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‘Barry describes with admirable calm the obstacles and frustrations he faced. Where Barry’s book stands out is in the intermingling of personal experiences and anxieties (both his and his men’s) with clear expositions of the complexities of the chain of command’


Journal of the Royal United Services Institute





‘Unrivalled view of the Bosnia quagmire as viewed from the perspective of a British battalion on the ground. Excellent on the process of command.’


Professor Gary Sheffield, Chair of War Studies, University of Wolverhampton





‘Really explained what life was like in a battalion and the pressures that officers and soldiers are under.’


General Lord Guthrie of Craigbank, Former UK Chief of Defence Staff





‘An invaluable resource and a key insight at the tactical level.’


General Lord Richard Dannatt, Former Chief of the General Staff, 2006–2009
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Les Howard, former British soldier and author of Winter Warriors





‘All I wanted to know about why I froze my arse off for 6 months! Actually a very good read and explains a lot about command and the reasons why we hurry up and wait.’


Anonymous blogger on the Army Rumour Service website




[image: images]




Acknowledgements


Over a thousand people served with the 2 LI Battlegroup in 1995–96. Many others directly and indirectly helped us achieve our mission. Inevitably, it is impossible to acknowledge the contribution made by all of them. I thank them all, and apologise in advance to anyone whose contribution to our operations is not described. 


I would also like to thank the people who have helped me write the book. These include Colonel Ben Bathurst, Mr Martin Bell, Tom Boswell, Lorraine Brooks, Mrs Sappho Clissit, General Sir Richard Dannatt, Major General Simon Mayall, Rob Lynam, Major Steve Noble, Serjeant Dryhurst-Smyth, Corporal Palframan, John Harding, Kate Paice, Andrew Lownie, Colonel Chris Vernon, Adrian Weale, my agent Robert Dudley and Shaun Barrington at The History Press. Colonels Jan de Vos, Paul Kellett, Rex Sartain and Brigadier Richard Smith have been particularly helpful with advice concerning the activities of the companies they commanded. Especial thanks are due to my parents and my wife Liz and children Jamie and Charlotte.







Foreword by Martin Bell,
UNICEF Ambassador


Warfare fascinates. There are people who write about it, people who read about it, and people who risk their lives to get close to it. I confess that in my former life I belonged to all three categories. But the battalions of books about soldiering, which jostle for attention on the shelves, are generally the work of academics, military theorists and even journalists. Too few of them are written by soldiers. Yet it is the soldiers who live through these experiences, who put their lives of the line in the course of them, and who understand better than any commentator the rapidly changing nature of the profession of arms – the emphasis on peace-making as well as war-fighting, the devolution of responsibility down through the ranks, and the complex problems of command and discipline in a multinational force.


Two groups of people with a unique insight into all this were the soldiers of the Light Infantry and the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers who served in Bosnia during the winter of 1995 to 1996. They began their tours of duty as the UN’s soldiers and ended them as NATO’s – for which they were properly rewarded with two medals. Those medals were earned the hard way in hard weather. The troops enforced the military provisions of the Dayton Agreement, risked their lives to save the lives of others, swept away the road blocks and restored a minimal peace in Bosnia after three and a half years of war. It was NATO’s first ever ground operation, and it was substantially led by the British. At the time of the transfer of authority, on 21 December 1995, the Americans, for all their logistical power, had actually failed to arrive.


I observed these operations close up and personally, since I was still in the service of my own civilian regiment, the BBC. My subsequent career as a citizen politician was at the time not even dreamed of, and there was more than enough politics going on around us, in the manoeuvres and manipulations of the Bosnian warlords with whom our soldiers dealt. I remember reflecting, not for the first time, on the extraordinary quality of the British troops participating, on the dangers they faced across a mine-strewn landscape, and on the unique and unprecedented nature of the task before them. I wished that one of them would write an account of it, not just in an an Army journal but for an audience wider than the regimental family, and provide a soldier’s eye view of these events. They owed that to the history they were making.


Fortunately Colonel Ben Barry, the Commanding Officer of the Second Battalion the Light Infantry (2LI) had the same idea. This book is the result. It stands as a companion volume to Colonel Bob Stewart’s Broken Lives, which chronicled the Cheshires’ tour of duty in 1992–93. Both men, like most who served in Bosnia, were deeply affected by what they saw there – one at the start of the UN’s involvement and the other at the very end. They are two very different characters. But they both interpreted their mandates bravely. They saved lives. They made a difference. They served with distinction in the world’s best army, which happens to be British. And, best of all, they had the sense to write about it.





Martin Bell
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The Agreed Cease-fire Line. Map courtesy the Silver Bugle.





Introduction


People sleep peacefully in their beds only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.


George Orwell





In 1992 Bosnia descended into a savage and bitter war, which by 1995 had claimed over a quarter of a million lives. The United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) was deployed to protect the delivery of humanitarian aid. It succeeded in bringing this aid to the suffering civilian population which was being ravaged by the fighting, and lives were saved as a result. But its efforts to promote a cessation of hostilities between the Bosnian factions met with only occasional and partial success. 


The first British troops in Bosnia were First Battalion the Cheshire Regiment, who joined UNPROFOR in November 1992. Further armoured infantry battalions continued to form the core of the ever-growing British UN forces in central Bosnia. In 1994, the British General Sir Michael Rose took command of UNPROFOR.


As the fighting between the Bosnian Serbs and the uneasy alliance of Bosnian Muslims and Croats intensified, the risk to the UN troops increased and their influence on the warring factions decreased. By May 1995 the UNPROFOR operation was in a state of perpetual crisis, with British, European, United States and UN policies on the Bosnian war under great pressure. Three years of international efforts to end the war had come to nothing. The UN mission appeared close to failure and, it seemed, would have to withdraw. Extracting the UN troops from a civil war would have been very difficult – NATO had contingency plans to do this by intervening in Bosnia in force – but no one doubted that this would be a hazardous undertaking. 


Throughout that long bloody summer, the state of affairs in Bosnia continued to deteriorate, but the strategic situation was altered by a series of successful offensives by Bosnian Croat forces in western Bosnia. At the end of August NATO responded to Serb shelling of Sarajevo market by unleashing a massive air attack on Bosnian Serb forces. The effects of these actions reinforced each other, the Serb military position in western Bosnia collapsed and a truce was negotiated. A dynamic US negotiator, Richard Holbrooke, exploited this politically, persuading the three Bosnian factions to sign a peace agreement at Dayton. Many politicians, diplomats and senior UN officials considered this to be the very last chance for peace.


On 20 December NATO began its first land operation when the Implementation Force (IFOR) took over from the UN Protection Force. The alliance was to ensure the factions complied with the military provisions of the peace agreement, and had the mandate and rules of engagement to use force to achieve this. That same day a British battlegroup moved from Sarajevo to north-west Bosnia. Two thirds of the forces allocated to the battlegroup for this mission had not yet been released from other tasks in central Bosnia. The battlegroup had a single armoured infantry company, a reconnaissance platoon and six mortars – a total of two hundred men with thirty armoured vehicles. They had no tanks or artillery. Three liaison teams, a dozen more men, completed the force: the only British troops in this part of Bosnia.


It had an area of responsibility a hundred kilometres wide by seventy deep. Winding through it was a front line a hundred and twenty kilometres long, separating territory held by the Bosnian Muslims from that held by Bosnian Serb forces. Every single road or track through the no-man’s-land between the two forces was sown with land mines. During the previous three and a half years of war, the factions had denied the UN access to almost all of this area. The commanders of the two Bosnian Government corps manning the front line were renowned for their obduracy, intransigence and desire to constrain the freedom of action of UN forces. The Bosnian Serb forces had allowed the UN even less access across the front line.


As soon as it arrived, the battlegroup opened a crossing point between the two armies and began patrolling its vast territory. Little was known about the faction armies’ strength and locations, and intelligence was almost non-existent. The battlegroup set out to find the factions for itself. Liaison officers were despatched to the few known faction headquarters and patrols of Warrior and Scimitar armoured vehicles began working from the base at Sanski Most, forward towards the front line. All this movement was conducted with the support of the battlegroup’s mortars, ready to bring down fire on any potential opposition.


Communications with the British headquarters sixty kilometres to the south-east were tenuous and intermittent. Snow and ice covered the narrow, winding mountain roads, making vehicle movement dangerous and slow. Logistic support was severely overstretched – food and mail got through, but it was proving very difficult to provide the battlegroup with sufficient fuel and spare parts for its vehicles. The battlegroup commander was worried that these accumulating difficulties might make evacuation of casualties too slow.


The troops saw much evidence of recent fighting: minefields, damaged and burned out vehicles, shell cases, empty ammunition containers, enormous piles of rubbish and all the discarded paraphernalia of war. Patrols frequently came across corpses and body parts. Some were from livestock, killed in the fighting but most seemed to be the pathetically sad remains of soldiers from both sides. 


Close to the front line, buildings and villages were occupied by faction soldiers: tired, dirty, hungry-looking men in assorted shabby uniforms and civilian clothes. Although a few were friendly, many seemed ill-disciplined, sullen characters who scowled truculently at passing British vehicles. Some villages were empty, their occupants having fled. Bosnian soldiers and civilians were systematically looting these settlements. Other villages were destroyed and abandoned. Most of these appeared to have been wrecked not by fighting, but by ‘ethnic cleansing’ – where one of the factions had expelled people from other ethnic groups. Violence had been threatened or applied to civilians to achieve this. 


Each of the factions had approximately seventy thousand men under arms in the battlegroup’s area of responsibility. Both sides had more armoured fighting vehicles than the British force. The Bosnian Muslim forces included a battalion of thirty tanks and the Bosnian Serbs had over a hundred pieces of heavy artillery and an armoured brigade with a hundred tanks. A mere six weeks ago these soldiers had been fighting each other in a war of savagery and atrocity that was medieval in its excess. Both sides were very suspicious of each other. Their attitude to NATO was unknown, but so far the faction forces seemed to be conforming to most of the military requirements of the peace agreement. British NATO troops had been granted ‘freedom of movement’, something that was always denied to UN troops, although Warriors had forced open a Bosnian Muslim checkpoint that had attempted to stop a NATO vehicle.


A cease-fire was supposed to be in force. During the day it seemed to hold, but at night there was a constant sound of firing. There were exchanges of fire between the two front lines, and armed civilians fired at shadows, at suspicious movement and into the air to reassure themselves and deter looters.


In three weeks’ time, the formerly warring armies would be required to withdraw from their front lines to create between them a zone of separation four kilometres wide. During the previous three years’ fighting all three factions had continually undermined the UN mission in Bosnia. Attacks on UN troops, obstruction at every level, duplicity, endless wrangling and repeated refusals to implement cease-fires had made it impossible for the international community to broker a lasting peace. No one knew if the factions would attempt to frustrate the NATO mission in the same way. If they failed to comply, NATO could use military force to compel them to do so. This would mean NATO ground troops attacking non-compliant faction forces. If so, would NATO take casualties? Would the Dayton Peace Agreement survive? For the soldiers and officers of the battlegroup, this was the source of no small anxiety and tension, alleviated only by their confidence in their training and each other.


On 23 December a British engineer party travelling in two Land Rovers set out to conduct a route reconnaissance. Without notifying the battlegroup, they drove through the Bosnian Muslim front line at the village of Sassina, five kilometres north-east of the town of Sanski Most. Passing through the front line held by Bosnian Muslim troops, they carried on into no-man’s-land, where the leading Land Rover drove over an anti-tank mine. The front of the vehicle was totally destroyed. Both of the crew were injured, one seriously. The battlegroup sent an armoured infantry platoon of four Warriors to the scene. They evacuated the casualties from the minefield and brought in a helicopter to fly them to the field hospital. The platoon provided protection for an engineer mine clearance party, who lifted six anti-tank mines from the frozen track, allowing the recovery of the wrecked vehicle.


The next day was Christmas Eve. The Bosnian Corps Headquarters delivered a protest note complaining that Serb troops at Sassina had directed machine-gun fire towards the Muslim lines. Unless the factions conformed to the peace agreement, and military tension and suspicion were reduced, the NATO mission would not succeed. The armoured infantry company was ordered to investigate the allegations. They decided to get the two opposing commanders together in neutral territory to sort out the problem.



26 December 1995


The armoured infantry platoon that responded to the mine strike is now halted on the same snow-covered track a hundred metres short of the shallow crater left by the explosion. They wait level with a line of trenches, bunkers and fortified buildings: the front line of the Bosnian Muslim troops.


They represent almost a quarter of the combat power available to the battlegroup. The sheer size of the four Warrior armoured vehicles with their huge slabs of armour, powerful diesel engines and turret-mounted cannon and machine guns impresses the Bosnian Muslim troops. These citizen soldiers have never before encountered either such large fighting vehicles or professional NATO troops. 


It is intensely cold in this narrow snow-covered valley with rolling hills rising on either side. As the twenty-four soldiers wait, all thickly bundled in winter uniforms, some in the back of the vehicles smoke and drink tea to keep warm. Others doze, or read letters and Christmas cards. But the vehicle turrets are on full alert. Cannons, machine guns and rifles are loaded and commanders and gunners are using their high-powered sights to watch activity in the trenches and bunkers that mark the two opposing front lines. They are ready to open fire. The whole valley is also covered by the battlegroup’s mortar platoon, ready to bring down high-explosive or smoke bombs on any positions that fire on the British troops.


The platoon commander and a liaison officer are meeting the Muslim brigade commander. Four hundred metres further up the valley is the Bosnian Serb Army’s front line. Behind it, a liaison team of Joint Commission Observers, all highly trained specialists, is negotiating with the headquarters of the Serb brigade controlling the area. Both British parties are proposing a meeting between the Serb and Muslim commanders in no-man’s-land, under NATO protection and mediation. After some difficult negotiations this is agreed.


The Warriors deploy into firing positions to provide cover and respond to any firing by Muslims or Serbs. The patrol of Joint Commission Observers arrives with the Serb brigade commander, stopping on the Serb front line. Four hundred metres of snow-covered track separate the two forces. No one knows for sure whether or not the track is free from land mines.


There are protracted discussions between the British troops and the faction officers. The Muslim commander firmly states that all Muslim-laid mines were recovered during the clearance operation after the Land Rover was destroyed. The Serb commander is adamant that his side has not laid any mines at all. It is impossible to know if they are telling the truth. Either side could have laid mines without records being kept. The British forces confer by radio. There are two options: either they do nothing or they start taking risks.


Slowly and cautiously the vehicle advances. After a short distance, the platoon commander sees a lump in the snow. Trying to see if it is an anti-tank mine, he hauls himself out of the turret and carefully climbs down from the front of the vehicle to look more closely …





This book is a personal account of operations conducted by Second Battalion the Light Infantry (2 LI) in Bosnia between November 1995 and May 1996. As commanding officer I was responsible for making sure that the battalion carried out all the missions assigned to it.


The Bosnian war had created great tension inside both the UN and NATO and between the two alliances. Before the transfer of authority from UNPROFOR to IFOR, there was understandable Western apprehension about the outcome of NATO’s first ever land operation. Would the formerly warring factions comply with the General Framework Agreement for Peace, so hastily negotiated at Dayton just a month earlier? Would NATO troops suffer the same harassment, obfuscation, non-cooperation and attacks as had UNPROFOR? Would NATO have to use force? In the event, the military implementation of the Dayton Agreement was a great success, especially in areas where British IFOR troops operated.


This account demonstrates how the powers granted to NATO in the Dayton Agreement were used to conduct peace enforcement operations to compel the factions to comply with the treaty’s military requirements. There was no existing theory or doctrine for this. Tactics were developed on the job by the forces conducting these operations, while they also overcame the inherent frictions of operating in a multinational force, and coped with the harsh and unforgiving environment of a Balkan winter.


Key to this was our ability to change our approach quickly from UN peacekeeping operations that relied on the consent of warring factions, to peace enforcement operations under a NATO mandate that allowed the use of force to make the factions cooperate with us. Peace enforcement explicitly relied on our demonstrated combat capability. We used force to defend ourselves and we twice mounted operations to attack the faction troops.


The achievements of NATO forces operating under a robust and assertive modus operandi would influence future political and military planning for peace support operations. The success of British NATO troops in rapidly bringing stability to war-torn Kosovo in 1999 owed much to lessons learned in Bosnia in 1995 and 1996. Indeed, General Jackson, who had so dynamically commanded the first six months of British operations in Bosnia, led the NATO ground force entering Kosovo three and half years later.


The battalion that I had the privilege to command, Second Battalion the Light Infantry, was the seventh British armoured infantry battalion to serve in Bosnia. It was the last to be part of the UNPROFOR and the first to form part of the NATO Implementation Force responsible for making the military aspects of the Dayton Agreement work.


These six months in Bosnia were unlike anything any of us had ever experienced before. They featured danger, uncertainty, rapid movement over long distances at short notice, unforeseen problems, logistic and communications challenges and a unique multinational military environment. Operations were very different from those conducted by any of the other British battalions and regiments that served in Bosnia.


I found the tour sometimes frustrating, often taxing, but ultimately immensely rewarding. The combination of comradeship, success on operations and the unpredictable and bizarre incidents that were so much a feature of our activities made the tour fun – something that was not necessarily the case for our wives, families and friends in Germany and England.


After the tour, as the battalion most recently returned from Bosnia, we ran the preparatory training for troops deploying to the Balkans from Germany at the end of 1996. Subsequently I was invited to brief military training establishments about our operations. As I did so, I began to feel that there was a tale to tell concerning our operations in the last months of the UN mandate and in the first four ground-breaking months of the NATO mission. 


I have read many first-hand accounts of British military operations. Apart from books on Special Forces, it is disappointing that so few have dealt with operations since 1945. Even fewer deal with operations other than war, and the number of books covering the British peacekeeping operations in Bosnia can be counted on one hand – with some fingers to spare. I do not know of any books analysing the highly successful NATO peace enforcement operations that ended the Bosnian civil war.


This book shows how the British Army operated in the Balkans, adapting its tactics, techniques, procedures and conceptual approach to this constantly changing and unpredictable environment. I want to take the reader into the platoons, troops, companies, squadrons and Battlegroup HQ that used both modern technology and the timeless principles of military leadership to achieve their mission. The young people of the battlegroup achieved some quite remarkable things. Because all their work was part of a collective team effort, it is easy to overlook the individual courage, endeavour and determination that contributed to the battlegroup’s success. Deliberately I have not censored myself. I want the reader to understand the reasoning behind key decisions and to get a feel for the highs and lows of the roller-coaster ride that is command on operations.


The battalion was engaged in a large number of different operations simultaneously, often having to work ‘in parallel’ rather than ‘in series’. But the printed word conveys information only in a linear fashion. I have sometimes described events sequentially which in fact occurred simultaneously.


I want to give the reader an impression of the actions of the whole battlegroup. Many incidents, operations and events are described in the words of those who took part. These accounts were written for various Army publications, including newsletters, the Light Infantry’s regimental magazine the Silver Bugle, and the Infantryman, the house journal of the British infantry. Many were written when time was short. They have an immediacy that a retrospective, deliberate account lacks.


Most of this account is written in the past tense. I occasionally use the present tense for immediacy. The terminology, jargon, slang and abbreviations of the British Army can be impenetrable to the uninitiated. A glossary is provided here–here.









CHAPTER ONE

‘Naming of Parts’


The British Army is organised into units called battalions or regiments. All are commanded by lieutenant colonels, aged between thirty-seven and forty-two, and have between four hundred and a thousand men and women. Some recruit their soldiers and officers from all over the UK, others from particular regions. Although many armies have specifically organised and equipped light infantry battalions, in the British Army the name ‘Light Infantry’ was applied to a particular infantry regiment.


Our origins were in the special purpose light infantry units first raised by the British Army to fight the French, Native Americans and rebellious colonists in North America, and subsequently for Wellington’s army in the Peninsular War. Not only were these regiments lightly equipped to move faster and clothed in green uniforms for camouflage, both innovations of their times, but they also developed a new concept of operations, with more speed of movement, decentralised command, and freedom of action at low levels.


The First Battalion was an airmobile infantry battalion based in England and we, the Second Battalion the Light Infantry (abbreviated to 2 LI), were an armoured infantry battalion based in Paderborn, Germany.





We are equipped to take part in high-intensity warfare as part of an armoured brigade. The most important component of the battalion is the infantryman. Equipped with an SA 80 assault rifle, he is grouped into a fire team of three or four men led by a lance corporal or a corporal (the next step up the promotion ladder). All of the fire team will be capable of engaging targets out to a range of three hundred metres with their rifles. One of the soldiers will have a Light Support Weapon (LSW), a heavier version of the SA 80 rifle with a range of six hundred metres. The fire team will normally carry one or two Light Anti-Tank Weapons (LAW), large, heavy rockets with powerful anti-tank warheads. The weapon is heavy, bulky, and difficult to carry for any distance, but could destroy any of the tanks or armoured vehicles we might encounter in Bosnia.


The corporal is the section commander, responsible for both fire teams. The whole section lives and travels in the thirty-two-tonne Warrior armoured infantry fighting vehicle, with a crew of three more soldiers, a driver, a gunner and the deputy vehicle commander.


Warrior is over six metres long, three high and three wide, some two-thirds the size of a tank. In the centre of the vehicle is a squat turret, mounting a machine gun and a 30mm ‘Rarden’ cannon. The machine gun can engage infantry and soft targets, as well as suppress bunkers and fortifications out to eleven hundred metres. Similar targets can be engaged at longer ranges by high-explosive shells from the cannon, which also fires armour-piercing rounds to destroy light armoured vehicles. In the turret, the commander and gunner have excellent optical sights. At night image intensification sights amplify moonlight and starlight several thousandfold.


Despite having armour sufficiently thick to defeat small arms fire, the vehicle is fast and more reliable than any other armoured vehicle then in service with the British Army. But it still requires the crew to maintain it regularly. Replacing old, worn track with a new one is a tedious and backbreaking task for the whole section.


The back of the vehicle contains a rectangular crew compartment for the passengers. There is space for storing equipment, weapons, food and ammunition. Even so a Warrior carrying ten soldiers and a full load of combat supplies is extremely crowded. The infantry whose job is to fight on the ground (who we call the ‘dismounts’) and their vehicle should be considered as a single fighting system. Much of our training is devoted to integrating both of these components. 


A platoon comprises three such sections, each in a Warrior. The platoon commander is a young officer, a second lieutenant or lieutenant. He and his platoon HQ, who travel in their own Warrior, comprise two serjeants, one his deputy for dismounted operations and one ‘Warrior serjeant’ who co-ordinates the maintenance of the vehicles. (The Light Infantry traditionally use the antique spelling of serjeant, with a ‘j’.)


Three platoons comprise an armoured infantry company. All of 2 LI’s company commanders are in their early thirties. A Company commander, Major Jan de Vos, B Company commander, Major Stuart Mills, and C Company commander, Major Rex Sartain, are all experienced and respected officers. Jan de Vos is the only Light Infantryman in the battalion to have war experience, having served as a staff officer in the 1991 Gulf War.


Armoured infantry companies have two captains. One is the company second-in-command, the commander’s deputy and responsible both for co-ordinating the company’s logistics and for running the company headquarters. The other officer is the company ‘second captain’. Often known as the ‘Warrior captain’, he manages the company’s armoured vehicles. If the company commander dismounts to lead the battle on foot, the Warrior captain commands and fights the Warriors.


All companies have a warrant officer as company serjeant major, supporting the commander in many functions, including discipline and administration. The company headquarters has two Warrior Command Vehicles with additional radios, tables and map boards. The vehicles are crewed by the small company signals detachment commanded by a corporal.


The company also has a small logistic team commanded by the company quartermaster serjeant (CQMS). He and his small team have a Land Rover and truck which they use to supply us with the essential commodities required by sustained operations.


All the battalion’s weapons, vehicles and equipment need both maintenance and repair. Although simple routine tasks are the responsibilities of the soldier, weapon crew or vehicle crew, more demanding work is carried out by the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME). Each company is invariably accompanied by its affiliated ‘fitter section’ of two Warrior repair and recovery vehicles crewed by expert REME tradesmen. Commanded by a staff serjeant artificer or ‘tiffy’, they repair the company’s vehicles and equipment, and can use power winches to recover vehicles bogged in soft ground or stuck in ditches or culverts.


The battalion’s REME Light Aid Detachment (LAD) carries out more complex repair tasks. This seventy-strong group of electrical and mechanical engineers is fully committed to keeping the maximum amount of equipment ‘on the road’. Our forward repair and recovery capability is invaluable in minimising the amount of time that the company’s vehicles spend ‘off the road’. 


The battalion has its own combat support grouped in Support Company, commanded by Major Ian Baker. The reconnaissance platoon has eight Scimitar reconnaissance vehicles. Although these look like small tanks, armed with a 30mm cannon and machine gun, they are lighter than Warrior, with thinner armour. The platoon’s role is to gain information and it fights only as a last resort.


The anti-tank platoon has twenty MILAN anti-tank missile launchers. They can knock out any armoured vehicles to be found in Bosnia, including tanks, which cannot be destroyed by the cannon of our Warriors. Like LAW 80, it also has a useful capability against bunkers and fortifications. An anti-tank detachment consists of six men in a Warrior with two MILAN systems. Three detachments make up a section, the platoon having three sections. We affiliate each anti-tank section to an armoured infantry company, thus guaranteeing each company an anti-tank capability with longer ranges than LAW 80 and greater punch than the 30mm cannons. The bulky firing posts and missiles are just about man portable and can be carried in helicopters or smaller vehicles such as Land Rovers, allowing us to deploy the missile and its thermal imaging night sight to places that could not be reached by Warriors.


The mortar platoon gives the battalion its own indirect fire support. It has nine 81mm mortars, each firing an extremely effective anti-personnel bomb with a range of over five kilometres. They can also fire smoke and illuminating bombs. The mortars travel in FV 432 armoured personnel carriers, known universally as ‘432s’, which are little more than steel boxes on tracks. The mortars deploy in sections of three weapons in mortar ‘lines’, out of sight of their target. Their fire is directed by mortar fire controllers (MFCs) equipped with laser range-finders and hand-held thermal sights, who travel in Spartan, an armoured personnel carrier based on the same chassis as Scimitar. Each MFC party and mortar section is affiliated to an armoured infantry company, although the mortar lines are usually controlled at Battalion HQ.


The signal platoon mans all the vehicles of Battalion HQ. These consist of a ‘command’ variant of the FV 432, equipped with more radios and configured inside as a cramped armoured office. The platoon also has a few Spartan APCs and the commanding officer’s Warrior. 


All these men, weapons and armoured vehicles have to be capable of continuous operations for however long it takes the battalion to accomplish its mission. It is essential that ammunition, food, water, spare parts and other supplies reach the companies and platoons as and when they are needed. Obtaining these from logistic units and arranging distribution within the battalion is the role of our in-house logisticians in Headquarters Company, overseen by the battalion’s two quartermasters. Fetching, carrying and delivering these supplies requires a fleet of trucks and fuel dispensers manned by the mechanical transport (MT) platoon.


Headquarter Company is commanded by Major Dave Wroe, the longest-serving member of the battalion. An immensely experienced officer, he and I had served together some years earlier in Northern Ireland, where I had acquired great respect for his logistic expertise and good-humoured common sense. The company also contains a small platoon of cooks from the Royal Logistic Corps and a team of clerks and pay specialists from the Adjutant General’s Corps. At this time, women are not permitted to serve in roles involving direct combat, and the only women in the battalion are five clerical staff. The battalion has its own doctor and small medical section, maintaining health in peace and dealing with casualties in war.


There is much more to the British Army than armoured infantry. The battalion is part of 1 Armoured Division. This contains a reconnaissance regiment, tank regiments, engineers, artillery and armed helicopters, as well as a complex network of communications and logistics. We train to fight the ‘All-Arms’ battle, using the strengths and capabilities of each arm to achieve an effect greater than the sum of our parts. This requires us to train with armoured squadrons of tanks and an affiliated battery of artillery and combat engineers. We have to be able to combine our tactics with those of reconnaissance and armed helicopters and close support aircraft. This process of grouping forces for battle is called ‘task organisation’. A battalion task organised in this way is called a battlegroup.





I had taken command of 2 LI at the beginning of June 1994, nineteen years after I had joined the Army. In 1976 I spent five months as a private soldier before officer training at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst. Joining the First Battalion as a lieutenant, I commanded a platoon in Hong Kong, and on operations in Northern Ireland. As a captain I had been an intelligence officer on the Cold War’s front line in West Germany and again on operations in Belfast. After staff training, I spent two years working in the Ministry of Defence, and commanded an infantry company in Berlin as the Wall was opened and the Cold War ended. A year as a battalion second-in-command, mostly spent in the hostile environment of South Armagh, was followed by promotion to lieutenant colonel. Eighteen months as an instructor at the Royal Military College of Science had been a frustrating time, as I watched television reports of the war in Bosnia with interest, especially the work of the British troops pitchforked into this three-way civil war.


As a student officer at Sandhurst I had studied Yugoslavia. The Cold War was at its height and the country was seen as a potential flashpoint. Yugoslavia was a young state, its provinces coming from the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires. The Second World War had seen the military defeat of the Yugoslav state by Germany, its occupation and the subsequent partisan campaign led by Tito. It had also seen nationalist tension between Croats, Muslims and Serbs flaming into bloody inter-ethnic conflicts. These were suppressed by Tito, who sustained himself in power with techniques of repression and manipulation similar to those employed by the communist regimes throughout Eastern Europe. For the next three decades the potential centrifugal forces of ethnic nationalism, were held in check stabilised by Tito’s authority striking a delicate balance between the various Yugoslav republics and autonomous regions. But our instructors forecast that when Tito died, tensions between the different ethnic groups that made up the state would erupt, and the resulting sparks would have the potential to ignite a superpower confrontation.


Tito died in 1980. The predicted explosion did not happen, but throughout that decade the Yugoslav economy declined, and inter-ethnic tension rose, especially after Slobodan Milošević became Serbian Prime Minister in 1989. In 1991 Croatia and Slovenia seceded from Yugoslavia; the fighting that resulted was especially intense in the Serb minority areas of Croatia. The next year British troops deployed as part of the UN peacekeeping force in Croatia. But no sooner had they arrived than Bosnia imploded into civil war between the Bosnian Government and the Bosnian Serbs. A British armoured infantry battalion became part of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR), conducting both humanitarian operations and peacekeeping.


In 1993 the battalion had set aside its newly learned skills in armoured warfare in order to conduct six months’ operational duty in Northern Ireland. It returned to Paderborn at the end of the year with some relief, knowing that it would spend 1994 training in its primary ‘war fighting’ role.


I took over 2 LI in mid-June 1994. I was looking forward to getting to grips with command. With me in Paderborn I had my wife Liz and our young son, James. I had seven weeks to find my feet and to prepare for a period of war-fighting training in Canada. Exercise MEDICINE MAN, run by the British Army Training Unit Suffield (BATUS), required the battalion to train on the Canadian prairie as the framework of an all-arms battlegroup of more than two hundred vehicles and twelve hundred men. Formed around Battalion HQ, two armoured infantry companies and our recce platoon, the battlegroup included two squadrons of tanks from the Queens Dragoon Guards, our affiliated artillery battery, engineers, logistic troop and two reconnaissance helicopters. All training was conducted with live ammunition (of which a prodigious amount was expended) against a sophisticated target array.


The aftermath of the Gulf War, the reduction of the Army after the Cold War and the battalion’s Northern Ireland tours meant that this was the first time the battalion had achieved a concentrated period of all-arms war fighting training since 1990. The battlegroup spent a month on the vast and desolate prairie, mastering individual and collective skills and living in the harsh arid environment, little dissimilar to a desert. The single component of the battalion least prepared or ‘worked up’ before the exercise had been Battalion HQ. To put this right required the replacement of one officer who was not meeting the demands of his appointment.


I spent a lot of time during the first two weeks on the prairie training the headquarters and myself in the critical functions of command and control, without which the battlegroup could not function. We achieved a great deal and battalion HQ improved beyond all recognition. It had to climb a steeper learning curve than the other components of the battlegroup, but on the final part of the training, Exercise GAZALA, everything suddenly seemed to gel. This exercise was a continuous five-day operation in which the battlegroup fought eight separate battles, including all the phases and operations of war that might be required of it.


We all learned a great deal about war-fighting tactics, our machines and ourselves. I had taken command only two months before, but was delighted with the way everyone thrived on the challenge, working extremely hard through the sweltering heat and choking dust. The exercise had thoroughly tested all parts of the battalion and all had passed with flying colours.


As we returned from Canada, the battalion was formally warned that it would spend six months in Bosnia, beginning in November 1995. The armoured infantry companies were to return to BATUS the next year, this time under command of the two tank regiments in 20 Armoured Brigade, the Queen’s Dragoon Guards and the Royal Dragoon Guards. There had been many personnel changes in Battalion HQ and I decided to send all the officers who had not been to BATUS out to Canada.



Human Factors


The battalion’s rank structure was a pyramid of more than seven hundred people. At the top were forty officers, with more than double that number of warrant officers, colour serjeants and serjeants. Below that were the corporals and lance corporals and the private soldiers, most of whom had only three years’ service or less.


The function of an army is the controlled use of force to further the interests of the nation. The infantry’s role is defined as ‘close combat’. All the training of infantrymen is directed to this end, making infantry soldiers robust characters, physically and mentally tough men who are capable of fighting and killing the enemy without being killed.


The majority of infantry soldiers join the Army with few educational qualifications. We liked to consider ourselves a tough and uncompromising battalion who trained hard and played hard. There was no room for oversensitive characters or introverted loners in the battalion. You cannot train soldiers in the controlled use of aggression and not expect some of that aggression to carry over into some soldiers’ off-duty time. It was little surprise that this led to problems when soldiers let off steam in the bars and clubs of Paderborn. 


Half the battalion was married and almost all had their families with them living in married quarters all over Paderborn. Most had children, the majority of whom attended the excellent Service Children’s Education Authority Schools in the same area.


The senior soldier in the battalion was the Regimental Serjeant Major WO1 Matthews. The head of the Serjeants Mess, he oversaw the maintenance of standards in the battalion, particularly discipline. He was also my advisor on all matters to do with the life, routine and culture of the battalion. I was lucky to have Captain Mark Goldsack as adjutant, my staff officer for personnel issues, including career management, overseeing all our routine personnel administration and running my office. This thin and wiry individual had established an unquestioned authority over the battalion and had also acted as battlegroup operations officer during our month’s training in Canada. An immensely able young staff officer, with a wry sense of humour, he had been of enormous assistance in my first months in command.


We recruited soldiers from the counties of our former regiments: Cornwall, Somerset, Herefordshire, Shropshire, Yorkshire and Durham. In 1993 the Light Infantry had reduced from three battalions to two. Our battalion had received more than a hundred and fifty men from the two UK-based battalions as they merged into a single battalion. Despite this, by mid-1994, the battalion was significantly under strength. Too many soldiers were leaving and the number of recruits forecast to pass out of training was insufficient to return the battalion to full manning.


Goldsack, Matthews and I analysed who was leaving and why. Corporals and above were not leaving, but we were suffering a haemorrhage of private soldiers. We constructed a ‘league table’ showing the total number of soldiers leaving each of the battalion’s companies and specialist platoons and made no secret of its existence. It showed graphically that some companies were much better at retaining their soldiers than others. One specialist platoon was losing its private soldiers at a rate three times higher than the battalion average.


This needed remedial action. A key part of this would be improving the standard of man-management in the battalion. We concentrated on officers, warrant officers and serjeants, running study periods in which they were taught the knowledge they needed concerning soldier’s engagements, terms and conditions of service and how to handle family and welfare problems.


I left the officers, serjeants and corporals under no illusions regarding the improvements in retention I wanted. We improved our procedures for handling soldiers expressing a desire to leave, including a series of formal interviews; I was at the end of this chain and would expect the company to have done everything possible to persuade the soldier to stay.


We did a lot to plan private soldiers’ careers – and to explain that we could offer them a career – in order to encourage them to stay in the battalion. This was particularly important for newly trained soldiers joining the battalion. The recruit training regime had allowed them plenty of leave and they had seen a lot of their friends and families. They seemed psychologically unprepared for extended separation from their loved ones and the other difficulties that overseas service would bring. They could easily be led astray. Although most were well trained in basic infantry skills, they had no training in the special skills required of armoured infantry.


To give them the best possible introduction into the battalion we ran a five-day introductory cadre. This included training in living and fighting from a Warrior, as well as instruction in administration, welfare, discipline, money and a host of other issues. I personally briefed them on how they could get themselves promoted, on their career prospects, what I expected of them and what they could expect to be doing over the next year. Their company commanders wrote to their parents or guardians to let them know how we would be looking after their sons.


Other measures were taken, to improve battalion morale. I had identified that some of the Serjeants’ Mess and Corporals’ Mess, although up to the minimum standard required for their rank, were potential sources of weakness in our overall effort. It was important to create a climate in the battalion in which the prevailing attitudes and morale were so positive that the weaker commanders were dragged up by the stronger influence of their better and stronger colleagues.


We needed to increase everyone’s sense of self-worth, particularly among private soldiers and JNCOs. They had to feel that they were no longer at the bottom of the battalion’s food chain. I began formally interviewing all those who had achieved something, even private soldiers who had just achieved a pass on a comparatively minor course or cadre. At the same time, we had to improve the passage of information to junior ranks. I adopted an uncompromising attitude with commanders who did not brief the junior ranks on what was going on.


As we implemented these measures, retention got better – and kept on getting better. The retention measures improved morale and the measures to improve morale and discipline improved retention.


The converse of improving retention of good soldiers was that no attempt would be made to retain people whom we did not wish to keep. Indeed, with a Bosnia tour looming, measures were taken to identify weak individuals and either improve their performance or, if this could not be achieved, remove them from the battalion. A number of weaker commanders were posted out of the battalion. A concerted effort was also made to improve the minority of soldiers with serious disciplinary problems, known malingerers, troublemakers and bullies. All of these could have a negative influence on morale during the tour. Where these efforts failed, the individuals concerned were discharged. At the same time the regimental police and guardroom were strengthened and a battalion regime of zero tolerance of misconduct was instituted. These measures had a good effect on the morale of the battalion as a whole.


Unfortunately, this was not going to be enough to bring the battalion up to the to seven hundred people we needed in time for the start of pre-tour training. To bridge the gap, I decided to recruit part-time soldiers from the Territorial Army (TA). These members of the reserve forces gave up a significant proportion of their weekday evenings and weekends as well as attending a two-week annual camp to conduct military training. The TA could help bring us up to strength for our tour, so I wrote to all TA infantry commanding officers seeking volunteers. This was successful, with an excellent response from the six TA battalions of the Light Infantry and Royal Green Jackets and the two TA battalions of the Parachute Regiment.



Planning and Reconnaissance


In early summer 1995 while the companies were training for war on the vast, empty prairies of Alberta, Battalion HQ and I began closely monitoring events in Bosnia. I read Colonel Bob Stewart’s book describing the operations of the Cheshire Regiment in 1992 and 1993 and the post-operation reports of all the battalions that subsequently served in the country.


When the country broke down in the fighting of 1992, the war that resulted was a three-sided conflict between the Bosnian Serbs, the Bosnian Croats and the Bosnian Government. Although the government and their army, known as the Armija or ABiH, professed multi-ethnicity and included a small number of Serbs and Croats, the vast majority of them and their supporters were Bosnian Muslims.


Our administrative officer from the Adjutant General’s Corps, Captain Jason Medley, had commanded an armoured infantry platoon in the Prince of Wales’ Own Regiment of Yorkshire during this period. They had succeeded the Cheshires in Bosnia while the Muslim–Croat war was at its height. Jason had had many adventures, including evacuating civilians from a village in the middle of fighting between Bosnian Muslims and Croats. Awarded the Queen’s Commendation for Brave Conduct, he had thought-provoking tales to tell and sound advice to offer.


The three warring armies contained a large number of citizens under arms with little or no understanding of the Geneva Convention and laws of armed conflict. Ancient ethnic hatreds had reasserted themselves, with vengeance and spiralled into a vicious cycle of atrocities. Some UN contingents took a pretty minimalist attitude to this. But the British battalions originally sent to escort humanitarian aid extended their mission to include the ‘implied tasks’ of creating an environment stable enough to allow the aid convoys to move. Bob Stewart had articulated this as ‘creating the conditions by which humanitarian aid can pass freely’, by attempting to stabilise the conflict and reduce fighting.


A particular problem in the mountainous terrain was the proliferation of checkpoints, which the warring parties (known universally to the British Army as the ‘factions’) used to block movement on roads and tracks. Manned by highly suspicious local soldiers, usually ill-disciplined, untrained and often frightened, drunk, or both, they were an expression of the communist mentality of many military and political leaders. They also became a way by which the factions attempted to restrict UNPROFOR’s freedom of movement. They wanted to ensure that the UN did nothing that would directly or individually aid their opponents. They needed to protect their operational security and suspected the UN would pass information to their enemies. And many faction commanders simply wanted the UN out of their way as they got on with the fighting. Getting through checkpoints without having to fight required negotiating skills of the highest order.


This triangular war continued until February 1994 when the US brokered a peace deal between two of the factions, establishing the Federation between Muslims and Croats. The fighting between the two sides finished with the ABiH and HVO strongly entrenched behind minefields, and with no movement between the factions other than UNPROFOR and aid vehicles.


By the end of the year, remarkable progress had been made in central Bosnia in reducing tension and restoring some degree of ‘normality’. British troops and the British commander in Bosnia, Lieutenant General Rose, played a major role in this. Rose’s more robust approach to the factions achieved unexpected success in promoting peace, but this success could not be developed into a final settlement between the Federation and the Bosnian Serbs.


All three sides continuously attempted to manipulate UNPROFOR to serve their own ends. It appeared that the strategy of the Bosnian Government was to attempt to draw the international community NATO and the US into the conflict on the Bosnian side. They would often attack the Bosnian Serbs, suffer heavy military and civilian casualties from Serb artillery and counterattacks, then exploit the international media reporting of the resulting suffering to launch a propaganda effort to generate international sympathy for themselves.


The Bosnian Serbs compensated for inferior numbers of infantry by superior numbers of tanks and artillery, occasionally mounting well-coordinated offensives which resulted in an increasingly shrill political response by the Bosnian Government. The Muslims had considerable success both in portraying themselves as the victims of Serb aggression, and in achieving a high degree of public and political support in the West, particularly in the US.


There was much tension in the NATO alliance, which was providing air support to UNPROFOR. NATO jets were operating in the Bosnian skies to support the UN, and many in NATO seemed to find UNPROFOR’s reluctance to request massive air strikes frustrating. There were shrill cries that this reduced NATO’s ‘credibility’. There was little apparent political co-ordination between NATO, the UN and the Contact Group of nations attempting to negotiate a peace deal. Unsurprisingly, there was little success in brokering any sort of lasting peace with the Serbs, but at the end of 1994 a winter truce between the loose and uneasy Muslim/Croat Federation and the Bosnian Serbs had been brokered.


The battalion had an officer with experience of serving in Bosnia during that time, Captain Paul Sulyok. A tall, imposing man, he had spent the winter in Bosnia, supporting the small British garrison of the isolated Muslim enclave of Goražde. Their line of communication ran through territory controlled by the Bosnian Serbs, who applied severe restrictions on all UN traffic. That and the parlous state of the civil infrastructure meant that the small garrison – from the newly formed Royal Gloucestershire, Berkshire and Wiltshire Regiment – had to make maximum use of improvisation to survive and operate in an extremely austere environment. For example, Goražde Force never received enough radio batteries to fulfil its requirements and the soldiers responded by having their REME craftsman build a water wheel to power a battery charger.


Trained to speak Serbo-Croat, Paul was responsible for leading convoys through Bosnian Serb territory to Goražde. At one stage, the Bosnian Serbs detained him and his soldiers for ten days. Effectively hostages, his small force had acted quickly to retain the initiative over their captors. This included a regime of parades, regular fitness training and constructing a make-believe television from a wooden box. Paul explained the difficulties of operations and the harshness of the climate in a way that bald statistics could not, showing that for us to be effective in a winter tour, we would need to be mentally and physically robust and as self-reliant as possible.


During the spring and summer of 1995, the situation in Bosnia deteriorated. The winter cease-fire between Bosnian Serbs and the Muslim-Croat Federation collapsed and there was no peace of any meaningful sort to keep. UNPROFOR’s roles of protecting humanitarian relief and peacekeeping became increasingly difficult to execute. The Muslims and Croats were quite content for UNPROFOR to help provide security for their rear areas while they fought the Bosnian Serbs, and only paid lip service to such tattered fragments of peace process as staggered on. It was also clear that the UN ‘safe areas’ were more than pockets of beleaguered and helpless non-combatant civilians – indeed, Bosnian Government forces were extremely active in these places. In the words of the UN Secretary General, the safe areas had ‘been incorporated into the broader military campaign of the Government’s side’.


There also appeared to be a strategic disconnect between Britain and France, who had troops at risk on the ground in Bosnia, and the US, who had no troops on the ground but had no shortage of politicians volubly advocating the use of US air power against the Bosnian Serbs. To better understand the situation, I attempted a formal analysis of the political and military situation at the strategic level. My efforts foundered on the difficulty of identifying where UNPROFOR was going, what it was trying to do and what it could achieve. If I had not been careful I could have allowed myself to become profoundly depressed at the incoherence of the Western position and the increasingly contradictory position in which UNPROFOR was finding itself. But the distractions of the battalion and family life allowed no time for this.


In May, the Bosnian Serbs repossessed some of their tanks and artillery which were held at UN-controlled ‘weapons collection points’. The new UNPROFOR commander, General Rupert Smith, issued an ultimatum, demanding the return of the weapons and that the Serbs cease shelling the so-called ‘safe areas’. When they refused, General Smith authorised NATO air strikes against the Bosnian Serbs. The Bosnian Serbs seized UN personnel as hostages, including Royal Welch Fusileers from the British battalion in Goražde. The Bosnian Serbs closed Sarajevo airport and obstructed humanitarian relief, and their tanks and artillery engaged UN convoys and positions.


France and Britain both announced that they were sending reinforcements, including 24 Airmobile Brigade. At the same time the UN conducted intense negotiations with Bosnian Serbs. These two initiatives proved successful. Within a month, the UN hostages had all been released.



A Closer Focus


On paper, 2LI was under command of 20 Armoured Brigade. In fact Brigadier Andrew Pringle, the brigade’s commander, and its HQ were already in Bosnia, providing the framework for the UNs Headquarters Sector Southwest commanding all UNPROFOR units in central Bosnia, and also the British national logistic headquarters in Split. Twenty Brigade’s tour in Bosnia would end as we deployed, under command of 4 Armoured Brigade. Although this HQ was two hours’ drive away in Osnabruck, I decided that we should get to know the Brigadier and his staff, who we would regard as our Brigade HQ for everything to do with our forthcoming tour.


The commander was Brigadier Richard Dannatt. An officer of the Green Howards, he was an impressive man, with a natural air of relaxed authority. He not only took immense pains to analyse and plan our training and operations, but, a firm believer in delegation, he kept his guidance and direction to the absolute minimum necessary for us to accomplish our missions. The brigade chief of staff Major James Everard and the deputy chief of staff Major Paul Baker were most helpful. We could not have worked under a better team. 


At the end of June I led our initial reconnaissance of Bosnia. With the second-in-command, operations officer, intelligence officer and quartermaster, I found myself in a Royal Navy Sea King helicopter descending to a bleak limestone plateau near Tomislavgrad. Below was the battalion we were to relieve, First Battalion the Devonshire and Dorset Regiment (1 D&D, or the ‘Devon and Dorsets’), lined up in row upon row of white-painted armoured vehicles. Apart from the white paint I could have been flying over training in Germany or Canada. I felt the familiar surge of confidence I had last felt in Canada. It was good to be with an armoured infantry battalion at a high peak of operational readiness.


While the Devon and Dorsets returned to their base at Vitez, we visited UN Sector HQ at Gornji Vakuf and other British and French units. The situation was military stalemate between the Federation and the Bosnian Serbs. UNPROFOR was obstructed by the Bosnian Serbs and both detested and despised by the Federation for its unwillingness to join their battles. There were plenty of Bosnian politicians, warlords and black marketeers, with an interest in keeping the war going. The international community wanted UNPROFOR to keep the peace between the Federation and the Bosnian Serbs, but there was no peace to keep.


With the cessation of hostilities between Muslims and Croats and the exclusion of the UN from the front line, much of UNPROFOR in central Bosnia was making only a very limited contribution. This included some UN contingents that appeared to have come to Bosnia structured, equipped, trained and conditioned for peacekeeping in a benign environment. These contingents were being marginalised, with their national governments unwilling to allow them to be put in harm’s way. UN commanders had little or no authority to direct the operations of these forces, particularly to work in new areas or in any operations that increased risk.


The Bosnian Serbs had closed the main road into Sarajevo, and the French and other UNPROFOR contingents in the city now depended on the exposed and difficult route down the north face of Mount Igman, under the eyes of Bosnian Serb tanks and guns.


The Devon and Dorsets had begun their tour in May conducting ‘framework’ peacekeeping operations in central Bosnia. As soon as the hostage crisis erupted, they became the core of a British theatre reserve under 20 Armoured Brigade’s command, together with a light artillery regiment and armoured engineers, the British national ‘Task Force Alpha’. They spent five weeks training and preparing contingency operations, including reopening routes into the beleaguered city of Sarajevo. These involved some danger and, while 20 Brigade and the Devon and Dorsets clearly had the high morale necessary to fight their way into the city, it was equally clear that the UK was not prepared to take the risk.


The UN Rapid Reaction Force was being assembled from French, British and Dutch troops, with the role of ‘protecting’ UNPROFOR. British engineers were building a base for 24 Airmobile Brigade at Ploce and a battlegroup of the French Foreign Legion had landed from French ships and encamped in the Croat-held area of Herceg-Bosna. The ABiH and HVO were intensely suspicious of all these developments. If the forces were to support UNPROFOR, as the West had declared, why, they asked, were they not being used to force open routes to Sarajevo and Goražde? Was the Rapid Reaction Force to be used, not to fight the Bosnian Serbs, but to support withdrawal by UNPROFOR?


The ABiH and HVO accordingly placed severe restrictions on the movements of UN troops in Sector Southwest, leaving relations between them and UNPROFOR at a low ebb. My recce party and I were able to travel by helicopter, but we could see UN columns being subjected to considerable delay and harassment at Federation checkpoints. Of course these reinforcements for UNPROFOR did nothing to improve the already strained relations with the Bosnian Serbs, who saw them as a threat.


Impressions there were aplenty, including stories from hardened British veterans of the Gulf War and Northern Ireland who had appalling tales to tell of atrocities by all three parties to the conflict. They also told of being harassed by Bosnian soldiers at the many faction checkpoints. Most of the population was living under siege conditions, as shown by their sallow, unhealthy skin and tired, lined faces. There were few men aged between sixteen and fifty around: most of them were at the front, apart from invalids and a few who appeared to be running the highly lucrative black market.


We came back with plenty of food for thought. I resumed training Battalion HQ so as to avoid the problems of the previous summer. Key to this was ‘battle procedure’, the art of preparing for operations and the production and issue of orders. I had the company commanders run a series of exercises which would require Battalion HQ to plan operations while moving between locations and organising itself and its communications in the field. After giving the company commander some initial direction I left him to write the exercise, which began with me receiving orders from a superior headquarters. Battalion HQ and I practised our role in mission planning and controlling operations. We learned a multitude of lessons.


Our training in Canada and in Germany taught me that I was merely a component of the battalion’s brain, eyes and nervous system. My role was not to duplicate the functions of my subordinate commanders or staff officers. When planning was the main effort I had to receive orders from Brigade HQ, carry out reconnaissance and, by leading the mission analysis and estimate process, formulate the battlegroup mission, articulate the concept of operations and allocate missions and key tasks to the components of the battlegroup. If I did this clearly enough, Battlegroup HQ would have no difficulty in co-ordinating the details. Once battle was joined, my place was to be forward, seeing what was going on, reading the battle, anticipating the enemy’s next move, encouraging, directing and leading.


I could also help the battalion prepare for the tour by making sure that our training was as effective as possible. I wanted to draw out everyone’s talents, promoting initiative, original thought and ‘situational awareness’, particularly amongst commanders. Where I assessed that people were going wrong, I had to tell them and encourage them to do better.


The battalion second-in-command, Chris Booth, managed the training. New to the role, Chris was a perpetually cheerful and extremely experienced major. He had just come from commanding an airmobile infantry company in 1 LI. Often jokingly commented on as the only officer in the battalion as bald as me, he had a vital role, both as my deputy and in overseeing the work of Battalion HQ. 


Young captains held key appointments in headquarters. As well as Jason Medley and Captain Kevin Stainburn, an immensely experienced AGC officer newly commissioned from the ranks, I had Captain Tony Allport as intelligence officer. I had once fulfilled this role myself and knew how important it was to have someone in Battlegroup HQ who could see events from our adversaries’ perspective, as well as an intelligence section to support him. I was delighted when Colour Serjeant Lawrence, an intelligence expert, volunteered to leave 1 LI to come to Bosnia with us. In the Balkans an equally important role would be to liaise with and handle the media, and I selected Captain Steve Noble for this role. Both these officers would be key members of my command team and I lost no time in making sure that we all understood how each of us thought.


Men joined us from other regiments, including the Highlanders, the Cheshires and even a regular colour serjeant from the Parachute Regiment – attached to us to gain Bosnia experience. Officers also volunteered to accompany us for the tour, and were affectionately labelled ‘medal hunters’ by some. From the Royal Marines came Lieutenant Steve Liddle to command a Warrior platoon; from the Royal Air Force Regiment (normally responsible for defence of airfields) came Flight Lieutenant Mark Jacklin, who qualified as a platoon commander at BATUS before moving up to A Company’s Warrior captain slot. The Royal Dragoon Guards provided two captains, Peter MacFarlane who joined B Company as second-in-command, and Ed Cresswell who was leaving the Army, but who wanted to go out on a high – as did Captain Toby Ellwood who joined us from the Royal Green Jackets. Finally, from the Royal Irish Regiment came a new operations officer, Captain Ross Gillanders, a volunteer for the tour, his dry humour concealing an enormous appetite for hard work.


These reinforcements meant that the Officers’ Mess was bursting at the seams. The volunteers from outside the Light Infantry created a very cosmopolitan atmosphere, with a considerable amount of light-hearted leg-pulling and inter-regimental banter. By the end of the summer there was a palpable ‘edge’ to the Mess, with tangible anticipation and a sense of adventure.


In the meantime, events in Bosnia deteriorated further. The Muslim-held enclaves of Srebrenica and Žepa fell to the Bosnian Serb commander General Mladić and the media reported massacres of the Muslim defenders. The British troops in Goražde were more isolated than ever. General Smith reduced the number of UN troops in isolated positions that were exposed to further Bosnian Serb hostage-taking attempts. Privately I wondered how 2 LI would have performed we had been in Srebrenica or Goražde. I resolved to make sure that we would not be found wanting.


The British Task Force Alpha was re-subordinated from Sector Southwest into the Multinational Brigade, part of the UNPROFOR Rapid Reaction Force, where it joined French and Dutch reinforcements. It immediately painted its vehicles green to show combat capability. This occurred just as we had started to paint our Warriors UN white! As we were about to go on summer leave, the Devon and Dorsets escorted artillery onto Mount Igman overlooking Sarajevo. 


The British, French and US governments agreed with the UN that the previous tight controls on the use of NATO air power would be relaxed. At the beginning of August NATO warned that the existing threat to use air power to deter attacks on the ‘safe area’ of Goražde now applied to the other ‘safe areas’, including Sarajevo, and that any future air strikes would be on a much larger scale than before.


I paraded the whole battalion just before they went on summer leave and gave them my assessment of the rapidly developing situation and what it meant for us:





Extract From Notebook – Talk to Battalion Before Summer Leave





Everybody did really well in Canada


Current Situation. Devon & Dorsets on Mount Igman with British and French artillery.


Recce showed that anything could happen – same applies to us.


Training begins 29 August with lecture package that all will attend.


Cadre to brief and train commanders then main recce.


Summer Leave. Aim is that everyone sees friends and families.


Recharge batteries BUT let’s all keep fit.


FINALLY – Really congratulate everyone on hard work this summer.





I spent summer leave with my family in a cottage in Brittany. As we drove through France the BBC World Service reported the Croatian offensive against the Krajinas – parts of Croatia that had been forcibly occupied by nationalist Serbs during the break-up of Yugoslavia. The military capability of the Croat Army had been improved by training from US military contractors and the Serb defences collapsed. I heard reporters describing clashes between attacking Croat forces and UN troops. There were heart-rending reports of the huge columns of Serb refugees either fleeing from the Croat attacks or evicted during ethnic cleansing. I wondered how we would measure up in such a situation. I was sure that, now the Krajinas had been liberated, some of the victorious forces would be re-deployed to the Bosnian Croat Army inside Bosnia.





CHAPTER TWO

‘Actors Waiting in the Wings of Europe’


Returning from leave, at the end of August, I and all the battalion’s commanders down to serjeant spent two days being trained on a ‘commander’s cadre’. This mixture of lectures and practical demonstrations by a specialist training team was designed to give us the knowledge and understanding so that we could train our subordinates in the different tactics and approaches required for Bosnia. 


New skills were taught and practised. A particular problem would be posed by land mines. These had been laid in large numbers in and around the front lines. Some were properly marked and recorded, but many more, laid by untrained, undisciplined or drunk faction soldiers, were neither. We learned to read the current and historic front lines so as to predict where the mine threat would be highest. This skill was called ‘Mine Awareness’.


As the training began a shell hit a Sarajevo market, killing thirty-seven civilians. The evidence was that the Bosnian Serbs had fired it. General Janvier was on leave, with his authority delegated to General Smith, who requested NATO air strikes. We watched these on our television screens and saw the British and French guns of the Multinational Brigade shelling Serb positions around Sarajevo.


The command team was to return to Bosnia for a second ‘confirmatory’ recconnaisance. The night before we were due to leave, Colonel Simon Young, the deputy commander of the British forces in Bosnia, rang me at home. Our recce could go ahead but I would only be able to bring half the people I had intended. Overnight we reconfigured our recce party in time to catch an RAF plane the next day. Accompanied by key Battalion HQ officers and the company commanders and Steve Noble, I landed in Split just as NATO and the UN announced a temporary suspension of hostilities. This was to give the Serbs a chance to show their compliance with the NATO/UN ultimatum that they withdraw their artillery and heavy weapons from around Sarajevo. There was some banter that we had ‘just missed being in a war zone’. I wrote in my notebook:





DAY 1. Comprehensive briefing on situation by D&D [Devon and Dorset] officers at Vitez. Meet Jeff Cook CO 1 D&D at Kiseljak conducting orders group. Battalion assembling for operation to reopen main route into Sarajevo, as soon as Serbs agree to NATO demands. Fly to Mount Igman in French helicopter. They get lost! Visit HQ Multinational Brigade. Meet chief of staff – Colonel Hamish Fletcher – old chum from Germany ten years earlier.


Tour of mountain positions. Overlook Sarajevo glinting in late afternoon sun. So near and yet so far and not a single sign of any fighting visible to naked eye. Invited for supper with CO Foreign Legion battalion. Bizarre experience of meal in his tent, bedecked with regiment’s standards and memorabilia. Charming, fluent English speaker and clearly a dynamic leader.





DAY 2. Trip to Headquarters Sector Southwest. Meet old friends Brigadier Pringle and his chief of staff. Listen to secure telephone conversation between Pringle and General Smith. If no compliance from Serbs, air strikes to resume. If air and artillery campaign unsuccessful, UNPROFOR will be untenable and would need to withdraw, which will require NATO assistance. Helicopter flight to visit Foreign Legion battalion in south Bosnia. Not expecting us, no one speaks English, my schoolboy French exhausted too soon. Back to Vitez where Brig. Pringle comes to supper with 2 LI officers. Gives us a comprehensive and frank brief and answers probing questions.





DAY 3. Return to Igman with D&D padre. Conducted tour by company commander. South flank of UN position spread across huge mountain complex similar to Brecon Beacons. Currently screened by Warrior platoon and Milan section! What will it be like in winter? Visit small village, appears war-damaged but closer inspection shows this to be extreme disrepair – caused by rural depopulation? Occupied by single large family. Father treats us like honoured guests with Balkan coffee thick as glue, huge chunks of warm bread and wonderfully piquant goat’s cheese. Wife totally subservient and silent. Two charming shy children watch wide-eyed from a tent. Return to 1 D&D HQ listening to BBC World Service reporting UN/NATO announcement that air attacks are resuming. Troops to ‘alert rouge’, donning helmets and body armour. Suddenly familiar chainsaw buzz of a heavy cannon – American A10 jets attacking Bosnian Serb positions. Warrior exchanges fire with Serb heavy weapons crew, BBC filming engagement. Multinational Brigade HQ under pressure planning for opening of routes to Sarajevo. Meet commander 24 Airmobile Brigade (former CO 2 LI) arriving on Igman as I leave. Meet him again in midst of huge traffic snarl up at ABiH checkpoint on road to Kiseljak. At Kiseljak the D&D battlegroup is assembled in disused brick factory. Return to Vitez for discussion over a few beers with rest of recce party. Watch CNN news on satellite TV and see BBC report of Warrior firing on Serb position as we had heard in real time five hours earlier.





DAY 4. End of recce. Helicopter flight to Split and then by RAF transport back to Germany. Several officers travelling on leave from UN theatre HQ in Zagreb. Most openly cynical about overall ineffectiveness of UN forces in Krajinas and evidence of US assistance to Croatian Army. General agreement that if NATO attacks fail, UNPROFOR will have to withdraw, likely hostility of factions, especially Muslims expected. Many consider we will have to fight our way out. Arrive less than twenty-four hours after leaving Mount Igman. Extreme contrast of stable dull German countryside.





While we were away, our wives and families watched news broadcasts of the NATO preparation and the Warriors firing on Serb positions below Igman. This gave me food for thought about our arrangements for briefing our families – how could our passage of information to Paderborn match the speed with which the media worked?


The next night, US cruise missiles struck targets near the Bosnian Serb city of Banja Luka. Concurrent with the NATO and UNPROFOR air and artillery strikes, the HVO and to a lesser extent the ABiH achieved startling success in their offensives against the Bosnian Serb army, who were rapidly evicted from a huge swathe of territory in the west of Bosnia. Shortly afterwards, the US brokered a cease-fire and Richard Holbrooke, their chief negotiator, began attempting to set up peace talks.


All previous peace plans had foundered – with the Bosnian Serbs controlling much of the country neither their opponents nor the international community had much leverage over them. Now the Bosnian Serbs’ share of Bosnia had been reduced to half. Would the US be able to exploit this to clinch a peace deal? Only time would tell, but if the peace negotiations succeeded quickly, we could be going to Bosnia early to help implement the peace. If the negotiations failed, we would become part of the NATO force sent to extract UNPROFOR, again earlier than we expected. In this case, it appeared likely that fighting would flare up with increased intensity, probably including attempts by the Federation to frustrate the withdrawal of UNPROFOR or to involve us in their war. We would need to be prepared to fight our way in and fight our way out.


The battalion now began the ‘in barracks phase’ of its preparation. Chris Booth had organised training into a number of self-contained packages, and commanders and Battalion HQ trained and prepared themselves and those under their command. The soldiers laboured long and hard to ready their weapons, equipment and the vehicles on which their effectiveness, even their survival, could depend. This included painting names on all our armoured vehicles. All vehicles already bore a ‘call sign’, the short combination of numbers and letters that gave them an identity on their company radio net. In addition, each Warrior and Scimitar would carry the name of one of the Light Infantry’s battle honours. Our Warriors’ protection was improved by fitting huge slabs of special armour originally developed for the Gulf War. Later our regimental magazine, the Silver Bugle, described this period:





The Warriors had to be up-armoured. Great white slabs of ‘Chobham’ armour were bolted to the sides and front of each wagon, making us as close to invincible as science allows. More importantly each plate needed several men to lift it, and toes to be kept well away. As Chobham (or at least what’s inside it) is secret, a whole new guard commitment appeared. For two months the garages were wired off and patrolled. As it turned out practice at ‘stagging on’ was excellent pre-Bosnia training!


Every battalion that has served in Bosnia has found its tour totally different from the last. However they have all needed the same skills. Each company, therefore, ran a range of cadres. In particular, emphasis was put on assault pioneers, team medics and gunnery. In anticipating the worst, the battalion set about preparing for six months of Arctic war. Temperatures of minus 57° had been clocked up on Mount Igman the previous winter. Not to be caught out, lecture after lecture was given on cold weather injuries, medicine and equipment. The quartermaster produced an excellent stock of Arctic clothing.


For subalterns there was a platoon commanders’ cadre, which ranged from basic Serbo-Croat coaching, through watch-keeping, to watching some singularly ghastly BBC footage of atrocities they felt too disturbing to broadcast. The presence of Captain Sulyok, a real live ex-hostage, convinced us that Serbs were odd – they released him.





It had been Chris Booth’s initiative that all platoon commanders should spend a week considering how they would command in this new environment. He came up with an excellent programme, which made maximum use of our in-house expertise in the forms of Captains Jason Medley and Paul Sulyok. The cadre included Serbo-Croat language training and significant instruction in logistics and the human factor. We knew that battalions preceding us had been exposed to much raw human suffering and soldiers had witnessed many deeply disturbing sights. The best way to counter this potential source of stress would be to have the highest possible standards of morale and leadership. I led a discussion about these issues – a vehicle to put over my own views on the standards I expected of commanders.


We continued to train Battalion HQ in its role. This included map exercises and training in logistic and personnel issues. We made sure that everyone had sound pay and banking arrangements, an up-to-date will and life insurance. I always found this aspect of preparing for operations a profoundly depressing reminder of my own mortality, and this occasion was no exception. At the same time, each of the five companies briefed the wives of its married personnel. I attended all of these meetings and would begin the meeting with a short talk.





Extract From Notebook – Talk to Wives Briefing Evenings





Roles of UN. Help with displaced persons, relief supplies.


Makes a difference to ordinary people, especially women and children.


I am personally responsible for the battalion carrying out the mission as effectively as possible. Have to make sure that operations are properly planned and that any threats are minimised.


Training and Preparation. A lot of people are very busy. Your husbands are really earning their pay. You should both prepare yourselves as well – wills, insurance.


Bosnia is operational theatre. Not as stable as Northern Ireland, more or less at war.


Leave – do all we can but can’t guarantee arrival until he arrives.


Telephones in bases, but not in field locations.


Real privilege to command battalion. 2LI is best-prepared armoured infantry battalion in Army. Doing all I can to prepare us all for what we have to do, to do it as well as we can and as safely as possible, to get your husbands back to you in one piece, both for R&R and at the end of tour.





It was particularly difficult to explain to wives that on deployment to Bosnia their husbands would receive a cut in income. In Paderborn all members of the battalion received a local overseas allowance to make up the extra costs of living in Germany, a country more expensive than the UK. Since there were no extra costs of living in Bosnia, single soldiers had their allowance removed and married soldiers had theirs reduced. Although the logic of this was clear, equally clear was the great difficulty of convincing a soldier’s wife that the family income should be reduced by four hundred German marks a month while her husband was away.


We made time for the companies, the Serjeants’ Mess and the Officers’ Mess to fit in a series of lively parties. Everyone also took seven days’ leave. Like many others I returned to England for a final chance to see friends and family before Christmas.


In this period Lance Corporal Dawson, a promising and extremely popular member of C Company was killed in a traffic accident. His friends and C Company were devastated. We had a moving memorial service and as the gut-wrenching mournful notes of the Last Post rang out, I again resolved to do everything I could to bring as many people back from Bosnia as I took out.



Field and Command Training


The next two phases of training were described in the Silver Bugle:





The range package took us from zeroing personal weapons to live firing patrol incidents and defence shoots. Everyone was introduced to the mine threat and taught what to do if involved in a mine incident.


The final phase was the Field Training Exercise. Sennelager training area was cast as a divided segment of Bosnia with three warring factions vying for it. The Stapel area to the north was portrayed as a Srebrenica-type enclave. Later we had to break the siege of Stapel. The exercise was highly successful and culminated in a company Warrior live firing circuit around the training area perimeter. The Warriors were then prepared for shipping, not to be seen again until Split.





This three-day exercise required the battlegroup (the battalion plus its armoured engineers, artillery and a forward air controller) to move to a new area, and attempt to re-establish peace between the factions. A company of Royal Highland Fusileers, who had spent the previous winter in Bosnia, portrayed the irreconcilable factions of Serbs, Muslims and Croats. Battlegroup HQ and I were under considerable pressure as we moved into bases, attempted to establish contact with local leaders, arranged the exchange of prisoners between the factions, withstood mortar and artillery attacks and dealt with attempts to take our soldiers hostage, mine strikes and the aftermath of atrocities.


At the same time, the UN was demanding access to an enclave of ‘Muslims’ surrounded by ‘Serbs’ to our north. After the breakdown of negotiations a Security Council resolution authorised use of all necessary means to restore access to the enclave. This allowed us to conduct a full rehearsal of the type of operation that might be needed to force open routes to real enclaves such as Sarajevo or Goražde. In the event of a UN withdrawal, we might well have to use this sort of operation both to go forward to relieve encircled groups of UN troops, and even to withdraw ourselves. I chose not to explain this to anyone.


As I had intended, the battlegroup achieved its mission, but not without difficulties, including huge obstacles that had been constructed to deny entry to the enclave. Great earth mounds and burned-out buses fixed together with huge chains were augmented by simulated anti-tank mines, which released huge clouds of yellow smoke when detonated. By the time the exercise ended, our three engineer tanks had either worn out their gearboxes or been ‘destroyed’ by mines. I drove back through Sennelager training area, the trees glowing with the bright chemical colours of a rich, voluptuous autumn, reflecting that the battlegroup was capable of functioning for long periods under great pressure. It had a large number of experienced officers whom I could trust to think for themselves and get the job done.


The final phase of training was five days spent at the Brigade and Battlegroup Trainer (BBGT). This allowed unit and formation commanders to practise their command skills in a simulated Bosnian environment. The permanent staff of the BBGT ran the exercise for 4 Armoured Brigade, 2 LI, the engineer regiment and various support units. Company commanders and their headquarters acted as the ‘lower control’, sending and receiving information and messages, as if we were on operations in Bosnia.


Great realism was created by the lower controls and BBGT staff playing their roles with considerable imagination and enthusiasm, aided and abetted by officers flown back from appointments in Bosnia who acted as up-to-date expert advisors. Astonishingly realistic local colour was injected into the exercise by the presence of Bosnian interpreters employed by the British contingent of UNPROFOR. This was particularly important for our liaison officers, or LOs. Several young officers, all captains, were nominated to conduct the important task of liaising between the battalion and the factions. Each of the three company second captains was similarly trained. I appointed the support company commander, Major Ian Baker, as chief liaison officer to co-ordinate all the battlegroup’s liaison efforts.


BBGT included an excellent package of training in their duties. After a short period of theoretical instruction this ‘virtual Bosnia’ environment allowed the LOs to practise their skills of liaison and negotiation on interpreters pretending to be faction commanders. Captain Sean Harris described this training:





Experienced LOs had been flown from the theatre; the stories they told seemed too far-fetched to be true. During the training, potential LOs were exposed to the warring factions’ least publicised but most potent weapon, slivovitz, more commonly known as ‘slip in a ditch’. We were also introduced to some of the interpreters, the first Bosnians we had met. These scruffy, mischievous individuals tried their best to cause us as many problems as possible during scenario training, often succeeding in making us lose our tempers, something I was to learn a LO should never do.
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