however, and America’s refusal to join in further operations unless it could be demonstrated that it was in her vital national interest meant the only state with the military capacity to intervene had left the building. From Rwanda to Sierra Leone to Angola to Darfur, the violence raged unchecked as the UN struggled to word declarations that would take months, if not years, to apply. And so a market appeared, as struggling governments with lucrative mining or drilling concessions found themselves in need of an army.


In Angola, as President José Eduardo dos Santos’s socialist government found Soviet money draining away and attacks from right-wing UNITA rebels increasing, a curious deal was struck. In May 1993, UNITA made their latest attack in the country’s eighteen-year civil war, taking the vast Soyo oilfield. This proved a massive problem for an oil entrepreneur called Anthony Buckingham. Buckingham has been described as a former member of the elite Royal Navy Special Forces unit the Special Boat Service, although the description has never been confirmed. He did, however, work in the North Sea oil industry as a diver for Ranger Oil of Canada, eventually making his way out of the North Sea and into the boardroom, ultimately founding his own company, Heritage Oil, which he ran from a modern, glass-fronted building at 535 King’s Road, Chelsea.


Buckingham’s Angolan concession had been secured with the help of Simon Mann, a British aristocrat and former officer in the SAS who had excellent contacts in southern Africa. Mann was educated at Eton, trained at Sandhurst and blessed with a privileged life. He enjoyed cricket and garden parties but preferred something more adventurous. Moving into the oil industry promised that adventure – and considerable wealth as well. With UNITA in charge of the port at Soyo, however, the concession was worthless – indeed, it was losing $20,000 a day. Buckingham put pressure on Mann, who introduced him to Eeben Barlow and his company Executive Outcomes (EO).


Ironically, Barlow had been one of UNITA’s best friends for years. A large, powerful man with one green and one blue eye, he’d joined the South African Defence Force (SADF) in 1974 and, in 1980, was selected for the elite 32nd ‘Buffalo’ Battalion Special Forces unit, a ruthless squad deployed along the country’s borders and deep into neighbouring countries to protect the apartheid state. He rose to second in command and fought in Angola in support of the UNITA movement, training and equipping its guerrillas. He also served with the Civil Co-operation Bureau (CCB), a covert unit set up to purchase weapons in breach of a UN embargo and to silence anti-apartheid activists at home and around the world. He was a skilful covert operator, smart enough to see the end of apartheid approaching, and he knew that any future ANC government would be keen to see the back of men with his track record.


In 1989, therefore, he left the CCB and founded Executive Outcomes. For the first few years, EO provided Special Forces training to the SADF, worked for diamond company De Beers and ran anti-drug campaigns in Colombia. Barlow turned down offers from Sudanese rebels and Algerian religious factions, explaining he only planned to work for UN-recognised governments. In 1992, Mann and Buckingham secured his services to liberate the Angolan government’s land.


The web of deals and counter-deals around EO’s commission is confusing. According to one account, Mann and Buckingham approached the Angolan state oil company Sonangol for $10 million to hire EO. According to a classified 1995 British Defence Intelligence Staff (DIS) report, however, Ranger Oil gave Buckingham and Mann $30 million to set up a defence force. On 7 September 1993, according to the same report, Barlow, Mann and Buckingham registered Executive Outcomes as a UK company to run the joint venture with the South African EO. On the records at Companies House, however, only Barlow and his wife Sue are listed as owners and directors. Whatever the arrangement, the purchaser got value for money. Within days of signing the contract, some fifty to eighty EO soldiers, accompanied by regular Angolan troops, launched a surprise attack on the UNITA positions and forced the rebels back from the oilfield in a brief but fierce battle.


Later in the year, after UNITA recaptured the Soyo oilfield, the Angolan government agreed a far-reaching contract with EO to train their troops and to direct operations against UNITA. The contract included supplying arms and training 5,000 infantrymen, including counter-guerrilla specialists, and thirty pilots. EO also guarded key installations and continued to fight alongside the Angolan army. During the period it worked for the government, EO is widely credited with crippling UNITA, its former ally. The recapture of the diamond fields in Lunda Note in June 1994 proved the turning point, as it cut off UNITA’s lucrative diamond trade, forcing the rebels to the bargaining table. In the end, for a fee of over $40 million, EO outfought UNITA so comprehensively that the rebels signed a ceasefire in November 1994.


One key clause of the subsequent peace deal brokered in 1995 was that EO should leave the country, to be replaced by a UN peacekeeping force. EO officially departed in January 1996 but, within months, UNITA attacked, swept aside the UN peacekeepers, regained the Soyo oilfields and the civil war began again, only grinding to a halt in 2002 when the UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi was killed in battle.


Across Africa, embattled leaders noticed the EO effect. The Angolans had purchased an effective army without soliciting help from reluctant neighbours – who might want something in return – or having to approach the slow-moving UN. EO would also launch combat operations for a fee, something not even Stirling had been prepared to promise. EO offered direct infantry and light tank combat, combat air patrols, battle planning, training and logistics. It owned armoured personnel carriers, Land Rovers mounted with anti-aircraft guns, Soviet Mi-24 helicopter gunships and Mi-17 helicopter gunships equipped with four-barrelled Gatling guns and a 30mm automatic grenade launcher. It also had access to transport planes, Soviet MiG-23 jet fighter-bombers and Soviet Mi-17 armed transport helicopters through Ibis Air, an associated company. EO was basically a modern, well-equipped private army that pitched its services in slick brochures filled with modern corporate sales speak.


‘Protecting the lives and assets of persons in a world of increased violence and crime is an incalculable science,’ its promotional material oozed. ‘It requires professionals who strive for the highest excellence. We at Executive Outcomes believe that excellence is achieved not merely through our repeated actions, but from the irrefutable habits that we form. At Executive Outcomes we start from the beginning to form the habits that will provide the highest quality of service and protection for our clients.’


This was a radical new step. Whereas before KMS and its ilk would get covert assignments from governments to tamper at the edges of an existing foreign policy and hopefully remain out of sight, Executive Outcomes was clearly offering itself as an army for hire. The closest equivalent would be the mercenary outfits, such as the private force led by the Englishman Sir John Hawkwood, that raged through Europe in the Middle Ages, serving one prince after another and being paid by wealthy city-states who had the money but not the inclination to fight.


First on the phone was the government of Sierra Leone, after an introduction from the ubiquitous Tony Buckingham. In 1995, the country was under the military regime of Captain Valentine Strasser. He hired EO to train his troops, who, until then, had been notorious for their ineffectiveness in everything except attacks on the civilian population. EO also led a number of attacks against the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF), securing the capital Freetown, the Kono diamond-mining area and the Sierra Rutile mine.


In January 1996, EO attacked a major RUF base in the Kangari Hills. This defeat brought the RUF to the negotiating table. The relative stability achieved allowed elections to be held, and late in the year a peace agreement was signed. One of the clauses required the withdrawal of EO, a move that could have been the trigger for the ensuing coup against the now unprotected government, which then approached Sandline, thus dragging the company into the arms-to-Africa affair.


Despite its battlefield successes, the international community became increasingly uncomfortable about EO’s activities. The UN drafted a resolution outlawing mercenary organisations, although its wording is so specific that it is almost impossible for anyone to be described as a mercenary under its terms.


More significantly for EO, the South African government saw the company as a dark legacy of the country’s apartheid past that was flourishing in a murky world of hired violence. In 1998, legislation was passed that required South African citizens to obtain government permission before participating in foreign conflicts and, on 1 January 1999, EO officially closed its Pretoria office and the company was disbanded.


During its short life, the company was locked into a network of shadowy multinational holding entities, mining, oil, transportation and security companies. There have been many questions asked about the corporate connections between EO and Buckingham’s Branch Energy, which acquired concessions in Sierra Leone. The IMF concluded that there was no evidence to support the allegation that EO was paid in concessions, although Branch Energy’s relationship with EO was a factor in its securing them. In a rare interview, Buckingham once said: ‘It is a fact that I did introduce Executive Outcomes into African countries that needed help. These were elected governments, they’ve always been invited in by them, and they’ve never acted against HMG’s interests.’


The questions damaged Buckingham, however. In the early 1990s, after he had persuaded Michael Grunberg to resign from accountancy firm Stoy Hayward and join his King’s Road network, the entrepreneur also convinced David Steel, the former leader of the Liberal Party, to become a director of Heritage Oil and Gas. The one-time marine diver was gradually securing influence and access at every level of the British establishment.


Then a report in Britain’s Observer newspaper in September 1995 highlighted the links between EO and Buckingham and pointed out Steel’s directorship of Buckingham’s oil company. The event was the start of trouble and publicity for the Heritage principals, Simon Mann and Tony Buckingham. Buckingham’s deal with EO began to emerge, eventually prompting Steel to resign from Heritage. Which was when they approached Tim Spicer.




*For the rest of his life, Stirling created and disbanded one curious organisation after another. In 1974, he founded an anti-communist pressure group called the Greater Britain League. The following year, he created GB75 – ‘an organisation of apprehensive patriots’ – which would run the country in the event of a general strike. This was followed by the Better Britain Society, which campaigned, amongst other things, for all fifteen-year-old children to spend a year in state-run boarding schools, where they would be taught their national duty and responsibilities.


He also helped create and finance TRUEMID, the Movement for True Industrial Democracy, a short-lived right-wing group that published pamphlets by the likes of James Goldsmith and sought to counter the influence of the left in trade unions. These schemes were funded by his TV-programme sales company TIE, which, in one of history’s more bizarre footnotes, made much of its money selling Sesame Street around the world and helped create The Muppet Show. Stirling was knighted in 1990 and was about to re-enter the private security business with a new company, KAS, when ill health forced him into a rest home, where he died later that year.
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