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  "The soldier always knows that everything he does on such an occasion will be scrutinised by two classes of critics — by the Government which employs him and by the enemies of that Government. As far as the Government is concerned, he is a little Admiral Jellicoe and this is his tiny Battle of Jutland. He has to make a vital decision on incomplete information in a matter of seconds, and afterwards the experts can sit down at leisure with all the facts before them, and argue about what he might, could, or should have done. Lucky the soldier if, as in Jellicoe's case, the tactical experts decided after twenty years’ profound consideration that what he did in three minutes was right. As for the enemies of the Government, it does not much matter what he has done. They will twist, misinterpret, falsify, or invent any fact as evidence that he is an inhuman monster wallowing in innocent blood".

Field Marshal Sir William Slim, Unofficial History1


  30th April 1980: Day 1

On the morning of Wednesday, 30th April 1980, six men left their flat in Kensington, London. They told the landlord that they were spending a week in Bristol before leaving for Iraq, and that they would not be returning. They had made arrangements for their belongings to be sent on ahead of them, they said. The men were Khuzestani revolutionaries, and although they'd spent the previous few weeks enjoying London's bustling nightlife and buying consumer goods, that was simply some downtime before the primary mission, which was about to begin.

The men collected two submachine guns, four automatic pistols, a revolver, ammunition, and hand grenades. They carried the weapons in lightweight holdalls as they walked to their target, the Iranian embassy at 16 Princes Gate in Knightsbridge. It is believed the weapons had entered the UK in an Iraqi diplomatic bag. The men had received a little training in the use of the firearms from the Iraqi army, but they were not particularly competent. Neither the Khuzestanis nor the Iraqis believed that this would be an issue. Pitched gunfights with the British authorities were not part of the plan: British police weren't armed, after all.

One man, Themir Moammed Hussein (Later code named "Abbas" by the police) went on ahead to do a last reconnaissance. He was a squat, heavily-built individual, with scars on each cheek. The others waited at the Albert Memorial, and when Abbas returned he told them that all was well. He estimated that at least twenty-five people were inside the target. Twenty-five people to use as hostages, their safety to be bargained for in return for the men's demands. The leader, Oan Ali Mohammed (code named "Salim"), gave the order to start the attack, and all six men headed towards the embassy. After leaving Hyde Park, they split up. Salim, his second-in-command Shakir Abdullah Radhil ("Faisal"), and Abbas turned left out of the park, looping around to approach their target from the east. The other three, Shakir Sultan Said ("Hassan"), Fowzi Badavi Nejad ("Ali"), and Makki Hanoun Ali ("Makki") approached from the west.

As they approached the embassy, the men were surprised to note that there was no police officer on duty at the entrance. On each of their previous reconnaissance missions they had seen a policeman, one of the Metropolitan Police's Diplomatic Protection Group (DPG), outside the building. Today, there was no policeman. This was obviously divine intervention, signalling that their mission was blessed. They pulled hoods and kaffiyehs around their heads, drew their weapons and made them ready. Faisal shouted "Long live Arabistan", and they ran into the building, Salim in the lead.

PC Trevor Lock was the policeman who should have been stood outside the door as the terrorists approached. It wasn't his shift, but he'd agreed to cover for a colleague. It was a cold day, and Lock had stepped inside to accept an offer of a warm coffee at exactly the wrong time. To make matters worse, the inner security door had been left open due to a large number of visitors entering and leaving the building that morning.

At 11:25, the terrorists ran in. Lock was stood in the entrance hall, near the door to reception. Salim ran towards him, yelling "Don't move!" in Farsi and firing a burst from his submachine gun. Lock was carrying a .38 Smith & Wesson Model 10 revolver in a holster on his right hip, but was unable to draw it before he was overcome. He did manage to use his panic button to transmit an emergency signal, before Salim ripped the radio from his tunic.

Alerted by Lock's emergency signal, four armed policemen on motorbikes were at the embassy within minutes, shortly followed by two sergeants and seven constables of the DPG. The policemen moved around the outside of the embassy, trying to ascertain exactly what had happened. One, approaching the rear, saw a terrorist at a first-floor window and shouted up to ask who he was and what he wanted. The only answer was a warning not to come closer, and so the policeman retreated.

Meanwhile, Abbas Fallahi, the embassy's doorman, and Simeon (Sim) Harris, a BBC sound recordist visiting the embassy to obtain a visa, were immediately captured. They were told to stand against a wall along with Lock, who was bleeding from a cut on his cheek. Hassan and Makki guarded these three hostages while the others started to investigate the rest of the building. Salim assured them that they had nothing to worry about, that they only wanted to "make a few speeches". When he pulled a hand grenade from his pocket and put a finger in the pull-ring, the three hostages became sure that he wasn't telling them the truth.

Chris Cramer, a BBC news producer and Harris' colleague, had run into another room, hoping to escape through a window, but was unable to open it. He was herded out and into the hall with four other men. The eight hostages were taken to the cipher room (room 9A) on the second floor, where Makki stood guard over them. The other terrorists combed the building, yelling, kicking open doors, and rounding up the rest of the building's occupants.

Dr Gholam-Ali Afrouz, the Chargé d'Affaires, was in his first-floor office, giving an interview to Muhammad Faruqi, a London-based journalist. As a staunch supporter of the Ayatollah, Afrouz was a prime target for the terrorists. He was also acutely aware of the possibility of an attack. Just days before, he had written to Chief Superintendent Bromley of the Diplomatic Protection Group. The letter sought to bring to Bromley's attention "the increasing threats our embassy and Diplomatic staff are being confronted with under the present circumstances"2. Afrouz wanted to "stress the seriousness of this matter and draw [his] special attention to any stricter precautions". Bromley's response, which had arrived the previous day, offered platitudes but little substance, assuring Afrouz that "the varying political climate together with the need for any additional security precautions are constantly under review"3.

Afrouz and Faruqi weren't aware of the attack until two men started shouting Afrouz's name from just outside the door. Afrouz locked the door; and the two men tried to break it down but soon gave up, unaware who was in the room. When they moved on, Afrouz unlocked the door, went to the back of the building, and jumped from a window. His attempted escape failed, however, as the impact knocked him out, broke his jaw, and injured his right arm and ribs. Faruqi had not moved. A terrorist found him shortly after and escorted him up to the second floor, where he joined the other hostages being guarded by Makki.

A group of embassy staff and Mustapha Karkouti, a Syrian journalist, took refuge in an office on the fourth floor, locking it from the inside. They waited in silence until one of the women, unable to control herself, started to scream. One of the other women slapped her across the face. The shock stopped the screaming, but it was too late: Salim burst in, firing his submachine gun into the ceiling. They were taken down to the second floor, where they joined the other hostages in the cipher room.

Ron Morris, the British manager of the embassy, was in his fourth-floor office. Hearing the noise and believing it to be a student demonstration, he decided to investigate. As he headed downstairs, he saw two armed men leading Lock and Fallahi. Turning, he ran back to his office to call 999. Before he could get through, Faisal burst into the room and ordered Morris to go with him.

Morris was the last of the hostages to be caught. As he entered the cipher room, the terrorists ordered the hostages into the adjacent room (room nine). Although this new room was significantly larger, there still wasn't very much space. It was filled with filing cabinets, desks, and other office furniture. Hassan leaped onto a desk and pulled a phone cable out of the wall, before throwing the telephone itself against the wall. Cramer, stubbing his cigarette out, offered one to Salim and asked what he intended to do with the hostages. Salim's voice was gentle, but he refused to answer, and ordered two of the terrorists to search them. The search wasn't very thorough. Faisal noticed a bulge in PC Lock's pocket, but Lock was able to convince him that it was just some notebooks and maps. By this remarkable deception, he was able to keep his revolver.

Not everyone in the embassy had been captured; two people had managed to climb out of a ground-floor window. They had then run across the street and called the police. One embassy official had climbed from a first-floor balcony onto the balcony of the adjacent Ethiopian embassy, where the surprised staff had let him inside. Dr Gholam-Ali Afrouz, the Chargé d'Affaires, was still unconscious at the back of the embassy after his attempted escape. One of the hostages noticed him lying on the floor. Thinking he was dead, several of the hostages started to weep, adding to the tension in the room. PC Lock tried to calm them down, saying that he believed the terrorists were only firing blanks.

Having spotted Afrouz, two terrorists went to get him, reaching him just as he started to come around. Still in a lot of pain from his injuries, he was dragged upstairs. As the highest-ranking hostage and a known supporter of Ayatollah Khomeini, Afrouz became a primary target for the terrorist's ire. He was initially held separately, but later dumped in the same room as the other hostages, where he collapsed, unable to stand. Morris shouted at the terrorists to call a doctor, but Salim refused and told Morris to be quiet. Morris did manage to get some water, which he used to clean Afrouz's face, and Cramer also used it to clean the wounds on PC Lock's face. Lock showed Cramer his hidden revolver, telling the BBC man to take it if anything happened to him. Realising that Cramer had never used a gun, Lock explained that there was no safety catch. All Cramer would have to do was aim and pull the trigger.

As the atmosphere slowly calmed, some of the hostages started to wonder if anyone knew what had happened to them. Salim disappeared, and when he came back, he was carrying a large bundle of leaflets, one of which he handed to Cramer. He told the hostages that he was going to tell them why the terrorists had taken the embassy and what they wanted. He would read in Farsi, then Cramer would read in English. The message started with an apology to the British people and government for any inconvenience. It went on to demand the release of ninety-one Arab prisoners held in Arabistan, an aeroplane to fly the terrorists out of the UK, and recognition of Arabistan as an autonomous region. It stated that the embassy would be blown up if the British government did not react within twenty-four hours.

Cramer asked how they intended to get their demands to the outside world, and Salim responded that they had thrown leaflets to the police outside. If they didn't hear anything within twenty-four hours, he added, the hostages would be killed.

At this point, the police had very little information. They knew hostages had been taken, but they didn't know how many, nor did they know the number or nature of the hostage takers. It was unclear whether the situation was a normal criminal matter, or if it had a political dimension that would require government involvement. Those officials who might be needed (ironically, some of them were attending a conference on terrorism) were warned and put on standby.

The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) was concerned that reprisals might be taken against the British embassy in Tehran. A flash telegram was sent, warning them to take precautions. A further message, addressed from Lord Carrington, the Foreign Secretary, was to be delivered to Iranian President Bani-Sadr. This expressed the foreign secretary's "deep personal concern" and hope that the situation would be resolved swiftly, with the hostages' lives as a "paramount consideration". The message was also sent to Abu Dhabi, to be delivered to the Iranian foreign minister, who was visiting the United Arab Emirates.

At 11:45, the terrorists threw leaflets, written in Farsi, out of a window. By this time, Chief Superintendent Bromley of the DPG was on the scene. Salim shouted a summary of their demands, in English, to the police from a window. He told the police that they were the Group of the Martyr. They demanded the release of ninety-one prisoners held in Iran, recognition of Arabistan as an autonomous region, and an aeroplane to take the terrorists and hostages out of Britain once the prisoners had been released. The police were told that the hostages would be killed if the demands were not met within twenty-four hours, and the embassy would be blown up if a rescue attempt was mounted.

Now that the nature of the incident was known to be political, the government needed to be involved. Arrangements were made to set up the Cabinet Office Briefing Room (COBR, pronounced "cobra"). COBR sits in times of emergency, and is chaired by the home secretary, with senior MOD, Cabinet Office, and Foreign Office ministers. In political hostage situations, the Metropolitan Police, MI5, and SAS are also represented on COBR. In this way, the SAS have access to the people making decisions and can advise them accordingly.

One policeman who heard the calls on the radio was PC Dusty Gray, recently retired from the SAS. Knowing the regiment's hostage-rescue role, he realised that they might be needed, so he called the regimental headquarters in Hereford. He was put through to Lieutenant-Colonel Rose, the regiment's commanding officer. Rose, knowing that Gray had a reputation for practical jokes, was initially sceptical. He called Brigadier Peter de la Billière, Director SAS Group, at the Ministry of Defence (MOD), for confirmation. While he was waiting for confirmation, he sent a live operation alert to the Special Projects (SP) Team at 11:48. The SP Team was the title given to the squadron currently assigned to the anti-terrorist role. Each of the four SAS sabre squadrons rotated through six-month tours on SP Team duty. When on that duty, they trained in close-quarter combat, hostage-rescue techniques, etc.

B Squadron had recently taken over from D Squadron as the SP Team. The SP Team is split into two independent teams, codenamed Blue Team and Red Team. At any one time, one team is on thirty minutes’ notice to deploy, with the other on three hours’ notice. Normally the two teams work together, but they could work independently if the situation demanded. Since the whole of 22 SAS Regiment rotate through the SP Team role, other squadrons could be called upon to assist if necessary.

Deputy Assistant Commissioner (DAC) Dellow took over command of the police presence at Princes Gate at noon, and started preparations for a siege. As the police built up their presence, they implemented their standard procedures for such situations. These procedures were known as ICC, an acronym for “Isolate, Cordon, Contain”. The police would isolate the incident, cordon off the perimeter, and contain the hostage-takers. Once this was done, they would initiate negotiations, with the hope of reaching a peaceful conclusion. This procedure makes the hostage-takers reliant on the police, since all other outside contact is cut off. A level of trust builds between the hostage-takers and the negotiators. This trust is then used to secure concessions, and ultimately persuade the hostage-takers to give up without harming anyone.

That was the plan. The Metropolitan Police, as well as other police forces elsewhere in the world, had used similar techniques in previous sieges to good effect. On this occasion, however, it was destined to fail.

Dog teams were deployed, in case the terrorists tried to escape. Initially, Dellow planned to set up police headquarters, known as Zulu Control, at Number 25 Princes Gate, which housed the Royal School of Needlework. Although the occupants were willing, it was dismissed as impractical after a few hours. Not only did the building house many priceless artefacts, there was also a strict smoking ban. In 1980, most police officers smoked, and the lack of nicotine soon took its toll. Zulu Control was therefore moved to Number 24, a children's nursery. The only requirements here were that the nursery's pet hamster was to be fed, a duck nesting on a windowsill was not to be disturbed, and the small child-size toilets were to be treated with care.
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